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In her book The Dialectic of Freedom, Maxine Greene presents an argument that teachers should pay close attention to.  Namely, that it is our duty to facilitate discussions on what it means to be free, help others identify obstacles to freedom, and help establish ways of circumventing these obstacles.  Because of my exposure to some of the works of Paolo Friere, I am familiar with many of the concepts Greene discusses, yet I appreciate her take on the issues.  I would like to pay special attention Greene's chapter on the American dream, American Paradox, American Quest, and why the critical consumption of news media is so important in any discussion about freedom.


In her book, Greene goes into an in depth analysis of the struggles of the impoverished to attain freedom while being at the mercy of capitalism.  She writes “...any dream of freedom had to give way to the adjustment of the necessary” (p.39).  The necessary in this case refers to the country's economic development.  Little regard is paid to the labor who would make possible the creation of the economic powerhouse the the United States was to become.  This idea,  in my opinion, strikes at the very heart of the forces that seek to limit the freedom of the citizenry.  

One tool that makes this oppression possible is the corporate, for-profit media structure in place in our country.  Likewise, the lack of media literacy among the populace has led to the decline of thinking critically about the information, or misinformation as is often the case, being provided .  We have become complacent, and as Greene so eloquently writes, “...picture the half-lit rooms and the passive faces before television sets, the flickering and persistent images, the incidental murmurings and messages” (p.55).  Too often the news media is slanted or biased in ways that may be imperceptible to the citizenry, especially those that are not accustomed to critically analyzing information.  Rarely is news provided in a straight manner, with the only emphasis being placed on what the facts are.  Rather, what we are given is editorialized, spun, or reduced to competing sound bites of opposing talking points.  

Detecting hidden agendas or potential biases is even more critical when one considers that in the past twenty years control of the media has dwindled form fifty corporations to just five (bernie.house.gov, n.d.).  The following graph found on House Representative Bernie Sanders’ (I, Vermont) shows this steady consolidation quite clearly (bernie.house.gov, n.d.).    
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If a citizen is to be held responsible for the conduct of their government, then they must be aware of what is being done in their name, and they must understand the effects of media portrayals, and the editorial agendas of these corporations can have on the populace.  This lack of understanding has led to people voting against their economic self interests, as well as not supporting government programs that might help them improve their situations and therefore gain greater freedom.  This is accomplished by the media by over representing the view that government programs do not work, that cutting taxes on the corporations and the wealthy is good for the economy, even though there is ample evidence to the contrary.   The opposing view is rarely represented, and the casual observer may even think that no such view exists.  This exposes the difficulty of raising awareness: how can one acknowledge that which is hidden from view?

Indeed, as Greene states “...many are likely to share a feeling of subservience to a system...or to an Establishment they can scarcely name” (p. 19).  Today’s society has moved far from the Jeffersonian ideals of meritocracy, and no matter how many Horatio Alger’s are held up, one thing today remains a constant; the poor and minorities remain disenfranchised and disregarded.  This has become the status quo, and will remain as such in perpetuity unless changes are made.  These changes will not come from the top down; instead they must come from the bottom up.  The question becomes, how can these people, living at the bottom of society, ever hope to affect change and gain true freedom, and how can one help them?

I believe that a robust and thorough program of media literacy training can be an effectual tool in helping the oppressed understand better how powerful, moneyed interests conspire to keep them oppressed, thereby identifying obstacles to their freedom and hopefully overcoming them.  Citizens must be knowledgeable about current events and how these events may become distorted through the lens of the media.  Indeed, learning how media portrayals can reinforce stereotypes, or even create new ones, as well as discovering agendas, ideologies, and values is a vital skill for the empowered student (Kushner, McClelland, and Safford, 2006).  Without this training, they will be blind to their lack of freedom and as Greene says, if they “...cannot name alternatives, imagine a better state of things, share with others a project of change,  they are likely to remain anchored” in their oppression (p. 9).

The National Leadership Conference on Media Education defines media literacy as “the ability to access, analyze, evaluate and communicate messages in a wide variety of forms" (Auferheide, 1997).  The purpose of gaining this knowledge is that it “empowers people to use media intelligently, to discriminate and evaluate media content, to critically dissect media forms, and to investigate media effects and uses,” (Kellner, 1997).  As Greene says, “...conditions must be deliberately created to enable the mass of people to act on their power to choose” (p. 18).  Without a solid foundation of media understanding, the power to choose, and the ability to make those choices based on sound reasoning, will never materialize.  

Although I have not had the opportunity to implement a media literacy program, I was able to find research measuring the effects of such a curriculum.  One study that I found was research conducted by Dr. Renee Hobbs and Richard Frost.  They studied a group of Australian adolescents and attempted to determine the effects of media literacy training had on the students’ media consumption and what they thought about the information being given them.  The methodology of the study was a post hoc analysis, meaning the researchers did not manipulate the instruction, but rather examined the results of two different curricula already in place.  For this reason also, the subjects were not randomly assigned, although efforts were made by the researchers to eliminate as many variables as possible, such as age and socio-economic status.  
The sample population comprised of three hundred thirty three students from six different schools in the Melbourne metropolitan area, and the students were classified as being part of either one treatment or two treatment.  The one-treatment group was subjected to a media literacy curriculum that “consisted of two hours of training per week, for 14 weeks, in how to read newspaper articles and distinguish hyperbole from truth. They also wrote reports on documentaries and feature presentations on television” (Hobbs and Frost, n.d.).  The group identified as two-treatment recently “in their English classes, students had taken a recent, controversial issue and analyzed the way the media presented it” (Hobbs and Frost, n.d.).  
The study did have some surprising and not so surprising results.  For example, the researchers found that students from the one-treatment group, who had more in depth training, were better able to critically analyze the content of a given media message, as opposed to the two treatment group (Hobbs and Frost, n.d.).  One particularly surprising finding was that comprehension did not increase with training, but instead decreased with more instruction (Hobbs and Frost, n.d.).  The researcher hypothesized that this difference may be accounted for by the fact that both groups received extensive instruction regarding the media production process (Hobbs and Frost, n.d.).  For this reason, the researchers believe that these students concentrated on the delivery and presentation of the message and not the message itself, as per the students’ training (Hobbs and Frost, n.d.).  Another surprising finding was that the two-treatment group was nearly seven times (13% of respondents versus only 2%) more likely to identify sexist aspects of the media messages when compared to the one-treatment group (Hobbs and Frost, n.d.).         

Another finding that I found interesting is the rate that the students consumed media after being given instruction.  Although the researchers hypothesized that there would be an increase in consumption after the students were given instruction (Hobbs and Frost, n.d.), I myself found this startling.  Because the students have received this instruction, they are now more interested in the news and want to consume more of it.  If their critical thinking skills are further developed, either through media training or other measures, this can only lead to a more informed populace. 


If we are to accept that our society is a democracy, it follows that the citizenry must be equipped with accurate knowledge and the ability to judge the accuracy of information provided in order to make rational decisions regarding their self-governance. Greene, while discussing Thomas Jefferson's thoughts on freedom, notes that “freedom would be achieved and maintained to the extent that rational and autonomous men would come together in speech and action.” (p. 27).   For Jefferson, the greatest evil was, as Greene puts it, “the tyranny of superstition, ignorance, and external constraint or control” (p. 28).   Each of these tyrannies can be addressed and overcome through a comprehensive media literacy program.
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