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Abstract:  

Recent debates about the status of knowledge in the school curriculum have seen the emergence of 

attempts to connect curriculum reform to the ideas about "powerful knowledge" articulated by 

Michael Young and other sociologists. This article argues that for the case of media education, and 

specifically its application in secondary schools - in the form of Media Studies - these ideas are not 

adequate to explain the epistemological principles upon which the project of media education is 

built. The paper takes a threefold approach to developing an epistemology of media education; 

firstly, by outlining existing work on the nature of knowledge in media education; secondly, by 

examining social realist arguments about the way that knowledge is manifested in things like school 

subjects and canonical knowledge and arguing that media education does not fit these 

manifestations; and finally by offering some alternative ideas upon which an epistemology of media 

education may be built. These alternatives focus on ideas from critical realism, the "Funds of 

Knowledge" movement and Julian McDougall's notion of the pedagogy of the inexpert. In offering 

such an alternative, it is hoped to support media teachers in schools who will increasingly be 

confronted by the influence of the "powerful knowledge" movement and demonstrate that there 

are areas of the curriculum for which this is not the most appropriate way of thinking about 

knowledge. 
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Towards an epistemology of media education: Confronting the problems of 

knowledge presented by Social Realism. 
 

 

Introduction 

In recent arguments about the nature of the curriculum in schools, both in the UK and abroad, a 

number of commentators and academics have drawn on the work of a group of sociologists of 

education who are often identified as “social realists”. (Hoadley et al.2019)  In seeking to establish 

what has become known as “the knowledge-rich curriculum” social realist views of knowledge have 

been enlisted to justify the notion that students must be taught certain types of curricular content 

which lies beyond their own experience.  This “powerful knowledge” argument is used to fix certain 

types of content in the curriculum on the grounds that were school students, particularly those from 

economically poor backgrounds, not to be exposed to them, they would in some way be 

disadvantaged. This is an important perspective, which draws on the pioneering work of Basil 

Bernstein, in suggesting that at least some of the project of education should seek to allow students 

to navigate the “elaborate code” constructed by schooling (Bernstein 2003). However, this paper 

argues that the social realist view of knowledge presents an incomplete view of epistemology within 

the field of media education, and that teachers and academics working within the field should 

acknowledge that while social realism makes some strong arguments for the types of knowledge 

that school students should encounter, these arguments will have less traction when considering 

media education, because as a discipline it challenges some of the essential precepts of social realist 

views of knowledge. Rather, though, than simply rejecting the view of epistemology offered by social 

realism, this article offers the possibility of a separate epistemology of media education built on 

three existing theoretical pillars and calls for media education – a subject with a not insignificant 

presence in many schools around the world in the form of Media Studies - to be seen in a different 

light to other curricular areas. The paper makes these arguments in three distinct ways; firstly, by 

looking at the current state of knowledge in media education; secondly, by examining the problems 

that social realist views of knowledge raise for media education and particularly media studies in 

schools; and finally by offering some ideas about what an alternative and perhaps separate 

epistemology might be built on.  

Epistemologies – What do media students and teachers need to know?  

The term epistemology is used here in both the sense of meaning “the study of knowledge” and 

“what knowledge means in this particular field”. This dual-meaning is significant for this article 

because it appears that the recent attention played to the role of knowledge in schools (particularly 

in the UK) is largely under-theorised. The use of social realist views of knowledge made by a 

relatively small number of influential educational commentators, usually through blogs and social 

media, (e.g. Counsell 2018 )  means that there is sometimes little utilisation of wider epistemological 

study in debates around curriculum. Similarly, the question of what kinds of knowledge have 

curricular value is, for media education, uniquely problematic and so, epistemologies of this area of 

study are similarly under-theorised.  A number of academics, teachers and organisations have 

attempted to define ideal curricular content for media education (cf. Buckingham 2003; BFI 2000;  

McDougall 2006) but generally, they have, for very good reason, avoided describing what “should be 

known”. There is however, a rich vein of literature which attempts to rationalise the educational 

basis for media education work in the classroom and this might be seen as being a reasonable 

starting point for explaining why the field does not fit in with social realist views of knowledge 



Media education, and its subsequent manifestation as the subject of media studies which is taught 

in secondary schools, has coalesced around a number of key ideas which mean that knowledge can 

neither be fixed in one place, or ignore the knowledge and experience of the student. These ideas 

include, but are not limited to; knowledge of key concepts, experiences of and encounters with 

popular culture outside the classroom; and practical production work, in which students make a 

range of media texts.  

The key concept model of media education, pioneered in the 1980s (BFI 1989) and refined in the 

1990s (Bazalgette 1992) is still alive and well in rationales for media education – see Poyntz (2015)  - 

primarily because it allows for the application of some key knowledge to a wide range of media 

texts. In key concept models, teachers use a range of concepts integral to our understanding of the 

media – usually Language, Audience, Representation and Institution, but also sometimes augmented 

by ideas like Technology or Industry – in order to explore texts. By asking critical questions using 

these concepts, media teachers have facilitated sophisticated critical understandings of media texts 

and the people who make them. For example, a media teacher may introduce the concept of 

audience by sharing a particular text with their students and asking who it is aimed at, along with 

questions about those people’s age, gender, lifestyle preferences etc. The teacher might discuss and 

clarify what the students know about these things from their own experience, adding key factual 

information about, for example, the way that professional audience researchers gather and classify 

such information or the ways that audience segmentation has changed in the digital age. The 

knowledge being shared here is about the way that the audience might be thought about, but at 

least some of that knowledge is likely to come from the student, particularly where the student has 

a prior experience of the text.   One of the “jobs” of a key concept model is to equip the student with 

a conceptual means of organising their understandings of the media. This is why, as David 

Buckingham has suggested (Buckingham 2017) a “set text” approach to media studies, in which 

students are simply required to answer questions on a set of media texts prescribed by an exam 

board, is almost worse than useless, in that it completely negates the need to apply conceptual 

knowledge to the unfamiliar. Instead students are required to memorise a set of facts about the text 

and what media theorists have said about it without the intellectual challenge of negotiating the 

application of a range of ideas to a text they are presented with. To be fair, a number of social 

realists acknowledge this, suggesting that conceptual application is integral to the constitution of 

many disciplines (Schmidt, Wang & McKnight 2005; Muller & Young 2019).  Key concept models go 

beyond the limited epistemological view of learnt knowledge being that which can be remembered 

(Sweller 2016) and require a more sophisticated epistemological basis – something like Heron & 

Reason’s (2008) extended epistemology, in which they describe four ways of knowing – might be a 

better basis for thinking about how media students acquire knowledge. For Heron and Reason, the  

experiential, the presentational, the  propositional and the practical all give a sense of what is 

happening in the media education classroom, and go beyond the narrow positivism of the cognitive 

scientists view of learning (Willingham 2012; Sweller 2016). In the example of the teacher teaching 

about audience, above, the knowledge is both experiential and propositional. It relies on both the 

student’s encounter with the text and the teacher’s augmentation of the factual knowledge which 

surrounds the ways that audiences are treated by researchers in the real world. 

Heron & Reason’s view of knowledge, developed to cope with some of the problems associated with 
conducting qualitative social research, supports not only the key concept model of media education 
but also the idea that media education is about both popular culture and production. As a number of 
media education scholars have suggested (Ferguson 1981, 42-53; Buckingham 1991, 63-69; 
Buckingham 2003, 123-138), production work is integral to media studies in school because of the 
explicit connections it makes with critical and conceptual understandings. Andrew 



Burn and James Durran’s work for example, explicitly connects the ways that production and the 
conceptual framework are related, by taking the  concepts of text, audience and institution (for 
them, text encompasses both language and representation) and demonstrate how they might be 
explored through teaching a unit of work on advertising, which involves making a TV advert. 
(Burn and Durran 2007, 95-109). I have also written extensively on the way that production work 

and critical understandings are related to popular cultural experience (Connolly 2014) and 

attempted to explain how the learning process in media education relies on the student having both 

familiar (thetic) knowledge and unfamiliar (antithetic) knowledge introduced to them. My view of 

this learning process being grounded in popular culture was built on the idea articulated in Burn et 

al., (2010) that popular culture was both a way of developing certain literacies and reconstructing a 

subject like English, and that production work allowed for both of these things. This idea has been 

developed more recently in the author’s own work (Burn & Connolly 2020). Viewing the extensive 

range of literature which rationalises production work and the use of popular culture now, it is clear 

that the epistemological basis for such rationales is something like Heron and Reason’s identification 

of both the practical and presentational ways of knowing. Students present their critical 

understanding of media texts and audiences through their creative production work, and 

demonstrate a practical knowing in doing so. However, while Heron and Reason provide a useful 

theoretical shorthand for thinking about knowledge, they are not writing about media education per 

se, and in order to develop an epistemology of media education, a more specific framework is 

required and this is proposed later on. Initially though, it is necessary to consider social realist views 

of knowledge and why these are not really adequate for the purpose of thinking about knowledge 

within the field of media education.  

Why social realism will not do 

Social realism in education arises primarily out of the work of Michael Young, but has been refined 
across the last decade by the work of scholars such as Robert Moore, Karl Maton and Elizabeth Rata.  
Within the account of education that these scholars offer, knowledge, or more specifically, what 
they term “powerful knowledge” is restored to the centre of the curriculum, primarily as a direct 
response to socio-constructivist views of learning which they see as depriveliging knowledge in 
favour of what are often termed skills or competencies. Young’s influential work “Bringing  
Knowledge Back In” (2008) argues that in the progressive, constructivist account of education which 
has dominated Western education since the 1960’s, knowledge  has been diminished and that 
specialised instruction in distinctive school subjects is essential for genuine education to have taken 
place. For Young, “powerful knowledge” is powerful because of its ‘:  
 
“generality, coherence and explanatory power, and above all, its capacity to extend horizons “ 
(Muller & Young 2019; 203)  
 
On the face of it, this seems eminently reasonable. The example of the teacher explaining audiences 
to his or her class above seems to be perfectly compatible with the view of knowledge Young is 
outlining here. However, I want to argue that it is some of the implications of Young’s  (and others)  
view of knowledge which mean that it is not clear that one can re-centre knowledge in the Media 
Education classroom in the way that social realists suggest. I base this argument on four key 
observations about the social realist account of knowledge in education; 1) Specialist knowledge 
beyond the experience of the student; 2) The importance of canons 3) The social realist view of 
interdisciplinarity and its emphasis on “hard borders” between subjects.; and 4) The role of the 
teacher in social realist accounts. 
 
 
 



1) Specialist Knowledge beyond the Experience of the Student 

For both Michael Young and some other social realists some kinds of knowledge are objective – that 

is to say that they are independent of human experience. This is a fairly easy premise to accept if 

one limits such knowledge to mathematical truths , Euclidean geometry etc,  but once we accept a 

more Kuhnian view of inquiry it becomes quite difficult to explain to students the objectivity of 

certain kinds of proposition even within a subject like science (see Bates & Connolly 2019 for 

examples of this) . Herein lies a problem for social realism in relation to media education; Young 

keeps his view of objective knowledge to the purely abstract, the mathematical, but those who 

follow in his wake sometimes seem to want to use the existence of some objective knowledge to fix 

other, less abstract kinds of knowledge (Rata 2017; Standish & Seghal Cuthbert 2017) and use this to 

prescribe the content of the curriculum.  While some school subjects can make persuasive 

arguments for such prescription (Counsell 2018) Media Education is not one of them. Historically, in 

the UK at least, the media curriculum, as enacted through examination  specifications,  prescribed 

only conceptual frameworks and broad themes. Indeed, I would argue that the problem with 

contemporary media studies specifications in England are that they attempt to suggest that there  

are objective truths about texts, through their uses of words like “quality” and 

“significance”(Connolly 2018a). 

These arguments about objectivity are related to the social realist view that powerful knowledge is 

specialised. As Young comments;  

“The curriculum cannot be based on everyday practical experience. Such a curriculum would only 

recycle that experience” (Young, 2008..89) 

This statement is not only contestable, but the evidence of a number of qualitative studies  (e.g. 

Sefton-Green 1995; Burn, et al. 2010) which look at the way that the media studies curriculum builds 

on the everyday encounters with popular cultural texts by asking students to critically interrogate 

that experience, suggests that it is, at least in some cases demonstrably untrue. I have suggested 

elsewhere (Connolly 2014) that media learning takes place in the dialogue between the everyday 

media experiences and the defamiliarising work that the teacher does with those experiences. In 

media education the everyday, practical encounters that students bring to the classroom are integral 

to learning and the construction of knowledge. The importance of this kind of knowledge has been 

theorised very successfully in the UK by scholars such as Terry Wrigley (Wrigley 2018) and Gabrielle 

Ivinson (Renold & Ivinson 2019) , but is also recognised more globally by people like Luis Moll, whose 

“funds of knowledge” model is drawn upon below.  Indeed, Wrigley points out that the problem 

with ignoring this sort of knowledge is that it leads to an avoidance of pragmatic questions about 

students’ experience of power and how it is distributed.  These questions are integral to media 

education, and are manifested equally as significantly in conflicting views of textual canons.  

2) The importance of canons  

For many media educators the notion of a canon of set texts that students should be exposed to 

undermines the agile and critical nature of the subject. (Buckingham 2003, 95-96) Julian McDougall 

and Andy Cramp suggest that in education more generally, a version of Heisenberg’s uncertainty 

principle always holds true; namely that the momentum and position of any educational idea or text 

cannot be measured exactly (Cramp & McDougall 2019) , and it is this view that challenges the 

notion of a canon per se.  For media educators, the value of any text is always culturally relative 

because the text in and of itself, reflects the culture and humanity that produced it. Perhaps more 

significantly though, as Ian Hunter as pointed out, there is (in the construction of literary canons at 



least) some notion of “moral supervision” (Hunter 1988) whereby knowledge of the canon “ is 

inseparable from the instituted relations and activities through which a special form of aesthetic-

ethical power is generated and exercised”. More importantly, the idea of the canon , by its very 

nature, also creates conflicts around power; who chooses these texts? Who ascribes quality to 

them? How do they speak to and for different types of reader. Karl Maton (2010) acknowledges that 

these are significant questions for social realist thinkers, but suggests that the canon is necessary to 

avoid a slide into a kind of relativism in which knowledge is entirely personally constructed  

“it both enables the possibility of debate over something (a canon) and a shared means of 

conducting that debate (the shared sensibilities of knowers)” (Maton 2010, p.171) 

However, Maton, proposes that the way of avoiding the canon becoming a place which excludes 

certain standpoints (those of gender, race, class etc.)  – something that he acknowledges has 

happened in the past – is to work within the canon and accept  that there is not only canonical 

knowledge, but also many different knowers of that knowledge who may all occupy different views – 

or “gazes” of that knowledge. This is a subtle justification for the canon which bears some scrutiny, 

but for media educators, avoids the practicalities of the situation. How for example, do students 

with rich and varied knowledge of video games and the conceptual structures within them, such as 

narrative, representation, mechanics etc. get an opportunity to demonstrate that knowledge, (Burn 

& Connolly 2020) or even transfer it to a strongly framed subject such as English, when the canon is 

controlled in such a way that the possibility for textual ingress is so limited (Connolly 2018b)?  

Maton is right to point out that the “forefathers” of media education – Raymond Williams, Richard 

Hoggart and Stuart Hall, in particular, all thought that a discerning approach to the literary canon 

was the basis for criticality across the wider arts and popular culture. However, it is apparent that 

more recent thinking about positionality, and the embodied nature of seeing the canon from these 

standpoints (Johnson  2004) fractures these ideas about discernment, and it is this embodied, lived 

experience of the canon as something which excludes people that  somewhat undermines Maton’s 

argument. Nick Peim (2019) points out that this problem arises from a reluctance on the part of the 

social realists to engage with the kinds of postmodern text which foreground these issues, and this is 

particularly pertinent when one considers that a good deal of media education is built on a 

recognition of such positionality.  For Media education, the role of creative production works as an 

opportunity to explore, dismantle and challenge both the idea of a canon and the knowledge 

associated with it. Ben Andrews and Julian McDougall (2012) establish production work as the site of 

this challenge, suggesting that the modern media  text is so embodied in the individual’s cultural and 

social life that any attempt to teach about texts requires a kind of “indiscipline” in order to make 

sense of it. Such indiscipline is incompatible with any canonical idea of text, asking as it does, for 

each individual student to “curate” their relationship with it through textual interaction and 

participation in production.  

3) The social realist view of interdisciplinarity and the borders between subjects 

For Michael Young and others, subject knowledge within school must be clearly delineated. Building 
on Bernstein’s idea of strong classification (Bernstein 2003), Young claims that powerful knowledge 
“is systematic. Its concepts are systematically related to one another and shared in groups, such as 
subject or disciplinary associations”. (Young  2015, n.p.). As John White points out, (White 2018) 
Young is sometimes unclear about which school subjects powerful knowledge resides in, or indeed 
the nature of this knowledge in particular subjects beyond Maths and Science, but putting this aside 
for one moment, it is worth considering the difference between Young’s view here and the 
perspective of a thinker like Allan Luke. For Young, it is the “relatively fixed boundaries”  between 
subject and the inter-relatedness of concepts within it  (2015 n.p) that establish the integrity of a 



subject and its relationship to powerful knowledge– though again, Young is unclear about how this 
relationship operates. For Luke, an important principle in designing a curriculum that serves the best 
interests of both knowledge and the students who interact with it is the relationship of concepts to 
other concepts outside that subject. Discussing the “Science for All” project as an example of the 
way that knowledge needs to be acquired from outside its connected disciplinary field. , Luke and 
Deng suggest that “Subject matter is derived from various sources in addition to academic 
disciplines....Furthermore the subject matter is selected and formulated with close reference to 
personal and societal needs and in the light of certain pedagogical concerns.” (Luke & Deng 
2008;.76)  
 
This latter view is important for Media Studies in schools for two reasons; firstly because it facilitates 
the kind of agile knowledge required for critical understanding, and secondly because things like 
technology mean that these conceptual relationships are constantly moving. (Kelly, Luke & Green 
2008). To give an example of this one might consider the way that teaching the news media has 
changed across the last twenty years. A term like “gatekeeping” has endured significant shifts in 
both meaning and use in that time. When I think back to my first experiences teaching GCSE Media 
Studies in England in the late 1990s, the word was used to describe an editorial process restricted to 
a few people in positions of power within news media organisations. Now, because of the way that 
social media has de-centred such organisations with in news discourses, the term is often used quite 
negatively to describe something closer to censorship. In order to understand this semantic shift, the 
student doing the learning must know something not only about the way that the news media has 
changed, but also how democracy, populism and algorithms have influenced the way that the news 
media (and society more generally)  behave. There always was a conceptual relationship between 
gatekeeping and democracy, but these concepts have moved subtly. They are not (if they ever 
where) fixed points of knowledge. As a consequence, media education must constantly enter into a 
relationship with all sorts of other subject disciplines in order to complete its project. The borders 
between it and other fields must be constantly revisited, reviewed and occasionally blurred for it to 
be effective.  
 
Concomitantly, the social realist view of interdisciplinarity, best characterised in the work of Robert 
Moore (2000) tends to see the phenomena as indicating an epistemological weakness. Interestingly, 
one might argue that the example that Moore gives (that of Universities in South Africa adopting a 
cross-disciplinary approach to the teaching of arts and humanities in the post-apartheid era) is both 
so specific and so reliant upon the organisational upheaval engendered by the political situation in 
which it is located as to, in effect, be almost meaningless in the context of establishing the 
epistemological value of an interdisciplinary course. For Media Education interdisciplinarity is 
strength, and this strength lies in the idea that through its conceptual frameworks and the 
relationship between these and production work, there is a clear sense of purpose.  
 

4) The role of the teacher 
For many social realist thinkers, the centrality of the teacher and in particular their subject 
knowledge, is essential for establishing a powerful knowledge argument.  In general terms, Michael 
Young  (2012) describes this centrality as being concerned with 
 “rules agreed by subject specialists about what counts as valid knowledge; such criteria which derive 
from the pedagogic knowledge of subject specialist teachers and their links with discipline- based 
specialists in the universities provide access to the “best” knowledge that can be acquired by 
pupils at different levels “  (Young, 2012, n.p.) 
This idea is pursued by others on a more subject-specific basis. With regard to the study of English 
Literature for example, Alka- Seghal Cuthbert (2019) makes the valid point that teaching an aesthetic 
model of literature “requires a high-level of substantive and disciplinary knowledge” (p.13). 



For media educators, the relationship between teacher, their subject knowledge and their students’ 
needs to be problematized much more. The media educator clearly does need to know a great deal 
about the nature of the media and the conceptual framework which underpins its study within 
school. However, they also often need to accept that there will be points within the discourse of 
their classroom at which they do not know certain things, and indeed, this “not knowing” will be 
beneficial to the nature of the epistemic activity taking place. A good example of this might be seen 
in the teacher’s consideration of representation, where a fuller understanding (an increase in 
knowledge, in fact) is likely to be achieved when they publicly acknowledge that at least some of the 
time, they cannot claim to know how realistic or authentic the on-screen representation of a group 
of people is. This is not to say, of course, that they cannot hold a view about that representation, but 
rather that it may be incomplete, and that further knowledge generation may involve the students 
speaking about their own social and cultural experiences and then having the teacher place those in 
the context of the wider conceptual framework via the metalanguage that accompanies it. Elizabeth 
Rata argues that this sort of teaching means that “The teacher’s knowledge is considered to be 
worth no more and no less than the student’s” (2017, 1009) but such a view, I believe, ignores the 
dialectical process at work. In Media Education at least, this is really an encounter between two 
different types of knowledge. Contra Rata, both can be propositional and both can be experiential, 
but there is a distinction to be made between the relationships that both the teacher and the 
student have with the media text being studied. Consider, for example, a hypothetical discussion 
between a media teacher and a student about search engine algorithms. The teacher explains that 
the algorithm is designed to pick up on the audiences search preferences in order to present search 
results and adverts in a particular way. The student, proficient in Maths as well as media studies, 
draws a simple mathematical representation of the algorithm in order to explain the process 
something like “Todays search history + yesterday’s search history = top listed adverts” to explain 
the process to both the teacher and their peers in the class. The teacher is a media studies specialist, 
and understands that knowledge from other subjects needs to be incorporated but is aware that 
their own mathematical knowledge does not stretch to algorithms! Both teacher and student are 
demonstrating propositional knowledge here, but it is the interdisciplinary nature of media 
education which provides this encounter.  
In one sense, this “not knowing” does meet one of the criteria that Michael Young sets out above for 
the centrality of the teacher, in that many media educators agree that sometimes students will know 
more than teachers, and that this knowledge can be considered specialised (Connolly, 2019).  
However, I would argue that there are sufficient differences in the field of media education, 
generated by both its relationship with technology and the particularity of its subject matter, that 
mean it can be treated as a special case. Below, I suggest that the work of Julian McDougall, who 
uses the term “pedagogy of the inexpert” to outline the importance of this “not knowing” to the 
project of media education, might be helpful in generating support for such a case.  
 

Towards an epistemology of media education 

As suggested at this start of this article, it is unhelpful to simply reject social realist notions of 

“powerful knowledge”; they have a strong pull for many teachers and academics, and indeed, it is 

important for media educators to consider the status of knowledge within their subject and the way 

it is taught within schools. In many respects, this status has not been properly considered – at least 

in philosophical terms – in the academic discourse surrounding media education. On several 

occasions David Buckingham, (1990; 2003) discusses the types of knowledge (e.g. linguistic, social) 

that are at work within the field of media education, but much of this work predates what Hoadley 

et al. (2019) term the “knowledge turn”. While it is clear that the social realist account of knowledge 

in classrooms does not adequately deal with the fluid, agile nature of knowledge within media 

education, it does make reasonable and thoughtful demands on media educators to offer an 



epistemological alternative, and construct an account of what knowledge “looks like” in media 

education.  

I would suggest that an epistemology of media education – an account of how we might view 

knowledge within the field – might be built on three existing views of knowledge. I should be clear 

here that I am not talking about the content of the subject, but rather about ways that teachers and 

academics could view that content as constituting knowledge, and how that knowledge might be 

generated in the media classroom. I should also say that these three ways of viewing knowledge 

could, and should,  feed into the existing conceptual frameworks upon which the subject has been 

constructed in schools. They are intended as a way of explaining what kinds of knowledge fit into 

that conceptual framework and not as a means of replacing it.  

These three, pre-exisiting views of knowledge can be summarised as follows 

1) The kind of critical realism proposed by Allan Luke, Zhyongi Deng and others which explores 

both in theoretical (Luke 2009) and practical terms the relationship between knowledge, 

school subjects and technology. This work is rooted in the work of the “New London Group” 

and its development of the notion of multi-literacies. (Cazden et al.1996)  

2) The “funds of knowledge” work done by the Puerto Rican academic, Luis Moll and his 

colleagues in the Southwestern United States (Gonzalez, Moll et al. 2005)  

3) Julian McDougall’s idea of a “pedagogy of the inexpert” (Andrews & McDougall 2012)  

Space does not permit a complete analysis of how these views might contribute to an epistemology 

of media education, but I shall attempt to give a brief introduction to each and what they have to 

offer.  

Critical Realism 

The thinking about both knowledge and school subjects which eventually arose out of the work of 

the New London Group (1996) is highly suited to the field of media education. I broadly term this 

thinking “critical realism” because a number of scholars  (e.g Luke 2009;  Manyukhina & Wyse 2019, 

Scott 2014) use this term to describe the way that they characterise knowledge as operating in 

schools, subjects and wider academic disciplines. This use is largely because that characterisation is 

directly influenced by the work of scholars like Roy Bhaskar. Allan Luke’s body of work, in particular, 

is substantial and the brief account of the means by which media educators might put it to use in 

establishing an epistemology of their subject cannot do it justice. However, there are three key 

aspects of the use that Luke and others make of critical realism in their work which are helpful here.  

1) The acknowledgement, taken from Critical realist philosophy, that the student themselves is 

an agent, and has the power to influence the subject through their experience of it. (Rogers 

1997; Luke & Deng 2008 ;  Manyukhina and Wyse 2019) For Luke in particular this influence 

can be demonstrated through giving the student the chance to take part in “the 

recontextualization of student learning and knowledge in the production of multimodal 

texts.” (Luke & Exley 2009, 22) . This emphasis on practical production – which Luke sees as 

working across all subjects – comes out of his work with the New London Group and the 

development of “productive pedagogies” and is part of a pedagogical approach which is 

flexible enough to accommodate student input to the subject alongside more instructional 

approaches.  

2) The fact that school subjects and disciplines are dynamic and that there are inherent 

problems with disciplinarity itself. Luke suggests that to seek to impose a strong 

classification on subjects is to rule out certain types of knowledge that might be valuable, to 



the point at which “what counts as subject matter is treated as if it were fundamentally an 

epistemic rather than a normative and ethical issue. Questions of what and how students 

should learn are subordinated to the integrity of the discipline.” (Deng and Luke 2008; p.76). 

This view of knowledge as agile comes from Roy Baskhar’s own conception of the evolution 

of knowledge, which as Corson (1991, 236) points out, is “a process which has no endpoint 

nor any absolute rules”  

3) For Luke and others (e.g. Wyse and Manyukhina, White) school subjects are the site of an 

attempt to effect social justice for students. For Luke this involves a rejection of canons and 

the notion that there is any “self-evident corpus of the basics”; he sees this as a sort of 

educational fundamentalism (Luke 2006) which must be challenged on the grounds that it 

reproduces inequality and a lack of opportunity. Luke’s empirical work around the teaching 

of science suggests that there can be non-canonical approaches to subjects which still result 

in valuable forms of knowledge being obtained (Luke & Exley 2009) points the way here, 

suggesting that canonical knowledge perhaps has less value than traditionally thought. As 

Luke and Deng themselves put it : 

“Set in the context of contemporary secular educational systems based   upon democratic 

principles, curriculum theory and practice begins from a pluralist premise about the diversity 

of knowledge, historical and epistemological framings of knowledge, and the weighing and 

debating of concrete educational consequences of each for different communities and 

cultures.” (Luke &  2008, 70)  

These three brief summaries of perspectives, which I have loosely termed critical realist provide 

some means of thinking about the nature of knowledge in the media classroom. Within media 

education, there should be the possibility that knowledge is  a) held and generated by students 

as well as teachers; b) agile and dynamic moving both outside any preconceived “edges” to the 

subject in order to borrow an subsume knowledge from other disciplines; and c) not be reliant 

upon canons or canonical hierarchies. It is interesting to note here that Robert Moore, one of 

the architects of social realism, also makes connections with critical realism  (Moore 2013) . 

However, I would argue that his reading of what constitutes critical realism is quite selective; 

while he argues that the project of social realism, like Allan Luke’s view of critical realism, is 

aimed at social justice, he associates dynamic or agile knowledge with what he calls “a slide 

towards relativism”. (Moore 2013, 349) . For Moore, some ways of producing knowledge are 

more “reliable” than others, and it is in this view that I would counter denies the agency granted 

to students by a wider, more flexible approach to critical realist views of knowledge.  

 

Funds of Knowledge 

“Funds of Knowledge” is a term used to describe an anthropological approach to education which 

was developed in the south western states of the USA in the late 1980s and early 1990s provides 

media educators with a second, more practical way of thinking about the epistemological nature of 

their subject. Again, the literature surrounding this approach is extensive, and only a brief account is 

offered here.  

For Luis Moll and his colleagues, questions about knowledge were often posed in relation to what 

students in schools could not do, rather than what they could do. (Gonzalez, Moll,& Amanti 2005)  

This deficit model of education, imposed upon the poor immigrant communities that Moll worked 

in, subsequently relied upon a view of knowledge as something that students did not possess and 

had to obtain. In order to challenge this Moll and his colleagues started to think about the pre-



existing, informal knowledge that might exist in these communities and how schools might harness 

this in order to stop thinking about education in terms of deficit and start thinking in terms of 

surplus. Linda Hogg  (2011) gives an excellent summary of the literature surrounding FoK approaches 

to education and suggests that for these academics the kinds of knowledge they were interested in 

validating covered everything from particular types of linguistic knowledge, to peer networks, to 

knowledge of cultural heritage and oral traditions, to practical skills and competencies.  This view of 

knowledge, in which schools interact with and build on such practices, results in what Leslie 

Gonzales (2015) has termed “epistemic justice”. In effect, the educator acknowledges and accepts 

that there are multiple ways of knowing, and multiple ways of acquiring and disseminating that 

knowledge.  

For media education, these accounts of both knowledge and knowing are essential I would argue. 

This is not to deny that media teachers need to impart knowledge (on occasions they do), but rather 

that they have to facilitate multiple ways that this imparting might take place. Some of that 

knowledge might involve, for example, students imparting knowledge to other students. This clearly 

changes the nature of the pedagogy, and in order to explore this further, the media teacher’s 

specific relationship with pedagogical knowledge should also be considered.  

“The Pedagogy of the Inexpert” 

It is clearly the case that  young people engaged in media education are very capable of  using a 

range of digital technologies not only learn, but also participate, communicate, protest and compete 

in all sorts of ways. In this environment,  the role of the teacher  and their relationship to subject 

knowledge is going to be a complex one. Julian McDougall (Andrews & McDougall  2012) has 

suggested that the best way to view media educators within this situation, is as people who engage 

in what he terms “a pedagogy of the inexpert”, where the teacher acts as a facilitator who 

encourages students to critically “curate” their own meaning-making and meaning-taking through 

their use of digital technologies, while at the same time accepting that such curation is an embedded 

part of the social and cultural lives of the person doing the curating. “Inexpert” here is used as a 

deliberate provocation,  which asks the reader to think about how the teacher exchanges the kind of 

skills and knowledge they have with those of their students in order to facilitate the critical curation. 

This view is clearly at odds with something like a social realist view of “powerful knowledge” in 

which the teacher is the expert. However, the affordance of digital technologies (the qualities which 

mean that they are easily, manipulated, edited and published) mean that rather as it is for Allan 

Luke, knowledge is agile and dynamic, and any power it has can move easily back and forth between 

student and teacher.  For McDougall, knowledge here is characterised by a series of  “assemblage” - 

a term borrowed from Deleuze & Guattari (1988)-  events, constructed by both teacher and student. 

This view of knowledge  is designed to challenge those who see the field as one formulated by a list 

of digital competencies which students need to acquire. For McDougall, knowledge in the media 

classroom  becomes more like a kind of politicized, critically aware art production, because of the 

student’s relationship to the digital technologies and platforms they are using. Such a radical 

interpretation of media education pedagogy demands attention in many ways, because it forces us 

to think both about what is known and who is doing the knowing.  

Conclusions 

In proposing these three potential approaches that might be adopted by media educators, I am not 

suggesting a hierarchy of frameworks for thinking about the status of knowledge within media 

education. What I am suggesting is that it is not necessary for teachers and academics to have to 

“defend” their subject – in this case Media Studies – in terms of a “powerful knowledge” argument; 



rather, that media teachers will know the kinds of knowledge that are important to the subject, and 

that these work in a different way to the “knowledges” that are present in other school subjects.  I 

have suggested in the first half of this article that the distinctions made by social realist scholars 

about powerful educational knowledge simply don’t work adequately for the project of Media 

studies in schools.  

These three different epistemological approaches (critical realism, funds of knowledge and the 

pedagogy of the inexpert) all, in their own way, offer alternatives to the problems presented by 

social realism.  Media teachers will know that the combination of creative production work, personal 

experience of popular culture and critical metalanguages will mean that discussions about powerful 

knowledge with other teachers (of History, English, Maths, Science or any other subject where there 

are often calls for epistemological “purity”) will be problematic, but not impossible. Many teachers 

from other disciplines will recognise that both media teachers and students are often knowledgeable 

in ways that stand out in the school environment. It may be the case that there are other 

epistemological perspectives not covered here that provide better frameworks for the subject; if this 

is the case, I encourage  teachers and academics to put them forward.  
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