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Abstract

This paper examines the evolving landscape of media literacy education in the age of artificial
intelligence, analyzing theoretical frameworks, empirical evidence on intervention effectiveness,
the emerging frontier of algorithmic and Al literacy, and the policy conditions required for
effective population-level implementation. Drawing on foundational scholarship from
Buckingham (2003, 2019), Hobbs (2010), Kellner and Share (2019), and Mihailidis (2018), and
synthesizing recent meta-analytic evidence including Huang et al.'s (2024) analysis of 49 studies
and Livingstone et al.'s (2023) systematic review, the paper demonstrates that well-designed
media literacy interventions produce meaningful improvements in misinformation resilience
while identifying significant gaps between demonstrated skill improvements and documented
democratic participation outcomes. The analysis examines Finland's sustained first-place ranking
on the European Media Literacy Index as evidence that comprehensive, cross-curricular,
institutionally embedded approaches can achieve population-level effects, while identifying the
barriers to replicating such approaches in diverse global contexts. The paper evaluates emerging
Al literacy frameworks including the EC-OECD AlLit initiative and UNESCO's MIL guidance

for generative Al and proposes that effective media literacy education must integrate algorithmic
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literacy, Al literacy, data literacy, and civic engagement within culturally responsive pedagogical
frameworks.
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Finland model.

Introduction

Media literacy in the age of artificial intelligence represents one of the most urgent educational
priorities confronting democratic societies worldwide. The convergence of misinformation
proliferation through digital networks, algorithmic content curation that shapes information
visibility without user awareness, generative Al capabilities that enable the production of
synthetic content at industrial scale, declining institutional trust across democratic societies, and
the growing complexity of the digital information environment has created conditions in which
the traditional media literacy frameworks developed for a broadcasting era of identifiable media
channels and professional gatekeepers are fundamentally insufficient for the challenges citizens
face. The need for updated, expanded, and more sophisticated approaches to media literacy
education has been recognized by international organizations including UNESCO, the OECD,
and the European Commission, by national governments from Finland to South Korea, and by
the scholarly community across communication studies, education, psychology, and information
science.

This paper examines the evolving landscape of media literacy in the age of Al through
four interconnected dimensions: the theoretical frameworks that inform contemporary media
literacy education, spanning the spectrum from protectionist to empowerment approaches; the
empirical evidence on the effectiveness of media literacy interventions in building
misinformation resilience and supporting informed democratic participation; the emerging
challenge of algorithmic and Al literacy as extensions of traditional media literacy; and the
policy frameworks and institutional conditions required for effective implementation at
population scale. The analysis synthesizes foundational scholarship from Buckingham (2003,
2019), Hobbs (2010), Kellner and Share (2019), and Mihailidis (2018) with recent meta-analytic
evidence from Huang et al. (2024) and Livingstone et al. (2023) and emerging Al literacy

Page 29



Media Medley | Volume 2, Issue 3, July-Sep 2024

frameworks from the EC-OECD AlLit initiative and UNESCO's MIL guidance for generative Al

contexts.

Theoretical Landscape: From Protection to Empowerment to Critical

Autonomy

Foundational Frameworks

The theoretical landscape of media literacy education spans a spectrum from protectionist
approaches that aim to shield audiences from harmful media effects to empowerment approaches
that develop critical autonomy and creative capacity. Buckingham's (2003) foundational Media
Education: Literacy, Learning and Contemporary Culture established four key concepts that
remain central to media literacy pedagogy: production, examining who makes media content and
why; language, analyzing the specific techniques and conventions through which meaning is
communicated; representation, evaluating how media content constructs particular versions of
reality; and audience, understanding how different audiences interpret and respond to media
content. These four concepts provide an analytical framework applicable across media formats,
from broadcast television to social media algorithms, though their application to algorithmic and
Al-mediated environments requires significant extension.

Hobbs' (2010) AACRA framework, developed in Digital and Media Literacy: A Plan of
Action for the Aspen Institute and Knight Foundation, articulated a dynamic, non-linear learning
model encompassing five interconnected competencies: Access, the ability to find and use media
and technology tools; Analyze, the ability to comprehend messages and use critical thinking;
Create, the ability to compose content using creative skills and platform tools; Reflect, the ability
to consider the social and ethical implications of one's own communication; and Act, the ability
to take individual and collaborative action to share knowledge and solve problems. The AACRA
framework's emphasis on creation and action alongside analysis distinguishes it from purely
analytical approaches, recognizing that media literacy in participatory digital environments
requires productive as well as receptive competencies.

Kellner and Share's (2019) critical media literacy framework, synthesized in The Critical
Media Literacy Guide, combines cultural studies with critical pedagogy across five core
concepts: all media messages are constructed; each medium has its own language with specific

grammar and syntax; audiences negotiate the meaning of messages; media have embedded
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values and points of view; and most media messages are organized to gain profit or power. This
explicitly political framework positions media literacy as a practice of democratic liberation
rather than merely a set of analytical skills, connecting media analysis to broader struggles for
social justice, equity, and democratic participation. The critical media literacy tradition is
particularly relevant to the algorithmic media environment, where the structural power of
platform corporations, the commercial logics driving content curation, and the systematic
reproduction of social inequalities through algorithmic systems all require critical political
analysis alongside technical understanding.

Civic Media Literacies and Democratic Purpose

Mihailidis' (2018) reconceptualization of media literacy as civic media literacies,
published in Learning, Media and Technology, represents the most sustained theoretical effort to
connect media literacy directly to democratic citizenship. Mihailidis proposes five
interconnected constructs that reframe media literacy as an intentionally civic practice: agency,
the capacity and motivation to engage with media as active participants rather than passive
consumers; caring, the disposition to consider the well-being of others in media creation and
sharing practices; critical consciousness, the awareness of power structures, inequalities, and
injustices reproduced through media systems; persistence, the commitment to sustained civic
engagement despite the complexity and frustration of democratic participation; and
emancipation, the capacity to use media as tools for liberation from oppressive structures and
practices. This framework shifts the goal of media literacy from individual skill acquisition to
collective democratic capability, connecting media competence to the broader civic virtues that

democratic governance requires.
Empirical Evidence on Media Literacy Effectiveness

Meta-Analytic Findings

The empirical evidence on media literacy intervention effectiveness has been
substantially strengthened by recent meta-analyses that synthesize findings across diverse study
designs, populations, and outcome measures. Huang, Jia, and Yu's (2024) meta-analysis of 49

experimental studies encompassing 81,155 total participants, published in Communication

Page 31



Media Medley | Volume 2, Issue 3, July-Sep 2024

Research, found an overall weighted average effect size of d equals 0.60 for media literacy
interventions on misinformation resilience, confirming that well-designed interventions produce
practically meaningful improvements in citizens' capacity to navigate misinformation-laden
information environments. The disaggregation of effects by outcome measure revealed important
patterns: sharing behavior reduction showed the largest effect at d equals 1.04, discernment
improvement showed a substantial effect at d equals 0.76, and belief reduction showed a more
modest effect at d equals 0.27.

Lu and colleagues' (2024) meta-analysis of 33 studies with 36,256 total participants,
published in Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking, focused specifically on the
effects of media literacy interventions on fake news credibility assessment, finding a pooled
effect size of Hedges' g equals 0.53, representing a medium effect. The analysis identified
several moderating variables: multi-session interventions showed significantly larger effects than
single-session interventions, active learning approaches outperformed passive instruction, and
interventions targeting specific skill domains showed larger effects than general media literacy
programs, consistent with the inoculation literature's findings about technique-specific versus
general approaches.

However, Livingstone, Mascheroni, and Stoilova's (2023) systematic review of digital
skills outcomes for young people aged 12 to 17, published in New Media and Society, found
limited evidence linking digital skills to tangible wellbeing outcomes, suggesting that the
relationship between media literacy competencies and democratic or personal wellbeing is more
complex than intervention studies typically assume. This finding highlights the gap between
demonstrating that interventions improve specific cognitive skills, such as misinformation
detection, and demonstrating that these improved skills translate into meaningful differences in
the real-world informational behavior and democratic participation that media literacy ultimately

aims to support.

Finland as Best Practice Case

Finland has consistently ranked first on the European Media Literacy Index every year
since its inception in 2017, across 41 to 47 evaluated countries, providing the most compelling
evidence that comprehensive, sustained, institutionally embedded media literacy education can
produce measurable population-level effects. The Finnish approach is characterized by several

distinctive features: media literacy is integrated across the entire educational curriculum rather
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than confined to a single subject or elective course; it begins in early childhood education and
continues through secondary and tertiary education; it involves multiple stakeholders including
educators, journalists, librarians, technology experts, and civic organizations in coordinated
programming; it is supported by sustained public investment and institutional infrastructure
rather than dependent on short-term project funding; and it is regularly updated to address
emerging challenges including algorithmic literacy, Al awareness, and generative Al
competencies.

The Finnish model demonstrates that media literacy effectiveness at the population level
requires decades of sustained institutional commitment rather than one-time interventions,
however well-designed. The model cannot be simply transplanted to other national contexts with
different educational systems, media landscapes, political cultures, and resource constraints, but
it provides proof of concept that comprehensive media literacy education can achieve measurable
effects on population-level information competence and misinformation resilience. The policy
challenge for other democracies is to develop culturally appropriate adaptations of
comprehensive media literacy approaches that achieve comparable sustained institutional

embedding within their specific educational, political, and media system contexts.
The Al Literacy Frontier

Emerging Frameworks for Al and Algorithmic Literacy

The integration of artificial intelligence into information production, distribution, and
consumption creates new literacy demands that extend beyond traditional media literacy's focus
on analyzing media messages. Al literacy encompasses understanding of how Al systems work
at a conceptual level, recognition of Al-generated content and its potential limitations, awareness
of the economic and political interests driving Al deployment, capacity to evaluate Al outputs
critically, and understanding of the ethical implications of Al integration into information
systems. Several frameworks for Al literacy have emerged in recent years, reflecting the growing
recognition that Al competence is becoming as essential for informed citizenship as traditional
media literacy.

The EC-OECD AIlLit Framework, contributing to the PISA 2029 Media and Al Literacy
assessment, represents the most ambitious institutional effort to establish Al literacy as a

measurable educational outcome at the international level. The framework integrates technical
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understanding of Al capabilities and limitations, critical evaluation of Al-generated content and
Al-mediated information, ethical reasoning about the social implications of Al deployment, and
practical skills for productive and responsible Al use. Its integration into the PISA assessment
framework, scheduled for 2029, signals international commitment to establishing Al literacy as a
core educational competency alongside reading, mathematics, and science.

UNESCO's 2024 guidance on media and information literacy responses to generative Al,
authored by Divina Frau-Meigs, provides practical recommendations for educators,
policymakers, and media professionals responding to the challenges and opportunities of
generative Al integration into information ecosystems. The guidance emphasizes the importance
of user empowerment through understanding of how generative Al systems produce content,
critical awareness of Al limitations including hallucination and bias reproduction, and
institutional literacy encompassing understanding of the corporate, regulatory, and political
contexts within which Al tools are developed and deployed.

The Digital Divide and Inclusive Media Literacy

Media literacy education must contend with the persistent digital divides that shape
access to, experience with, and benefit from digital technologies. The ITU's Facts and Figures
2024 report documents that 2.6 billion people remain offline globally, with internet penetration
ranging from 89 percent in Europe to 37 percent in Africa, mobile internet costs in Africa 12 to
14 times higher than in Europe, and a global urban-rural connectivity gap of 83 percent versus 48
percent. These access inequalities create compounding literacy inequalities: populations without
reliable internet access have limited opportunities to develop the digital and media literacy
competencies that informed participation in increasingly digital democratic processes requires.

Hargittai's (2002, 2024) research on digital inequality has consistently demonstrated that
access to technology does not automatically produce the skills and knowledge needed for
effective and informed digital participation. Her concept of the second-level digital divide,
distinguishing access from skills, has been extended by subsequent scholars to encompass third-
level divides measuring differential outcomes from digital engagement and emerging algorithmic
and Al divides reflecting differential capacity to understand, navigate, and benefit from
algorithmically mediated environments. Media literacy education that fails to address these
compounding inequalities risks widening rather than narrowing the gap between information-rich

and information-poor populations.
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Culturally responsive media literacy approaches, developed by scholars including
Mihailidis, Garcia, and Cortesi, emphasize the importance of designing media literacy
interventions that are grounded in the specific cultural contexts, information practices, and
community needs of diverse populations rather than imposing universal frameworks developed
in Western, educated, technologically privileged contexts. The Stanford Social Media Lab's
(2024) studies of tailored interventions for communities of color demonstrated that community
outreach participants showed improved behavioral detection of false news, suggesting that
culturally responsive approaches can effectively address misinformation resilience in populations

underserved by mainstream media literacy programming.

Policy Frameworks for Comprehensive Media Literacy Implementation

Effective media literacy education at the population level requires policy frameworks that
provide sustained institutional support, curricular integration, educator preparation, and quality
assurance. Finland's success demonstrates that comprehensive media literacy implementation
requires cross-curricular integration rather than standalone courses, multi-stakeholder
coordination involving education, media, technology, and civic sectors, sustained public
investment maintained across political cycles, regular curriculum updating to address emerging
challenges, and research-informed quality assurance ensuring that educational practices reflect
current evidence on effective pedagogy.

The European Union has pursued media literacy as a policy priority through the
Audiovisual Media Services Directive, which requires member states to promote and develop
media literacy skills, and through the European Digital Media Observatory's coordination of
media literacy research and practice across member states. However, implementation varies
dramatically across EU countries, with Finland, the Netherlands, and the Nordic countries
generally leading while Southern and Eastern European countries face greater resource and
institutional capacity constraints.

The United States lacks a federal media literacy mandate, with initiatives driven
primarily by state legislation, nonprofit organizations, and individual school district decisions.
Several states have adopted media literacy educational standards, and the National Association
for Media Literacy Education provides professional development and resource coordination, but

the absence of systematic federal policy creates a fragmented landscape in which access to
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quality media literacy education depends on geographic and socioeconomic circumstances rather

than being universally available as a democratic education right.

Conclusion

Media literacy in the age of artificial intelligence requires a fundamental expansion beyond the
analytical frameworks developed for broadcast and early digital media environments. The
algorithmic curation of information, the production of Al-generated content at industrial scale,
the declining reliability of human detection of synthetic media, and the persistent digital divides
that shape access to and benefit from digital technologies collectively demand media literacy
approaches that integrate traditional critical media analysis with algorithmic literacy, Al literacy,
data literacy, and civic engagement orientation within culturally responsive, institutionally
embedded, and sustainably funded educational frameworks.

The empirical evidence confirms that well-designed media literacy interventions can
produce meaningful improvements in misinformation resilience and information discernment,
with meta-analytic effect sizes that are practically significant for population-level outcomes.
Finland's consistent top ranking on the European Media Literacy Index demonstrates that
comprehensive, sustained, cross-curricular approaches can achieve measurable population-level
effects when supported by decades of institutional commitment. However, the gap between
demonstrated skill improvements and documented wellbeing and democratic participation
outcomes, highlighted by Livingstone et al.'s (2023) systematic review, underscores the need for
continued research connecting media literacy education to the democratic outcomes it ultimately
aims to support.

The challenge ahead is substantial: developing media literacy education that keeps pace
with rapidly evolving Al capabilities, reaches the 2.6 billion people who remain offline and the
billions more who lack the skills for effective digital participation, maintains cultural
responsiveness across diverse global contexts, and achieves the sustained institutional
embedding that Finland's example demonstrates is necessary for population-level impact.
Meeting this challenge requires coordinated action from educational institutions, technology
companies, media organizations, governments, and international bodies, sustained by the

recognition that media literacy is not a supplementary educational amenity but a foundational
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requirement for democratic citizenship in an information environment of unprecedented

complexity and consequentiality.
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