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Blended Learning and New Literacies
An Experience at the University of Barcelona (Spain), 2003-2005

Cilia Willem, Universitat de Barcelona, Spain
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Abstract: The general use of ICT in higher education is currently facing a new challenge. Blended learning is not only about
the promotion of on-line activities or computer enhanced learning: the challenge is to guarantee that these and other edu-
cational actions promote, through the use of digital technology, critical thinking skills in the learner. On one hand, learners,
future citizens in a permanently changing society, are facing the need for new literacies, digital and media literacy. These
concepts are both different and complementary: whereas digital literacy deals with mastering new tools, media literacy
emphasises the sensible and responsible use of these tools, as they become increasingly available throughout society and
in all walks of life. Media literacy is a higher order concept as it addresses various issues raised by the pervading influence
of images and information, to which new technologies have given an unprecedented power of influence. On the other hand,
the university and higher education in general has encountered a paradigm shift, in which the focus of attention has moved
from the teaching process to the learning process, and where the student has become central. Therefore, digital technology
must be accompanied by strategies that promote, among other aspects, self-regulated learning. Self-regulated learning involves
the emotional, motivational and meta-cognitive aspects of learning, and allows learners to design their own learning process.
This article analyses an experience at the University of Barcelona, Spain, in the field of Audiovisual Communication, where
in a project involving 80 students audiovisual messages were analysed and produced around the topic of racism in the media.
Digital technologies were used in the project and were central to it. It exemplifies the challenge to educate with digital
technology in a blended model, to promote certain aspects of self-regulated learning, and to enhance critical thinking in
relation to media.

Keywords: Blended Learning, Self-regulated Learning, Digital Literacy, Media Literacy, Media Education, Digital Video,
Digital Technology, Ethnic Minorities, Xenophobia, Critical Thinking

Introduction and allows learners to design their own learning

HE GENERAL USE of ICT in higher edu-

cation is currently facing a new challenge.

Blended learning is not only about the pro-

motion of on-line activities or computer en-
hanced learning: the challenge is to guarantee that
these and other educational actions promote, through
the use of digital technology, critical thinking skills
in the learner.

On one hand, learners, future citizens in a perman-
ently changing society, are facing the need for new
literacies: digital and media literacy. As we will see,
these concepts are both different and complementary.

On the other hand, the university and higher edu-
cation in general have undergone a paradigm shift,
in which the focus of attention has moved from the
teaching process to the learning process, and where
the student has become central. Therefore, digital
technology must be accompanied by strategies that
promote, among other aspects, self-regulated learn-
ing. Self-regulated learning involves the emotional,
motivational and meta-cognitive aspects of learning,

process.

This article describes an experience at the Univer-
sity of Barcelona, Spain, in the field of Audiovisual
Communication, where students critically analysed
and produced audiovisual messages around the topic
of racism in the media. Digital technologies were
used in the project and were central to it. It exempli-
fies the challenge to educate with digital technology
in a blended model, to promote certain aspects of
self-regulated learning, and to enhance critical
thinking in relation to media.

The main question we asked throughout the project
was if all these elements could contribute to higher
education students being critical, participating cit-
izens, and if their critical thinking towards the media
(Media Literacy) was promoted through the acquisi-
tion of self-regulated learning skills.
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Higher Education: New Realities and
Paradigm Shifts

New Realities

Innovation in the educational and professional devel-
opment in higher education, especially at the univer-
sity, started to have an important role from the
second half of the 90s, when it was consolidated as
a strategic academic field during the first years of
the 21st Century. This development coincided with
the uprising of information and communication
technology and the increasing use of the internet as
a new medium.

These two factors, new technology and the new
medium, has led to a double paradigm shift during
the last years. On the one hand, a fundamental change
is taking place in the educational process, where the
focus on the teaching process is increasingly replaced
by the focus on the learning process (Harvey &
Knight 1996), which on the other hand has entailed
in a shift from the focus on specific competences to-
ward a need for overarching (critical) competences.

The shift toward student-centred learning; that is,
an approach to education in which the teacher's role
is less that of an "expert," and more that of a skilled
learning "facilitator”, has had profound, ongoing
consequences for curriculum change in primary,
secondary and higher education. At the same time,
it has raised the need for the promotion of overarch-
ing competences and skills among university stu-
dents, citizens of the information, communication
and knowledge society.

These overarching competences could be ap-
proached from two different perspectives: self-regu-
lation and new literacies.

Self-Regulated Learning and the Blended
Model

Self-regulated learning (SRL) is understood as
a set of overarching competences that allow the stu-
dent to control the variables that have an impact on
their learning process. These variables can be cognit-
ive, motivational-emotional or social (Zimmerman,
1990). SRL is situated in the context of life long
learning, where students not only monitor their
cognitive progress (acquisition of knowledge), but
also take strategic decisions and manage emotional
factors like stress and anxiety in their learning pro-
cess (Schunk & Zimmerman 1998).

The process of SRL can be divided into three
phases: planning, monitoring and evaluation L,

» The planning phase implies that students design
their learning scenario(s): define and clarify
learning objectives, analyse the tasks, plan
strategies to achieve the objectives (including
the alternative strategies).

*  During the monitoring phase, the students check
if their learning process is making progress to-
ward the set aims, if they are using the appropri-
ate strategy or they have fallen back into old
learning habits, if this strategy works or a differ-
ent one has to be used.

* During the evaluation phase, the students analyse
to see if the chosen strategy has worked, what
they think about it and how they feel, if it is ap-
propriate for that kind of learning task, etc...

These three phases, if applied correctly, form a
‘virtuous circle’ of continuous progress:

planning

/

monitoring

N\

evaluation

Fig. 1: “Virtuous Circle’ of Self-Regulated Learning (SRL)

The three phases of SRL must have a dimension of
reflection, which connects the cognitive and the
meta-cognitive aspects of the tasks being carried out
in the learning process.

Technology enhanced environments will have to
consider these aspects in their pedagogical designs.

In our view, this is the most important link of SRL
and the use of ICT in education: increasing the
number of tools and methodologies, so that students
have the choice about what to use in order to achieve
their learning goals. This leads to a new conception
of blended learning, where the blend is not only

! The development of the three phases of SRL can be consulted at http://ves.ccc.ceed.edu/crs/star/educ120/intro2SRL.htm (project EDUC

120, Orientation to Expert Learning).
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about using technology, but also about using different
strategies to achieve the same goals.

Blended learning (BL), then, is understood as the
process of offering resources - off- and on-line - for
both face-to-face and distance learning, combining
both methodologies and the use of digital technology
for the development of critical and communication
competences, fostering self-regulation (Aiello &
Willem 2004).

Moreover, the increasing use of computers and
tecnology in university class rooms, inevitably leads
to the idea that its daily use should be accompanied
by certain quality standards (Bartolomé & Grané
2004).

In other words, BL is not only about the promotion
of on-line activities or computer-enhanced learning:
the challenge is to guarantee that these and other
educational actions promote, through the use of di-
gital technology, critical thinking skills in the learner.

New Literacies

It has been assumed that we live in an audiovisual
society (Castells 1996). This means that, after centur-
ies of hegemony of the word, audiovisual messages
are starting to have a similar status in society and
also in education. In these fields, the printed word
was the dominant medium for a very long time, and
it still is. But although knowing how to read and
write is still essential, it is no longer sufficient in a
world where the image and audiovisual media — be
it television, cinema, information technologies or the
Internet — is increasingly becoming the dominant
medium (Goodman 2003).

Moreover, the intensive use of digital media and
the massification of the Internet as the information
and communication net is being increasingly stimu-
lated. In this context, it becomes clear that on all
levels new literacies must entail: digital literacy and
media literacy.

Whereas the concept of digital literacy implies
the mastering of new tools, media literacy puts the
emphasis on the sensible and responsible use of these
tools, as they become more and more available.

Digital literacy refers to the acquisition of skills
and competences related to new digital technologies,
which play a fundamental role in education, work,
leisure, and ultimately in active citizenship. In the
context of digital literacy, new technology is con-
sidered to be an instrument to achieve more efficacy
in the access, use, distribution and processing of in-
formation.

Media literacy, on the other hand, refers to a
higher concept level: it is oriented toward the differ-
ent aspects that emerge from the impregnant influ-
ence of images and information, enhanced by new

2 Center for Media Literacy: www.medialit.org

technologies, that have granted the media - traditional
and new media - with an impressive power to fascin-
ate. In the context of media literacy, information is
analysed and evaluated en terms of varicity and de-
ceit, of confusion between facts and fiction, and from
a precise point of view, as opposed to bias and preju-
dice. It is, therefore, an overarching concept neces-
sary for active citizenship.

In this sense, we could define media literacy as
the ‘development of competences that allow people
to be critical thinkers and creative producers of
messages that are increasingly diverse, using image,
word and sound’. The Center for Media Literacy2
proposes a wider definition of this concept, respond-
ing to the new situation of media culture of the 21st
Century. The definition suggests the importance of
education in this process, as it not only refers to the
fact of being literate, but also to the set of actions
that leads towards literacy:

“Media Literacy is a 21st Century approach to
education. It provides a framework to access,
analyze, evaluate and create messages in a
variety of forms (...). Media Literacy builds an
understanding of the role of media in society
as well as essential skills of inquiry and self-
expression necessary for citizens of a demo-
cracy” (CML, p.§8).

In any case, the concept of media literacy is charac-
terized by several phases related to audiovisual
messages:

* access: the access to and distribution of media —
old and new media - both from the audience and
the production point of view.

* awareness and analysis: the ability to analyze
messages with analyzing tools (both form and
content)

e evaluation: detect contradictions, discover inten-
tions, disguise ideology behind the message.

* creation/production: the ability to produce and
emit (distribute) audiovisual messages, being
aware of all aspects that are related to them.

Critical Thinking

In educational terms, the process of analysing and
producing audiovisual messages from the perspective
of media literacy implies a new way of learning.
Here, a reflexive process takes place, similar to self-
regulated learning, where the key point is to have
high level critical thinking skills. These skills or
competences are the true basis of intellectual freedom
and complete citizenship for all members of a diverse
and democratic society.
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So how exactly do we define these high level
critical thinking skills? During the last years, several
kinds of cognitive competences or skills have been
proposed that are related to critical thinking. We
could summarize them in three categories (Pictte
2003):

* The ability to analyse information: formulate
questions, define concepts, distinguish the ele-
ments of an argument, identify problems and
clarify alternative solutions.

» The ability to judge thereliability of the informa-
tion: judge the credibility of a source, identify
implicit bias, judge the logical validity of an ar-
gument.

* The ability to evaluate information: draw appro-
priate conclusions, make generalisations, infer
meaning, formulate hypotheses, and reformulate
an argument, a problem or a situation.

Conclusion

As a conclusion we can say that the relationship
between Blended Learning and New Literacies is
precisely these critical thinking competences, neces-
sary for a self-regulated, significant learning process.
In other words, in order for learners to become active
and literate citizens, they should be able to look for
the appropriate information for their learning, and
to select it in a critical way. And in this information-
overloaded society, this is the challenge.

The Challenge: Adapting Practices To The
Paradigm Shift

How can we promote critical thinking skills in
Higher Education students? This section describes
an experience at the University of Barcelona, Spain,
in the field of Audiovisual Communication, where
in a project involving 80 students from 4 different
universities, audiovisual messages were analysed
and produced around the topic of racism and xeno-
phobia in the media. Digital technologies were used
in the project and were central to it. This experience
exemplifies the challenge to educate with digital
technology in a blended model, to promote certain
aspects of self-regulated learning, and to enhance
critical thinking in relation to media.

The research question is, therefore, if SRL and
critical thinking towards the media (Media Literacy)
was promoted through the use of digital technology.

The Case: eCLIPse Project at UB

The eCLIPse proj ect’ focuses on media, race and the
question of representation: students analysed the

3 http://www.lmi.ub.es/eclipse/

portrayal of ethnic minorities and immigrants in the
media during several months. This project aimed for
Media Literacy, through the promotion of several
aspects of SRL and the use of new technologies. The
following strategies of SRL and Media Literacy
education were used with the students at University
of Barcelona:

Blended Model

»  Face-to-face sessions vs Virtual Campus: the
technical classes, for the acquisition of digital
video skills, and the workshops for the analysis
of media messages, were face-to-face sessions.
At the same time, discussions about the selected
clips and the topic in general, continued in the
Virtual Campus: forum, chat and e-mail. These
tools were also used for a continuous evaluation,
monitoring and assessment of the students. Both
on- and off-line tools were used in a complement-
ary manner.

*  Analogue vs digital media: both kinds of techno-
logies were used in this project. On one hand,
students had to record news items from their
television, using analogue VHS technology. Later
on, the selected fragments were digitalized and
presented on DVD. On the other hand, other di-
gital technologies were used, like editing and
compression software, communication techno-
logy and digital video.

o Teacher-regulated learning vs Self-regulated
Learning: the teacher-regulated learning took
place in the form of classes, specific assignments
and monitoring, but students had also the course
website for further practice, with guidelines and
summaries, resources and suggestions.

Meta-Cognition

In the eCLIPse model, the meta-cognitive aspects
lie in the fact that students not only analysed and
evaluated media, but also had to think about their
analysis, write down their reflections, and share their
experiences and insights with students from the other
universities at the Media Forum. This allowed them
to compare their work with the other students and
think about the differences and similarities between
them. Thus, during the forum, two essential aspects
of media literacy came together: the cognitive pro-
cesses (learning about media) and meta-cognitive
processes (learning about learning).

So it became clear to us that each of the steps in
the process of learning about media had to be con-
trolled or ‘validated’ by meta-cognitive mechanisms
that allowed for reflection:
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*  Analysis of the new acquired knowledge
* Reflection on the learning process

»  Application of the new knowledge

*  (Reflection)

Digital Literacy

As we have seen before, digital literacy is here un-
derstood as the acquisition of skills and competences
related to new digital technologies. In the eCLIPse
project, students were familiarised with digital video
and its related technology: non-linear editing soft-
ware, media compression software and web applica-
tion software. These skills were necessary if they
wanted to participate in this project, as all videos had
to be available on-line (website) and off-line (DVD)
after the project.

Obviously, students had to use regular e-mail, the
communication tools of the Virtual Campus, and in-
ternet search engines for their information.

Media Literacy

Participants in the eCLIPse project analysed the way
media, and especially news features, (re)present
ethnic minorities and immigrants. Why this topic?
We wanted to make our local ‘Spanish’ students
aware of a process that has been going on in most
European countries for decades, but that for a number
of reasons has only begun to show in Spain the last
5 years. Significantly, according to some authors,
the representation of minority groups constructed by
the media plays a very important role, not only in
the perception the public has of these people, but
also in the very perception they have about them-
selves, their self-esteem and their aspirations (Shep-
herd 2003). Most importantly, the imagery of televi-
sion news may contribute to racism and discrimina-
tion through promotion of various stereotypes
(Campbell 1995). Both positive and negative repres-
entations in media may reflect ideology and attempts
to encode meanings for audience members (McQuail
2000). Thus, the question is: what are these meanings
and who are the audiences?

It would be silly in media education to pretend
that ideologies did not exist or that they did not influ-
ence the media. It would, perhaps, be criminal. Ignor-
ing ideology is no better than pushing a single ideo-
logy. The only tenable stance towards ideology is
one that helps students identify ideological influences
in their media, clarify their own ideological beliefs,
and come to terms with the way that ideologies oper-
ate within the media (Worsnop 2003).

So the general questions that we kept on asking
throughout the project were:

1.  How do we judge the relationship between the
representation that the media offer of people,

places and events, and their existence in the
‘real world’?
2. Who is included in the representations of the
media?
Who is not included?
4. Why? What/who is behind the message?

w

The eCLIPse project turned out to be a good tool
for the promotion of the awareness about media, the
analysis, evaluation and creation of audiovisual
messages. The new opportunities that digital video
technology offers us, allow for web-access to audi-
ovisual products. This makes it easier to develop
socio-communicative aspects of SRL: now students
can share their audiovisual messages (both analysis
and production) with their tutor, their peers and even
with other — unknown- audiences, through web ap-
plications.

Evaluating the Learning Process

After the Media Forum, students were asked to re-
flect on their own learning process during the project.
Especially interesting was the question of how new
technologies enhanced self-regulated learning and
new literacies. Two strategies were used to collect
the information:

o Individual reports about the Media Forum (open
questions)

o Interviews about their learning process (semi-
structured interviews)

Analysis of Interviews

We analysed 7 interviews, all at the end of the first
phase of the project.
The questions we asked were:

*  Whatkind of technologies have you used in your
learning process?

* How did these technologies help you to analyse
media messages?

*  What do you feel you have learned?

* Do you think you will use the acquired know-
ledge in the future/ in a different context?

Analysis of Students’ Reports:

We analyzed 29 reports, 12 after the first phase of
the project, and 17 after the second.

The students were asked to freely answer the fol-
lowing questions:

After the first phase the questions were quite
general:

*  What do you feel you have learned at the work-
shops and the Media Forum?
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»  What did the first phase of this project mean for
your learning process?

After the second phase the questions were more
specific:

*  What have you learnt from the eCLIPse project
as to the representation of immigrants and ethnic
minorities in the media?

*  What have you learnt about digital media and
the question of representation?

*  What have you learnt from the eCLIPse project
as to your personal experience?

Results

The results of the analysis can be summarized in the
following table. The different categories represent
the skills and competences acquired by students as
to their self-regulation and critical thinking process:

Table I: Cognitive and Meta-Cognitive Skills Acquired by Students in the Self-Regulated Learning Process

During the eCLIPse Project

Analysis
of acquired knowledge

Reflection
on acquired knowledge

Application
of acquired knowledge

AWARENESS
about media

e.g. What have I learned
about media that I had
not thought of before?
e.g. What have I learned
about how media repres-
ent immigrants?

e.g. What attitude(s) did I
have towards media? e.g.
Was I aware of the stereo-
types transmitted by media
messages?

Start to think critically about me-

dia.

ANALYSIS
of media messages

e.g. Which skills have I
acquired to analyse me-
dia messages that I did
not have before?

e.g. How have I learned to
analyse media messages,
and what implications does
this have?

Use the acquired analysis skills

to evaluate media messages.

EVALUATION
of media messages

e.g. Which skills have I
acquired to think critic-
ally about media mes-

e.g. How have I learned to
think critically about me-
dia?

Use these critical thinking skills

in other contexts in the future.

sages?

How can I put media
messages into a con-
text?

PRODUCTION
of media messages acquired when produ-

cing media?

nical competences?
Which overarching
competences?

e.g. Which skills have I|e.g. Have I applied these
specific and overarching
competences to the creation [reotypes, but rather contribute to
Which specific or tech- | process?

Create and produce media mes-
sages that do not perpetuate ste-

transformation of society. (Over-
arching cricital skills)

Conclusion

As to their Media Literacy level, all students say to
have learnt about the question of representation of
immigrants and ethnic minorities in the media. A
part from what they said in the interviews, we also
have their video productions as a result at the end of
the project. When analysing their audiovisual mes-
sages we could say that they reached at least the
second phase of Media Literacy: the awareness/ana-
lysis phase, and some of them the evaluation phase
(see ‘Digital Literacy and Media Literacy”).
Although SRL was not explicitly addressed in the
project as such, students used some SRL strategies
for Media Literacy, in that they monitored and eval-

vated their learning process in the field of media lit-
eracy and compared it with other students’ during
the Media Forum. However, these strategies do not
seem to have had a key influence in acquiring Media
Literacy skills as such.

We could say that, rather than self-regulation, what
helped students most in becoming more media liter-
ate was the ‘blended’ setting of the project.

For future research, it could be useful to find out
in a more systematic way how SRL can be applied
to media literacy education, based on the ‘ideally’
acquired competences as shown in Table I, and based
on the actual analysis of the messages (or discourse)
students show when producing video.
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