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“Give young
people the
capability and
they’ll help us
to provide
better-targeted,
more effective
service”

Iain Shaw tells us how digital and visual literacy 
skills are proving particularly important in helping
marginalised or disadvantaged young people become
effective contributors, active citizens and 
confident individuals

When I was growing up my 'home' was wherever my hi-
fi and vinyl happened to be. For a young person
nowadays the equivalent is their back pocket – where
their smart phone peeps out at a receding world. Music,
email, internet, texts, tweets, social media and more – all
wrapped up in a cyber rectangle.

But, unlike my old stereo system, anyone with a smart
‘home’ can also use their device to seek new ideas, check
facts, contact an expert, find like-minded people, create a
video, write a document, make a case, share experience,
develop an argument and basically do whatever we'd do
at Media Education, as part of our project delivery, to
enable participants to make positive change for
themselves and others.  

Keep that in the back pocket for the moment and let’s
shift the focus now to what is happening at local and
national government levels. 

There is a strong push to find more effective ways of
delivering services and engaging service users as part of
what the Scottish Government calls a ‘Sustainable
Programme of Reform’. They say ‘efficiency savings will
remain a critical element in assisting us to meet the
challenges of increasing demand and persistent

inequalities. The commitment to make reform happen at
pace and scale is therefore a priority …. policy and
service delivery should increasingly adopt approaches
which are asset-based, co-produced and person-centred,
to bring about effective and sustained change’. 

All very good reasons why digital and visual literacy is so
important. 

Give young people the capability and they’ll help us to
provide better-targeted, more effective services. All we
need is the how-to which will enable these young
people to move from a largely consumer-based use of
technology to being capable creators of content and, in
this case, effective contributors to service development.  

Media projects are an excellent way to make the shift to
the creator/effective contributor mode.  They provide a
solid platform to build trust and connections, create a
shared overview and start fruitful conversations – 
all concretely tied in to the outcomes for Curriculum 
for Excellence.  

At Media Education we have over 25 years of
experience in using media training and production as
personal and community development tools. We use this
model as a basis and adapt it according to the needs of
our partners and groups.

Here are two relevant variants on the model to give you
a better idea of how it translates in practice.

Scottish Young Carers Festival

Each year, we complete a media engagement
programme at the Scottish Young Carers Festival. The
festival is organised by Carers Trust Scotland and

From consumer to creator

A young carer speaks to the camera for ‘Have Your Say’ (SYCF 2015)
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“Improving media
and digital

literacy means
that we can move

young people
from consumers
to creators and
from creators to

effective
contributors, to

active citizens, to
confident

individuals and
successful
learners”

supported by a steering group of other charities. Our
roles at the festival are: to train young carers aged 16 – 19
to run the festival radio station, for our facilitators to host
the ‘Have Your Say’ consultation activity for young carers of
all ages and to create awareness raising films from the
festival.

Florence Burke, Carers Trust’s Director for Scotland, said:
“The work Media Education does with the Scottish 
Young Carers Festival helps us engage with young carers
through different types of media. It gives young carers a
central role in the running of the Festival and supports
them in giving feedback to decision makers and
influencers. Giving the young people responsibility for, 
and ownership of, the Festival radio station provides them
with training in new skills and enables them to 
have hands-on experience. We know they really enjoy it
and it’s encouraged several of them in their career
ambitions, as well as building key life skills like confidence
and teamwork.

The radio station team act as excellent role models and
help to create the young person-centred experience that
the festivalgoers love and return for again and again. 
We also run the ‘Have Your Say’ activity where more than
100 young carers take 30 minutes from their festival fun to
consider what they want to say to professionals, decision
makers and policy makers and then speak directly to their
audiences through the camera lens. 

“The Have Your Say video consultation gathers testimony
from carers at the Festival and gives them a strong voice.
Their thoughts, opinions and experiences are a vital part
of the Festival and drive the direction of discussion and
themes of future young carer work,” said Florence. “The
final films are also an effective way of showing the
experiences and highlights of the Festival, both to those
who attended and also to others we want to inform, such
as funders and decision makers. The films are shared with
politicians and other policy leaders, professionals in health
and education, other carer organisations and the media.
They tell the story of the festival, with young carers in
every frame, and help raise the festival profile among key
supporters as a positive, influential event.”

Good Shepherd Centre

Providing a voice for people furthest from power is a key
aim for Media Education. In partnership with the
Vulnerable Girls and Young Women's Champions Group,
the Centre for Youth and Criminal Justice at the University
of Strathclyde and the Good Shepherd Centre, the charity
was commissioned to create a series of short learning
videos which will form part of a university level course for
professionals to examine their decision making around risk
factors for young women in care (as compared to young
men in similar circumstances). 

This project allowed four young women in secure
accommodation to learn media production skills and
contribute in a vital way to the course and resource
development. 

Protecting identity and confidentiality were major
considerations for the project and two young female
actors were employed to depict two contrasting
characters and experiences. 

The young women gained confidence and self esteem by
working as part of the production team alongside the
actors, camera operator and director.  In addition to
running the second camera unit on the shoot they
coached the actors by providing their experience and
knowledge of the attitudes, reactions and language of
young women in care to ensure that the scenarios
presented were realistic and effective. They used their
involvement as evidence for a SQA qualification in 
media production through the Good Shepherd’s 
learning centre. 

Carole Dearie, formerly in the senior management team
at the Good Shepherd Centre and now the Practice
Development Advisor at the Centre for Youth and
Criminal Justice at the University of Strathclyde,
commented on the impact of the films in a professional
context. “Using media to allow young women in care to
tell their stories was both an empowering and powerful
way to take you on their journey. The depiction of their
lives as caught on film was extremely moving and thought
provoking. The short films will be the core element of a
training programme due to be launched in October
2015,” she explained. “To understand the impact our role
has on their lives and to see things from their perspective
is simply a privilege that should never be underestimated.
This programme is aimed at all professionals, regardless of
discipline, and will influence and hopefully improve
practice for those who are entrusted with the pivotal
role of making decisions about vulnerable and high risk
girls. A must viewing for all professionals”. 

Professor Karen McArdle, Professor of Education
(Emeritus) at the University of Aberdeen agrees to the
power of the media programmes in giving the often
marginalised a stronger, louder voice. “The importance
and significance of the work of Media Education
emphasises the power it has to contribute to the
understanding of those who are less powerful by policy
makers and professionals. Its work could be extended to
a wider range of policy contexts to inform and influence
practice for those who are disadvantaged, vulnerable,
‘hard to reach’, or less powerful in society.”

Improving media and digital literacy on the Media
Education model means that we can move young people
from consumers to creators and from creators to
effective contributors, to active citizens, to confident
individuals and successful learners and, from our
experience, we know they'll be keen to work with us
across the sector as we go about delivering the Scottish
Government’s  'sustainable programme of reform..at pace
and scale'.

And when young people are engaged we know it'll be
worthwhile, fun and creative. 

Now, pull that smart phone out of your back pocket . . .  

Iain Shaw is Director of Media Education
www.mediaeducation.co.uk

Media Education is developing a number of projects in film,
radio and the internet. 
If you would like to learn more contact Iain Shaw -
iain@mediaeducation.co.uk / 0131 313 8900


