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Abstract 

This action research intended to raise awareness about violent language portrayed in media 

content by implementing a CML pedagogical intervention in an EFL class in the rural area of 

Rionegro, Antioquia, Colombia. The study follows Thoman and Jolls (2008) pedagogical 

proposal for teachers to implement CML lessons. Accordingly, the Empowerment Spiral 

framework was taken into consideration to facilitate the design of the lessons to promote critical 

stances particularly related to violent language in media. The results suggest that the 

implementation of CML was helpful in providing opportunities for learners to assess and 

challenge media messages and assess hidden values. Admittedly, the study was less effective in 

helping students establishing personal connections with the use of vulgar language. 

Keywords: Critical media literacy, critical literacy, empowerment spiral, violent 

language, alternative messages, media, literacies.   
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Preface 

 During part of my language learning process, I used to believe that mastering the four 

skills was the most important element for learning a language because while I was in high school 

teachers tended to emphasize on the importance of vocabulary, structures and pronunciation. At 

that time, the main goal was to answer and perform activities rather than to be engaged in 

meaningful discussions related to our own lives. However, at university throughout the different 

courses, I started to realize that English is more than its grammar rules and goes beyond its 

formal elements. In fact, thanks to the critical component of the program, I realized that a 

language process may offer opportunities to think about the world we live in and to question 

social inequalities.  

Likewise, during the teaching program, I worked on different activities proposed by 

teachers like Camilo Dominguez in which I began to explore a variety of issues in the linguistic 

landscape. Thereafter, I began to identify that our public and private spaces are loaded with texts 

and images that are never neutral. And even more interesting is that there exist a multitude of 

agendas in tension to dictate and reproduce different values and ideologies. Such linguistic 

landscape studies influenced my view of language teaching and learning. Now, I believe that 

those images and messages have always something to tell us about the society with live in. That 

is why, I think that education is no longer about writing and reading, but about becoming literate 

concerning the varied type of information we constantly receive through different modalities to 

unveil hidden messages about social or political injustices attached to the texts. Thus, we move 

from passive to active stances to propose solutions that can transform society. 
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Description of the Context 

The Institución Educativa San Jose de las Cuchillas (IESJC henceforth) is an official 

public school located in a rural area of Rionegro called Las Cuchillas. The institution offers 

education services to students from pre-school to high school levels. The pedagogical model 

adopted by the institution is socio-humanistic, which fosters students’ social coexistence in a 

democratic and participatory society. This approach entails as its main objective to educate 

integral students capable of performing in different contexts, showing citizen, academic, 

technological and labour competencies (IESJC, 2019). The school’s philosophy is coherent with 

the plans that Rionegro pursues in education; in which the municipality seeks to provide skills 

that students need to fully develop their potentialities in their environment (Alcaldía de 

Rionegro, 2017).  

The school offers English education in both elementary and high school. For this 

purpose, there are four teachers of English: Two in elementary school and two in high school. 

Secondary educators teach English twice a week, four hours in total in each group. The teaching 

of English in the institution is based on the documents offered by the Ministry of National 

Education Colombia Bilingüe: Basic Standards of Competence (BSC) and the Basic Learning 

Rights (BLR). These documents guide the instruction of English and suggest to follow a 

communicative approach. Additionally, the material sets the objectives, competencies, contents 

and topics to be taught during the whole academic year in the English course.  

Concerning the equipment and materials, the institution has different facilities to support 

teaching and learning processes. Most classrooms have the necessary elements to carry the 

academic duties, like favorable lighting and enough space. In each classroom, we can find 

whiteboards, a teachers’ table, enough chairs for each student and some of the classrooms are 

equipped with flat screens. Among the material to support the teaching practice, we can find 

dictionaries, books, flashcards, fairy tales, lotteries, vocabulary games and maps. Additionally, 
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the institution received material designed and proposed by the National Ministry of Education 

such us the textbooks Way to Go and English Please, which are framed under specific objectives, 

content, methodologies and some activities that could be included in the English class. 

Regarding the participants of this study, they were teenagers who come from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds and have multiple interests. This project took place in a ninth-grade 

in which there were 30 students, eight girls and 22 boys and whose ages ranged between 13-16 

years old. Most of them lived in the rural area of Rionegro and their socioeconomic strata ranged 

from one to three (Survey, February 26th, 2020). In relation to their opinions about English, the 

majority of students were motivated to learn a foreign language and they thought that learning 

this subject could be useful and interesting and could help them to have a better future. 

Additionally, their main interests in the target language included playing online games, listening 

to music, watch movies and TV shows, among the favorites we find:  Narcos, La Casa de Papel, 

Freefire (Survey, February 26th, 2020). 

My cooperative teacher (CT) is graduated from the foreign language teaching program at 

the University of Antioquia-Seccional Oriente with a master's degree from the Universidad 

Autonoma del Caribe. She has more than seven years of experience in the teaching field, where 

she has taught in different regions of Antioquia. At the school, she has the responsibility of 

teaching English to more than 150 students from seventh to tenth grade. As a noticeable 

distinction, in 2019, she won the ICT Training for Colombian Teacher Korea, thanks to the use 

of ICT’s in the classroom by creating a film (CT interview, August 28th, 2019). 

Statement of the Problem  

 Traditionally, English teachers in high school in Colombia have approached language 

study as a set of well-established rules, however laudable their intentions, focusing on the study 

of English sentence structure and the learning of isolated vocabulary. In this regard, Hinkel 
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(2018) asserts that the prescriptive view of grammar entails the differentiation amid “good 

grammar” and “bad grammar,” and its main focus is on standard forms of grammar and syntactic 

constructions. Thus, teachers often concentrate on having students mastering structures, 

vocabulary and pronunciation patterns. However, in current times, we are in an increasingly 

digital society due to the advance in technology and the new means of communication. 

According to Kellner (2002) this transformation poses challenges for educators to rethink their 

basic tenets restructuring their teaching practice for responding constructively and progressively 

to the technological and social changes that we are now encountering. Consequently, it is 

insufficient to teach traditional grammar that only addresses superficial elements of language 

while ignoring that the students are embedded in a specific sociocultural context and we must 

explore how forms of “language relates to forms of power and critique the social order that 

produces inequitable language attitudes and policies” (Pennycook, as cited in Harmon & Wilson, 

2012, p. 25). 

 Since I started observing the English class at las Cuchillas school, I noticed two aspects 

that might be relevant for the students’ learning process. First, English classes were mainly based 

on grammar and vocabulary using translation and repetition as the main teaching strategies. 

Second, the disruptive behavior of the students ranging from violent language to physical 

violence. 

 Concerning the first factor, English classes were grammar oriented and there were not 

enough spaces for students to express their ideas, feelings and opinions regarding the topics 

covered in class. Thus, it was common to see students working on activities such as fill in the 

blanks or writing sentences focused more on forms rather than on meaning (Journal 3, February 

19th, 2020). This means that students learnt content passively with limited opportunities for 

reflection and interaction. In accordance with this issue, Pennycook (1994) asserts the tendency 

of teachers to deal with language learning as a predominantly linguistic phenomenon isolated 
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from its social, cultural and educational contexts. From my point of view, education should also 

allow students to problematize different social phenomena; however, in this class there was a 

lack of spaces to reflect on society. In this vein, Pennycook (1994) states that education has 

focused on teachers' modeling language and the linguistic forms, rather than listening to 

students’ implicit assumptions and beliefs on controversial social issues.  

As for the second factor, it was evident the constant use of violence during the 

interactions among students, which generated disruptions in the class that I observed. Also the 

absence of discussions around these situations called my attention because students had 

normalized different practices such as the use of nicknames, verbal aggression and mockery, to 

name a few. The verbal abuse was frequent but they did not perceive it as negative because they 

had naturalized it as features of friendship. In this regard, notable cases of hate speech were 

evident from the type of interaction among students as they used verbal violence repeatedly 

(Journal 4, February 24th, 2020). Although the aforementioned cases were not strictly related to 

the English learning process, the absence of discussion about those controversial topics such as 

verbal language inhibits the building of a class where students go beyond the simple transfer of 

skills to include different attitudes, analytical abilities that have the potential to empower 

students for making their lives respectful and meaningful (Nieto and Bode, 2008). 

 In the current era of information and communication technologies (ICT), learners are 

getting constantly bombarded by a multiplicity of media texts which influence their thinking; 

therefore, they need to develop new literate skills (Hammer, 2009). Moreover, media play an 

influential role in organizing, shaping and disseminating information, ideas and values which 

create a powerful public pedagogy (Giroux, 1999). To respond to this increase in media 

consumption, and to create bridges among students’ habits, English learning, and their literacies 

practices, I propose to address violent language portrayed in the media by implementing both the 

principles and strategies of Critical Media Literacy (CML) in the English class. In this regard, 
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CML provides tools for analysis and production in multimedia and print literacy “to meet the 

twenty-first-century needs of participatory democracy” (Kellner & Share, 2007a, p. 59). Through 

this approach, students and teachers can study diverse narratives that portray violent language 

allowing them to be more engaged in the activities since they have to express their thoughts, 

opinions, ideas, reach consensus and create their own representation of messages.   

Theoretical Framework 

The purpose of this study was to raise awareness about violent language portrayed in 

media content by implementing a CML pedagogical intervention in an EFL class. This 

theoretical framework includes both the rooting fields and the definition of CML departing from 

Critical Pedagogy and Critical Literacy. Besides it covers the role of verbal violence in 

mainstream media as well as some hints on cultural forms of violence in education.  

Critical Pedagogy (CP) 

Critical Pedagogy (CP) stands as a way of conceiving education as a social activity 

addressing issues of social justice which has been enriched by several scholars worldwide 

including Freire, Giroux, McLaren, Macedo, among others. From this perspective, education 

should provide the means by which both men and women deal critically and creatively with their 

own reality to discover how to change the world (Freire, 1970). Through praxis, oppressed 

people can acquire a critical awareness of their own condition and then struggle for their 

liberation (Freire & Macedo, 1987). Thus, for Freire, critical reflections always should come 

together with actions to transform society. In fact, education should be liberating and should 

offer students new ways to think critically and to act with authority as independent agents in a 

larger society (Freire, 1970). The theoretical innovations of Freire and his fellows embodying 

concepts like empowerment, critical awareness and critical thinking have impacted the 

development of Critical Literacy. 
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Critical Literacy (CL) 

According to Kellner (2002) traditional and modern scholars agree that education and 

literacy are intimately connected. Historically, the term ‘Literacy’ has been used to describe the 

ability to read and write a text (Luke, 2000). The meaning of the term Critical Literacy has been 

extended to refer to the necessary skills and knowledge to read and interpret the text of the world 

and to successfully navigate and negotiate its challenges, conflicts, and crises (Kellner, 2002). 

Critical literacy in education “involves a theoretical and practical ‘attitude’ towards texts and the 

social world, and a commitment to the use of textual practices for social analysis and 

transformation” (Luke, 2000, p. 8). In today's society, students interact with many more 

information sources than never before in history. And while they read, they also, need to 

question and challenge the content. In this process, readers play the role not only of code 

breakers or text users but also the role of text critics. As a consequence, the critically aware 

readers may comprehend beyond the literal or superficial level and think about the author’s 

intentions with the text, they can be able to identify who is represented, who is excluded, and the 

unbalanced relations of power. Multiple critical literacy approaches in pedagogy incorporated the 

basic tenets of Critical Literacy being Critical Media Literacy one of them.   

Critical Media Literacy (CML) 

Critical Media Literacy stands as a pedagogical approach that embraces notions coming 

from Critical Pedagogy (CP) and Critical Literacy (CT), and moves beyond traditional literacies. 

In fact, CML emerged to practically organize and promote the importance of teaching this 

expanded notion of “literacy” that includes broader forms of visual, aural, and digital multimodal 

texts (Kellner & Share, 2007a). In current times there is a raising concern about how the 

convergence of media and technology in a global culture is transforming the way we learn about 

the world and challenging the very foundations of education (Thoman & Jolls, 2008). To respond 



RAISING AWARENESS ABOUT VIOLENCE IN AN EFL CLASS                               14 

to these new challenges in media and education, Kellner and Share (2007b) propose CML as an 

educational response that involves developing skills in analyzing media codes and conventions, 

abilities to criticize stereotypes, dominant values, and ideologies to interpret the multiple 

meanings and messages generated by media texts. Accordingly, Critical Media Literacy not only 

teaches students to raise awareness about the media messages but is also concerned with the 

production of alternative media to challenge the master narratives and the systems that make 

them appear natural (Kellner & Share, 2007b). 

During the past 40 years, much of the current literature on CML has embraced five key 

concepts: (1) Non-transparency, that implies that all the media messages are created and shaped 

which means that media do not present a transparent reality; (2) codes & conventions, meaning 

that media uses their own signs and symbols to encode meanings; (3) audience, this entails that 

diverse people can interpret the same message differently; (4) content & message, this is that 

media have embedded values and points of view that portray ideologies, bias, and explicit and 

implicit representations; and (5) motivation, or the acknowledgement that media are organized to 

gain profit and/or power (Kellner & Share, 2005). These core concepts guided my pedagogical 

implementation in this study to unveil cultural forms of violence embedded in the media with 

high school students.  

The Empowerment Spiral is the pedagogical framework guiding the present study and it 

can be used in Critical Media Literacy teaching to organize and design activities and lessons that 

could transform both learning and teaching. This framework describes the stages to break 

complex themes or concepts into four short learning steps (awareness, analysis, reflection, 

action) enhancing our ability to develop new knowledge from past experiences. The stages are 

organized as followed: 1) Awareness: Activities were students do personal connection with their 

media. 2) Analysis: Provide strategies for students to figure out issues embedded in media. 3) 

Reflection: Participants start to consider deeper elements of social justice or ethical values. 4) 
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Action: Activities where learners have the opportunity to reformulate constructive action ideas 

(Thoman & Jolls, 2008). 

Critical Media Literacy (CML) and Violence in Mainstream Media 

It is noticeable that media violence is not the direct cause of violence in society. 

However, as Chavanu (2011, p. 282) points out, “more and more we are coming to understand 

that media do reinforce the myths and images, beliefs and attitudes that support a culture of 

violence”. In today’s times, students are used to interact with a vast amount of mainstream 

media. Thus, it is crucial that they become increasingly aware of the complexities that can be 

embedded in the media. As Marshall and Sensoi (2011, p. 1) highlight, “youth are thoroughly 

saturated by corporate influences that promote values of consumption, competition, hierarchy, 

sexism, homophobia, racism, and contempt for equality.” Promoting the expansion of literacies 

studies to mainstream media could enhance provocative discussions about the media 

glorification of violence and the use of violent language in its content. In this regard, Chavanu 

(2011) draws our attention to the fact that a large part of this representation circulates widely as 

normal and natural, and highlights the importance of making visible the ideas about race, class, 

and gender that are hidden as authoritative and fixed. 

Cultural Forms of Violence in Education 

According to Unicef (2011), violence in schools can seriously affect students since 

children who are bullied will often exhibit lower academic results and they can be more reluctant 

to participate and express opinions in school activities. The adverse effect of violence in schools 

could “create an atmosphere of fear, anxiety and insecurity incompatible with learning” (Unicef, 

2011, p. 8). According to Hughes (2020), most models on education have started to move to 

frameworks based on peaceful, inclusion and humanitarian values. The same author highlights 
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the need for a “pedagogy of inclusion that emphasis on respect, the language we use in schools, 

and how to create inclusive classroom cultures and relationships” (Hughes, 2020, p. 11).  

More specifically, Colombia has been known as a violent country whose violence has 

reached our students in different ways. What seems worst is that many times our country has 

tried to resolve its conflicts by using more violence, avoiding dialogue or peaceful solutions. In 

fact, schools in Colombia behave as microcosms of society where violence also occur in modes 

that can be physical or symbolical including gender-based violence, bullying, physical 

punishment, among others.  

To sum up, this theoretical framework showed that CML has the potential to engage 

students in critically analyzing relationships among violence, media, audiences, information, and 

power. Along with this, the creation of alternative media pieces may empower students to create 

their own messages challenging mainstream media texts that depict violent narratives. 

Research Question 

  How to raise awareness about violent language portrayed in media content by 

implementing a CML pedagogical intervention in an EFL class? 

General Objective 

To raise awareness about violent language portrayed in media content by implementing a 

CML pedagogical intervention in an EFL class. 

Specific Objectives 

- To explore how Critical Media Literacy activities allow students to analyze violent 

language portrayed in media content. 

- To evaluate how students analyze, deconstruct, and reconstruct media texts in terms of 

the values and ideologies that the media texts reproduce. 

- To involve learners in the creation of a counter-narrative challenging the mainstream 

media that portray offensive language. 
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Action Plan  

To achieve the general and specific objectives mentioned above, I proposed to develop an 

action plan scheduled to cover up ten weeks. The action plan consisted of defining multiple 

activities coherent among students’ interests, needs and the syllabus. Therefore, the actions were 

intended to put into practice the theoretical principles of CML adapting the activities to the 

particular context of this study, with the intention of opening spaces of reflection and awareness.  

As indicated previously, the action plan followed Thoman and Jolls (2008) empowerment 

spiral. In the first stage, awareness, the lessons aimed at providing students to get access to a 

range of media content in a variety of formats ranging from video clips and printed ads. Students 

were expected to start to describe, discuss and explore media content that portrays violent 

language. At the same time, the teacher was expected to elicit useful vocabulary that allows 

students to express opinions about the social issues presented in those media. 

During the second stage, analysis, students had to discuss the design, form, structure and 

sequence of the messages. With that aim, they had to explore the five core concepts that Thoman 

and Jolls (2008) customized based on the principles of CML: Author, format, audience, content, 

and motive. Hence, learners were expected to conduct an analysis of the media messages 

acknowledging its complexity and describing what type of media texts were and what modes 

were being used. 

In the third stage, reflection, students had to gauge messages, they had to integrate the 

related messages to their own experience by making judgments about the validity, relevance and 

quality of the messages. To achieve this purpose, in groups of three students they had to answer 

the following questions: What is the message? What social issue is being addressed in the 

narrative? Who is the audience? What is the purpose of the narrative? How is my message 

engaging and compelling for the target audience?  



RAISING AWARENESS ABOUT VIOLENCE IN AN EFL CLASS                               18 

Finally, during the action stage participants were intended to have the opportunity of 

answering and reformulating the hegemonic discourse through the creation their own counter-

narratives. For doing so, they supposed to use ICT tools to create, edit and disseminate their 

counter-narratives; they had to plan the scripts, edit and revise the process. Throughout the 

activities, learners would have also space of reflection and discussion about the advantages and 

challenges of being critical.  

Development of Actions 

In order to fulfill the objectives proposed in this action research project, some research 

and teaching practice were implemented:  

During this first week, I established and negotiated the classroom rules. Students created 

different posters about the classroom rules that were stuck around the classroom. Afterwards, we 

agree on the methodology and the processes to conduct the classes. Additionally, I conducted an 

initial survey from which I planned to get students’ information about their interests, needs, 

backgrounds. After this, I started implementing the empowerment spiral stages. Firstly, I carried 

out the awareness stage in which students had to analyze different prints ads and storyboards that 

reproduce violence using language. Secondly, as part of the analysis stage, learners analyzed the 

media messages trying to understand the techniques, formats, audience, motives and the 

complexities embedded in media. For this activity, they deconstructed media advertisements 

answering the following questions adapted from the five key questions of Thoman and Jolls 

(2008): 1. What is the message/ idea that the media is trying to send? 2. Who benefits from this 

media text? 3. Who is the audience? 4. What is the purpose of the narrative? 5. How do those 

colors, types of people and verbal text influence the way you feel? In the reflection stage, 

students analyzed the impact of those messages in their context at the time they reflected on 

previous experiences where they recognized words, symbols and techniques of communication 

that could cause damage to other people. Then, some students presented their media analysis to 
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their classmates and the teacher so they could contribute with feedback and discussions about the 

values displayed in the ads. During these interventions, we also conducted some other activities 

to practice verbal tenses and irregular verbs which were necessary to follow the language 

structure required in the syllabus. 

In March 2020, new circumstances emerged due to the global lockdown and the 

educational sector had to shift to other modalities. I had to do different adaptations to continue 

the interventions under the online modalities. During this period of time, I worked together with 

my CT to organize different platforms such as the creation of a blog, a Classroom platform, a 

WhatsApp group, organizing meetings through Zoom, creating online activities to continue the 

interventions. The main goal with the meetings using Zoom was to continue with synchronous 

activities to maintain contact with students by listening to their inquiries, explaining and solving 

doubts, and allowing a space to continue practicing the English language. I also took advantage 

of a Whatsapp group created at the beginning of the research process to quickly answer the 

questions that emerged from the activities and solve the technical problems that the students 

might have. We also used the platform Classroom to publish and gather the activities that 

students had to continue doing. Finally, the blog was created as a strategy to disseminate the 

students’ counter-narratives and also to allow students to easily access the proposed activities.  

In spite of the situation described above and the changes in the type of interactions with 

students, most of the activities continue as planned. Nevertheless, I had to reshape my project in 

terms of the final product students had to submit as part of the final stage: Instead of asking the 

students for a video as a final product, I demanded them to create a poster as a counter-narrative. 

Subsequently, learners chose a meme and established a discussion with the advertisement using a 

message bubble. In doing so, participants reshaped the messages embedded on those media and 

they had the opportunity to express their own concerns and ideas challenging the established 

values in the media ad. 
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Data Analysis  

During the whole implementation of the project data was gathered and analyzed. The 

analytical process was carried out considering the five steps proposed by Burns (2010), 

assembling data, coding data, comparing data, building interpretations, and reporting outcomes. 

First, I started to collect all the information from the class sessions by multiple means like 

journals, surveys, an interview, and students’ artifacts. Afterward, I uploaded the data into the 

qualitative data analysis software Atlas-ti. Then, I continued to analyze the data inductively by 

assigning short sentences and highlighting quotes or passages worthy of attention since they 

were related to the research question. While taking into account some pre-established categories 

coming from the theory of CML (Deductive analysis). Throughout the process, I went back to 

the data several times to review the connection with codes and categories and check constantly if 

the information was helping me to answer my research question. Finally, to ensure validity I was 

comparing what I was seeing in students’ work samples, the students’ progress in terms of 

accomplishments and setbacks with other data sources like journals and surveys. This process of 

triangulation helped me to enhance research trustworthiness, bringing together multiple 

perspectives from different kinds of data sources on the situation being studied (Burns, 1999). In 

addition to triangulation, I carried out other processes for increasing internal validity such as 

different discussions with classmates and readings of papers as support to make the analysis 

systematic.  

Findings and Interpretations  

After having analyzed the collected data, I classified the final themes that gather the most 

important findings in this study. The first theme demonstrates students’ progress questioning 

media that gave them clues about tricks used on ads to manipulate people. The second one 

alludes to the creation of alternative messages by students giving new meaning to the media. 
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Finally, the third category makes allusion to students linking the reproduction of violence in 

media with their own practices. Contrary to the expectations, this study showed that some cases 

of violent language still remain during students’ interactions.  

Students Questioning the Media. 

 Overall data analysis showed that the CML interventions allowed some participants, at 

least to a certain extent, to critically analyze violent language in media. Students demonstrated 

progress while participating in the analysis identifying elements like the beneficiaries, profit-

making purpose, target audience and problematic social issues. At the beginning of the 

intervention, students did not go beyond the superficial elements of the ads and had problems 

identifying the target audience and the values reproduced on those media. Besides, learners had 

difficulties linking the visual elements with the texts and the target audience in the media ad. The 

following excerpt illustrates this situation:   

 

Figure 1. Student’s artifact, March 9th, 20201 

                                                
1
 Students Work. Questions: Where it the action taking place?, Who are the characters?, What is the story 

about?, What is the purpose?, What is the audience?, Answers: On the street in a poster, a woman, about what to 
take care of the planet, preserve the planet, for the people. 
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 However, during further class discussion activities, I could identify students’ reflections 

regarding social issues in media. In one of the activities carried out in class, students were shown 

an ad of the brand Peta. In the ad, there was the message: Save the whales, lose the blubber go 

vegetarian, next to the message there was a fat girl in swimsuit in front of the beach. When asked 

about the relationship between the message and the image, one student answered: “The 

relationship is that fat people look like whales.” To this, another participant found it problematic 

because “they are pointing out fat people and they can feel compromise their self-esteem” 

(Journal 9, May 13th, 2020). Learners started to realize the negative effects of violent messages 

on people. In doing so, participants made steps ahead to become aware about social issues 

embedded in media. This was reinforced by activities in which students individually have to 

analyze media answering prompting questions. As we see in the excerpt below: 

Figure 2. Student’s Artifact, May 15th, 2020. 
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As we can see in figure 2, students could identify the target population, the profit-making 

purpose and the beneficiaries. They also recognized that the purpose of the Old Spice ad was to 

create more impact to gain more earnings, achieving one of the aims of critically analyze media 

which is to expose how corporations use media to seek financial profit. Furthermore, learners 

were also able of identifying the target audience of the media and the fact that the participants 

identified the target population opened possibilities for them to construct unique interpretations 

as they could further link their own experiences in relation to the target population (Thoman & 

Jolls, 2008). 

One of the aims of critically analyze media texts is to expose how text could have 

embedded social issues. As it is visible in figure 3 learners started to link different problematic 

issues presented on those media contents while engaging in discussions of the hidden messages 

on media content that reproduce violent interactions. Data showed that bringing the discussions 

about violent language embedded in media to the classroom helped students to organize multiple 

ideas around media content and to challenge their assumptions and pre-established notions, 

particularly related to violence, as well as to share experiences and opinions about the topic. 

Therefore, as it was mentioned by Thoman and Jolls (2008), it is possible that participants 

develop multiple literacies and increase the ability to express and disseminate their thoughts, 

ideas, perceptions, and insights producing a variety of interpretations of media texts.  

Students Giving New Meanings to the Media. 

At the final stage, data showed that the production of the poster challenging hegemonic 

media messages allowed the participants to unveil values and social issues that were implicit in 

media particularly those related to hate speech and violence. Correspondingly, participants were 

able to critically analyze media that reproduce violence, creating new narratives establishing 

discussions with the ads. In doing so, learners were able to identify problematic issues related to 
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violence or discrimination and reshape the narratives, as in figures 3 and 4 which are clear 

evidence of students’ improvement when they develop their ideas in response to media and 

violence. The following pieces of the students’ work demonstrate that students were able of 

challenging dominant ideologies. 

 
 

Figure 3: Counter-narrative produced by a 
student, May 15th, 20202.   

 
Figure 4: Counter-narrative produced by a 

student, May 15th, 20203.  

 

 In the figures 3 and 4 it is noticeable how students moved from the reflecting process to 

take action. Even more interestingly, learners started to challenge standardized statements on 

media that reproduce hate. As we can see in figure 3, the student managed to identify a 

concerning issue related to the use of violent language in media. In doing so, the learner started a 

discussion with the poster of Narcos using the Meme of Richard Dawkins and a bubble speech 

with the message: “Stop offending posting those posters.” Thereby, the student challenged the 

problematic issue of violent language using the imperative to “order” to stop offending using 

media. In figure 4, although the student did not identify a violent language issue, the participant 

identified the stereotypical representation of masculinity and femininity and introduced a new 

participant to the story by reshaping the values reproduced in the Old Spice ad. Thereby, he 

encouraged to disrupt the message that reproduces a limited representation of gender roles using 

                                                
2 Figure 3: Narcos poster: Adios malparios hola pendejos. Meme: Stop offending posting those posters. 
3 Figura 4: Old Spice ad. Guy 1: Come here baby. Guy 2: I’m going. Girl: Shit, there aren't really men.  
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satire. Much of the representations portrayed on those media were widely circulated as normal 

and natural; however, at this point the participants ventured to make visible and explicit values 

and ideas about violence, which gives us clues of resistance in front of those messages. As 

Kellner and Share (2007b) noted CML should empower participants to unveil the myths by 

creating their own alternative representations that empower their own voices and struggle for 

social justice.  

Students Linking Media Violence with Their Own Practices. 

 Some students were able to establish personal connections with the consequences of hate 

speech in media. In one of the class-activities, I asked students questions to draw conclusions 

about the effects of violent attitudes occurring during social interactions. Students who 

participated in the discussion seemed to have an agreement about the elimination of these 

practices in their interactions; nevertheless, it appears to be that some students could not 

establish personal connections with violent language in media and their own practices (Journal 9, 

May 13th, 2020).  

One of the main issues identified in class was that students have normalized different 

violent practices using language. But they did not see them as negative because they believed it 

was a normal practice of friendship. Thoman and Jolls (2008) suggest that one of the benefits of 

media literacy education is that learners and society in general benefits by providing tools and 

methods that promote respectful discourse that leads to common understanding and builds the 

civic skills needed to participate in and contribute to the public debate. Nevertheless, in the 

figures 5 and 6, I could identify that although the modalities have changed, during the online 

classes students continue using the vulgar language when interacting.  
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Figure 5: Screenshot online activities4 

 
 

Figure 6: Screenshot whatsapp group5 

In the figures above, from the online classes, it is noticeable how students still use violent 

language to address their classmates. These were evidence that some students could not establish 

personal connections with the use of language in media and the damage that could cause to other 

people with the reproduction of violence on their own practices. It seems that the culture of 

violence in interactions had been so rooted in the cultural practices and behaviors that it is 

necessary multiple coordinate interventions for longer periods of time since during the 

synchronous activities still remained behaviors that reproduce offensive comments and hate. 

 To conclude, the project allowed some students to develop CML about violent language 

portrayed in media content. They were able to deconstruct media texts in terms of authorship, 

format, audience, values, and purposes. In doing so, some students were able to unveil hidden 

media messages that reproduce violence in society. Consequently, some learners were capable of 

reshaping traditional narratives giving voice to their own concerns and they created alternative 

messages. Nevertheless, it appears that some students could not establish a personal connection 

with the use of vulgar language and media ads and its effects on their daily life given that some 

behaviors involving aggressive comments did not disappear completely from the classes. 

                                                
4
 One student wrote Putos on the screen using the pencil during a synchronous activity using Zoom. 

5
 Student use violent language to address one of his peers in the chat group of Whatsapp.  
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Conclusions 

Considering that the main objective of the present study was to raise awareness about 

violent language portrayed in media content by implementing a CML pedagogical intervention in 

an EFL class, it can be concluded that the project was helpful in supporting students’ critical 

analysis of hate speech present in the media. They got engaged in the deconstruction of media 

texts that reproduce violent language and had the opportunity to reconstruct their own version of 

such pieces of media. 

This action research entailed some implications for EFL teachers in similar contexts. 

First, teachers need to get used to question media content and to elaborate counter-narratives 

themselves and believe that CML is worthy in order to effectively help students to adopt critical 

stances. Thus, the teacher should be an active participant during the interactions adding valuable 

information and nuances to enrich the discussions. To that aim, teachers can provide material in 

multiple formats, provide examples from media to illustrate points of view, talk about their own 

ideas and experiences. In this way, participants may feel motivated to go deeper in their analysis 

and question their pre-establish assumptions.  

The findings in this study have to be seen in light of some limitations. The fact that I was 

a student-teacher with scarce experience in teaching who was also getting acquainted with the 

CML approach make me wonder whether I could have done things differently. One of them is 

that I could have adapted the essential questions both to the linguistic and cognitive level of my 

students. Besides, if I had not focused on different types of violence, but only in one, students 

would have developed more thought-provoking ideas regarding a specific type of violence. In 

addition to this, I was not able to help my students in examining deeper elements of violent 

language presented in the texts analyzed since I was not an expert in the topic of violence. 

Furthermore, even though I planned the lesson carefully, in some occasions it was difficult to 

finish all the activities planned in a single class.  
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Finally, this project could be the support for future actions that might strengthen the 

results obtained in similar contexts. In future projects, I suggest to include different activities that 

put emphasis explicitly on problematic issues such as hate speech, bullying and discrimination 

carrying out role-play activities about those issues. The idea with these activities is to combine 

the CML stages with role-play activities, for example, to engage learners in the discussion of 

problematic issues in the media. Also, it may give participants an opportunity to raise awareness 

of social issues in role-play situations that involve interactions. In doing so, participants have the 

opportunity of experiencing, for instance, the role of the bully, victim and observer. Therefore, 

they will learn how it feels to be a victim of hate speech and mockery. This would help students 

realize that there is something wrong with their own practices and this has an impact on our 

relationships and practices and in society as a whole.    

Reflection 

Looking back at the entire experience throughout my teaching practicum and the process 

in my action research, I firmly believe that both were gainful practices that really contributed to 

my personal growth. I recognize the importance of the teaching practice in becoming a teacher 

since I could experience first-hand what is like to be involved in the actual learning and teaching 

environment. I found this process as a challenging and rewarding experience that allowed me to 

reflect on the important role of teachers. 

Fist at all, I need to highlight the hard work of the teachers who are at the same time 

researchers, as it is not an easy task. I identified that in the teaching practice we are far from the 

ideal conditions for an appropriate teaching and learning process. Teachers have to teach large 

groups of students per class, therefore, responsibilities in terms of teaching are already time-

consuming. In addition, they have a lot of responsibilities and duties in the school like meetings, 

extracurricular activities, prepare the lessons, assess the activities among others. In these 

circumstances, carrying out a research project certainly demands an extra effort.  
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Without doubt one of the most challenging moment was definitely during the global 

lockdown of education institutions. The immediate shift from face-to-face classes to education at 

home was very difficult. At that moment, everybody in the field of education was a little bit 

disoriented. Students working from home, the isolation, the constant flow of bad news in the 

media, the lack of resources in some cases, all of which could cause anxiety for both teachers 

and students. The situation demanded an immediate update in the practices to create resourceful 

solutions to face the remote emergency teaching and provide rich experiences to all learners who 

were without a traditional teacher stand beside them in class. Likewise, facing those unfavorable 

conditions for teaching and learning made me sensitive towards the difficulties, inequalities and 

needs present in our public educational system. 

Despite the defiances, we can highlight the fairly positive learning during this experience. 

First, it was interesting to note that this practicum experience allowed me to have a broader 

perspective of the education system and the dynamics in public institutions. All those challenges 

and experiences allowed me to be more flexible, creative and use new online resources when 

teaching. Thus, I improved a little my skills in teaching appraising my strengths and identifying 

my weaknesses, for example preparing the lessons, varying the strategies and using ICT tools. 

Equally, this action research experience allowed me to acknowledge the importance of research 

in this field. Although, action research is very time demanding it is one of the most useful tools 

to inform and reinvent our pedagogical practices.  

Finally, I must add that not everything was perfect and there were a ton of difficulties. 

However, I feel really satisfied with the students’ outcomes and the hard work that the majority 

of them put into their work. Now I recognized the importance of identifying and hear the 

students’ needs realizing that students not only learn a language but they learn how to change or 

modify their own realities.  
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