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Foreword

This book presents an inquiry into the interconnections between journalism and media education, searching for their interconnections and rethinking journalism as a form of educational activity termed as journalism literacy education. The point of departure for this book forms the article ‘Journalists as Media Educators: Journalistic Media Education as Inclusive Boundary Work’, published in 2020 in Journalism Practice, vol. 16, no. 6, pp. 1265–85. The context is Nordic, drawing on lessons learned from liberal democracies that have traditionally had strong democratic institutions, including those of journalism, education and freedom of expression.
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Gothenburg 5 September 2025



Introduction: Educating Audiences of Journalism

Today, journalism faces a less supportive and increasingly hostile environment. The structures that once legitimized journalism as the watchdog and fourth estate of power are eroding. It is no longer self-evident that journalism constitutes ‘the constant background and accompaniment to everyday life’ for all, as McNair (2005) asserted. Instead, in today’s high-choice media environments, journalism is easily replaced or supplemented by other forms of communication, while journalistic authority and knowledge are continuously questioned.

Rather than relying solely on news media, individuals now form their own agendas within social groups (McWhorter, 2020), a trend that not only influences perceptions of journalism but also fosters the circulation of biased information and selective exposure to content.

Moreover, the sheer abundance of news and information can overwhelm individuals. The 24-hour news cycle and the constant stream of updates make it increasingly difficult for audiences to follow developments, let alone critically evaluate each piece of information. As a result, information overload often leads to a more superficial understanding of complex issues.

Furthermore, the rapidly evolving technological landscape has not directly strengthened the position of journalism or journalistic information within the expanding information ecosystem. In the post-truth era, objective facts have become less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief (D’Ancona, 2017). False and misleading information circulates in ever-increasing volumes and with increasingly sophisticated techniques, facilitated in part by algorithms and the automatization of information production. At the same time as artificial intelligence (AI) continues to evolve, even the most advanced technological tools remain unable to fully curb the spread of disinformation, misinformation and malinformation. In addition, the boundaries between journalism and non-journalistic forms of communication are becoming increasingly blurred. Journalism is intertwined with commercial practices such as native advertising, branded entertainment and content marketing, while factual content is often interwoven with affective and emotive elements in online discourse. This convergence contributes to what Einstein (2016) calls ‘content confusion’, as the traditional boundaries between institutions and genres erode. As a result, citizens and consumers face mounting difficulties in navigating today’s complex and hybridized information landscape.

In such a landscape that is largely unfavourable and increasingly challenging to journalism, there is heightened distrust and amplified misunderstanding about what journalism is.

Therefore, journalists and media industry, while still grappling with the effects of digitalization and platformization of communication, are gradually becoming aware of the necessities and possibilities of standing up for themselves. The discourses, policies and practices are developing powerfully around the increased needs of media literacy, and against the backdrop of negative development and uncertainties they seem like an opportunity that should not be missed. The professional journalistic community has, indeed, during the past decade become engaged as advocates for their field, resulting in an increased number of audience projects and partnerships, school visits, competitions and participatory initiatives to increase the news literacy of especially young people (Ashley, 2020; Brites & Pinto, 2017; Klibanoff, 2012). The long traditions of advancing newspaper and mass media literacies have undergone a revival in media organizations with heightened audience development needs.

More specifically, media organizations have sought solutions to how journalism should potentially change to live up to the changing needs of audiences, or keep existing audiences and reach out to new ones. Journalists have, for example, started discussing how they can learn vital lessons from communicators doing community-centred content in the connective and dialogical spirit of social influencers (Losowsky, 2023).

As a result, the connection between journalistic production and journalism literacy education among populations is becoming more and more relevant. Nevertheless, this nexus remains far from articulated. During the past few decades, the discourse on media literacy education has found its shape, and there are discourses advocating news literacy as well as education in journalism for general audiences, but how the specific field of knowledge, discourse and practice, the ‘journalistic media education’ is still searching for its form. Journalistic literacy is more often mentioned as one of the many possible subliteracies of media literacy and media organizations as actors conducting education in media literacy. It is, however, less often addressed in its own right to arrive at a dedicated insight about what literacy education actually means for the specific field of journalism.

When journalism and literacy discourses come closer to each other, journalists face a new kind of an educational opportunity in terms of their professionalism. In times of the mass media, journalism could be limited to the institutional, legitimate gatekeepers and people were more or less positioned as receivers of that exclusively produced content. Audiences could be informed and educated about the mass media’s workings with unilinear communication, envisioning mass media’s effects in early visions as a syringe with which information could be inserted into individuals (Khan & Moiz Khan, 2019). The contemporary situation is radically different. With the technological development, the audiences have been reconfigured and are no more receivers of information, deconstructing messages in private spheres in connection to physically immediate social networks. Instead, they have become producers themselves, acting both independently from the legacy media and also in connection with or part of them. Individuals are exposed to multiple stimulations for learning – but from an individual perspective, also un-learning, de-learning and re-learning – and there are diverse organizations at local, national and global levels involved in contributing to the education of the people that form the audience for journalism. With niched audiences, it is challenging to find a common agenda and interest, or a shared level of pre-knowledge and address.

The idea of journalists being involved in educational activities is, however, no innovation of the twenty-first century. Education and literacy questions related to journalism have been an urgency since the emergence of the modern mass media, but the responses to who is supposed to educate have varied across times. However, the specific competency of news literacy, based on the understandings of mass communication education of the early decades of the twentieth century, has taken shape more lately. In the American context, as pointed out by Klibanoff (2012), as the news literacy movement began to arise around 2007, the first people to recognize the need of improved news literacy were the journalists. Influential, long-standing initiatives and non-profit groups such as the News Literacy Project, founded in 2008 (https://newslit.org), have promoted the inclusion of the journalism industry in media education. An increasing number of projects and initiatives have gradually given rise to more permanent practical guidelines and policy frameworks. As for journalism, ‘working with children’ has, as a consequence, become a prevalent strategic and a practical issue for journalists and newsrooms (see, e.g. Jusović & Krajišnik, 2020; see also Kolucki & Lemish, 2011). Another effect is the practice of fact-checking that has become not only a widely spread practice of performing media education across different sectors of society, but also an internal new paradigm within journalism (Graves & Amazeen, 2019).

Moreover, media educational activities have during the recent years become to appear as a potential answer and a survival and sustainable strategy for journalism, resonating with demanded dimensions of openness, reflexivity, transparency, reciprocality and proactivity (see e.g. Zelizer, 2013). The revival of the idea of media literacy in digital settings has found a breeding ground in a milieu where new openings are actively sought for journalism for its survival and sustainability. As some scholars have called for a reconfiguration of journalism education as a crisis response (see, e.g., Adam, 2001), many debaters have found the development of journalistic practices as the means to enhance accountability, provide essential ways of combatting disinformation, ensure the existence of future audiences and develop participatory, dialogical and public-pedagogical dimensions of journalism for a wider audience. Here, media literacy has been recognized as one of the potential remedies to support the existence of quality journalism.

Traditionally, the task of educating people to deal with what has been understood as media – mainly mass media, and within mass media, the journalistic content – has been a responsibility of, above all, schools and teachers, and their supportive infrastructures. The very essence of ‘education’ has been conceived of as unfolding at meetings between professional pedagogues and learners, often in a top-down approach where the educator is responsible for setting the goals as well as testing and assessing their fulfilment. The focus has strongly been on deciphering and deconstructing messages in order to counteract what we would today call dis- and misinformation. Beyond the formal educational settings, education has adopted the character of Bildung, or, as in the case of non-formal and informal education of adolescents and beyond, autodidacticism and folk enlightenment (Volkbildung), where the ideal of a self-educating informed citizen has been to the fore. The Nordic context of adult education attaches the concepts of folk, enlightenment and freedom to it, as seen in the national-language terms of the Danish and Norwegian folkoplysning, Sweden-Swedish folkbildning or Finland-Swedish fritt bildningsarbete(Salo, 2007). In this trait, journalism and journalists have mostly been regarded as a source of information or an object of education and learning instead of an area that is active in its own right.

What is remarkable in all forms of education with regard to journalism, journalists themselves have been rather passive, while the responsibility for educating about journalism has been left to agents located in the reception in the communication chain. Even when educational initiatives have been realized, journalists have almost avoided to be termed as ‘educators’.

Indeed, journalists often consciously avoid using terms like ‘pedagogy’, ‘education’, ‘teaching’ or ‘learning’, as noted in interviews with Finnish journalists (Huovinen, 2019; Kakkola, 2009).

Surveys on the professional roles of journalists have discovered that the educational role is often latent in journalistic performance (see, e.g. Hanitzsch, 2019; Mellado et al., 2017), but there is no explicit shared pedagogy. Industry surveys point to the same observation. In a Finnish survey by the project ‘The newsmaker’s ways of media education’, the majority of respondents (N=52) connected media education to the acquisition of new readers but had not conducted, or did not plan to conduct, any projects. Instead, they viewed media educational activities as inherent part of the regular journalistic work. (Aikakausmedia, 2014; Puska et al., 2014.) Consequently, discussions of the nexus between journalism and learning tend to result in the rhetorical question of whether journalism is not all about teaching and learning: presenting information to potential learners in a didactic and easily approachable way.

Journalism is inevitably about learning, but we are careful about naming it learning or categorizing it as a pedagogical activity.

It is, nevertheless, easy to see that journalism and education share goals in common. The dimensions of journalism, which also count as its quality markers – accessibility, understandability – essentially point to core dimensions of pedagogical activity. This has also been enforced by many of the global thinkers highlighting the nature of education, such as Martin Luther King Jr (1947) who, in fact, verbalized the mode of the contemporary media educational paradigm by proclaiming that education must ‘enable one to sift and weigh evidence, to discern the true from the false, the real from the unreal, and the facts from the fiction’. John Dewey’s (1974) educational philosophy has been influential in stressing the belief that people learn and grow as a result of their experiences and interactions with the world. Further, theorists of critical pedagogies such as Paolo Freire (2018/1970) and Henry Giroux (2001) contributed with the learners’ active role as transformers of the world and its prevailing social structures. All these ideas dovetail with the value and purpose of journalistic, which is to help citizens gain the knowledge they need to self-govern and navigate their lives (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2021/2001). One of the arguments put forward in the conceptualizations of journalism literacy education in this book is, indeed, the pedagogical latency in journalism: the journalistic practice has pedagogical elements that can be raised into more consciousness by added pedagogical intentionality. This is precisely in the focus of journalism literacy education.

While there has traditionally been a tendency to make a conceptual division between cultural organizations and media organizations, and, consequently, between cultural and media policies, in this book media organizations are placed into the context of cultural institutions along with cultural organizations such as libraries, archives and museums (the LAM sector), theatres, concert and exhibition halls, galleries, cultural centres, heritage communities and similar arts organizations. Like all these cultural organizations, newsrooms are promoting, preserving and producing cultural heritage. They can educate and entertain, they can make a difference in people’s awareness in different questions and they can through their activities advocate certain values and concepts seen as important for democracy, like sustainability, literary engagement or equality, just to name but a few examples. Even if it may not always be entirely unproblematic – a question that will be discussed in more detail in this book – newsrooms can thus be seen as active agents in journalism literacy education, without threatening the autonomy or integrity of journalism.

This book intends to bring journalism and media literacy together by conceptualizing the media-educational role of journalism, which I will capture by identifying journalism literacy education as a field of practice. It is a multi-stakeholder area where different actors, such as authorities, associations, as well as research and higher education institutions, collaborate to reach common goals that yield benefits for them all. Here, I understood learning with, by and in media as to cover all forms of learning, and the pedagogical interventions and actions – the ‘teaching’ – as conducted by a diversity of organizations, often in collaboration with each other. Journalism literacy education refers to educating about journalism in all its forms, and it is thus a broader concept than news literacy, which as established as the closest term to refer to educational interventions focusing specifically on journalism. As journalism, however, is basically more than news reporting and should also be understood in terms of its genre spectrum ranging from fact-based reporting to more subjective, interpretative and evaluative forms of journalistic coverage, such as feature, column art, essayism and criticism, I prefer the term ‘journalism’ instead of ‘news’. However, journalism literacy education has to be clearly distinguished from journalism education, which refers to the education of professional journalists. In underlying this distinction, the concept of news literacy has been perhaps more powerful to emphasize the difference.

If identified as a subarea of media education that is becoming increasingly prevalent in societies undergoing re-configuration in their media education ecologies, journalism literacy education can be assigned a more visible and tangible place in the global discussion of harmonized policies and practices of media and information literacy (UNESCO, 2013b). At the same time, viewing journalistic media education as part of professionalism and organizational performance that reaches out to individual journalists enables its inclusion in the research agenda of journalism studies. Media industry deserves special attention in journalistic media education because of the overlapping and established roles between media industry and education.

The Nordic countries form the primary context of this book. The Northern European region – Finland, Sweden, Norway, Denmark and Sweden – constitutes a culturally relatively coherent area that makes an interesting case globally, as, seen as model states for advancing welfare and equity, they altogether hold a well-established tradition of media education conducted both within formal and informal settings. In more particular, Finland has been characterized as a paragon of media education (Forsman, 2020, p. 65) as it is one of the few countries in the world – together with, among others, Ireland (BAI, 2016) – that has published a governmentally regulated centralized media and information literacy strategy, formalized by public authorities (Salomaa & Palsa, 2019). According to this national media literacy policy, Finland has set itself the objective to become ‘an active global actor in media education’ (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2013, p. 28) and make its ‘media education visible globally’ (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2019, p. 17). Besides, Sweden has adopted the framework proposed by UNESCO (2011) and made efforts in capacity building by mapping existing actors and bringing them together into different networks and fora for systematic exchange (Jaakkola, 2023). Norway has a tradition of media competence and citizenship (Frantzen & Schofield, 2018). Denmark has found its recent footing for media education in digitalization and the continental idea of Bildung (self-)education (Kergel, 2023; Tække & Paulsen, 2022). In all, the Nordic countries have been acknowledged as ‘media literacy societies’ because of the stability and trust among populations in these societies (OSIS, 2023) and high digital literacy skills (European Commission, 2023b). The countries also have high newspaper circulation and readership and share together similarities in their media systems (Hallin & Mancini, 2004), showing relatively strong journalistic professionalism and state intervention attached to the welfare-state ideology (Hanitzsch, 2007), supported by relatively similar systems of journalism education (Hovden et al., 2009) and media literacy approaches (Giannetto, 2023).

Many of the questions of journalistic literacy education are related to the ideals and practices of a democratic welfare state where the ideal of an informed media citizenship plays a central role. Even in countries that show less democratic development, this may be the goal to strive for. The focus should not lose the cultural sensitivity to the cultural, ethnic and linguistic diversity that resides in all countries. The major challenges for all countries are the variation in people’s backgrounds when it comes to mastering languages and possessing a sufficient amount of knowledge about the societies. If this is a great challenge for journalism that is not able to reach out to all subgroups of society, journalism literacy education should take the challenge seriously.

0.1 The global mission of media literacy

Media literacy refers to the set of knowledge, skills and habits of mind required for participation in the contemporary media-saturated society, associated with the ability to access, analyse, evaluate and create messages in a wide variety of forms (Hobbs, 2019a). In the volatile risk society of the twenty-first century, the promotion of media literacy has grown into a global movement and a standard policy practice. Providing citizens with possibilities to increase their media skills has been justified with combatting against the effects of mass propaganda, violent and harmful content, disinformation, and with informed citizenship, reflective consumption, welfare, intercultural dialogue and solidarity, as well as non-violence and peace.

In an era of multiple global crises, especially democratic backsliding and anti-democratic developments, where the authority of facts and validated knowledge is increasingly undermined, media pedagogical interventions have been recognized as essential responses to these complex dynamics of erasure. The central policy documents are not created by journalists, which means that they typically highlight the terms ‘media and information literacy’, ‘media literacy’ and ‘digital literacy’ and only implicitly include journalism in their conceptual frame, yet without forming it into a distinct area that would be approached separately. More typically, journalism is seen as a glue connecting the learning and teaching moments of media channels, information and disinformation, sources, discourses and representations. For example, in the global model curriculum of media and information literacy (Grizzle et al., 2021), it is articulated that the educator should be able to ‘delineate the normative purpose of journalism and its role in strengthening and pursuing good governance, democracy, and sustainable development’ (Grizzle et al., 2021, p. 35). Journalism is, however, seen in an assisting role for developing ‘good society’ rather than as a field, genre or area in its own right. Policy discourses have had apparent difficulties in understanding the differences between ‘media’ and ‘journalism’, or making distinctions between professional and vernacular media as distinct genres. For example, the European Commission’s early review of media literacy (2007) recognized the problem of digital journalism (defined as ‘electronic media’) being merged into non-journalistic content, mainly user-generated content (‘digital media’), but the source for the problem was identified in audiences using the technological opportunities of ‘multimedia’:

Another clear distinction between electronic media and digital media – is that content used to be produced by professional journalists for the consumption of the public. In ‘multimedia’, such distinctions between professionals and non-professionals break down. The population at large is able to produce and diffuse contents, using words, images and sounds.

(European Commission, 2007, p. 3)

In the Media literacy guidelines published by the European Commission (2023a), journalism is not explicitly mentioned, which may be












0.2 The learning paradigm of media theories
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0.4 Journalistic texts as pedagogical texts








0.5 Dissolution of the story







0.6 Individual media learning ecologies
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Figure 0.1 Learning ecology by Bronfenbrenner (1979). Created by the author.







0.7 Structure of this book








1 In the Nordic countries, there are study programmes in media education at the universities in Tampere and Rovaniemi (University of Lapland), according to NordMedia Network’s database of educational programmes (https://nordmedianetwork.org/resources/degree-programmes).
2 I have used Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) model in my previous book to explain the individual’s conditions of learning for genre pedagogy (see Jaakkola 2024, p. 32).
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