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‘Critical’ is a problematic term. When we talk about somebody being critical, we often mean that they are
merely being negative. If we accuse somebody of being too critical, we are implying that they are being unbalanced,
and failing to take account of the positive aspects of whatever they are discussing. DOn the other hand, we also

accuse people of being uncritical: they are too besotted with admiration to see the bad sides of things as well as the
good. There is often an element of “us and them’ about this. We are critical, while those who disagree with us are

uncritical: their views are simply a result of their own stupidity. In this situation, it’s important to explain in more
detail what I mean by critical thinking, both in general and specifically in relation to media education.

Learning is not simply a matter of access to information. We have to comprehend, interpret and apply
information in order to turn it into knowledge. Critical thinking takes us a few steps further than this; it is about
how we analyse, synthesize and evaluate information. Critical thinking obviously involves logic. For example, it
means looking at how the steps in an argument are related, and identifying gaps and potential contradictions. It also
entails a rigorous approach to evidence - identifying the kinds of evidence that are needed, evaluating the most
reliable sources, assessing the quality and relevance of evidence, and considering the extent to which it actually
proves what is claimed for it. Critical thinking involves questioning easy assumptions and considering alternative
ways of looking at a problem. This often means challenging the way an issue is framed, or the terms in which it is
defined; it requires us to look at what is included and excluded from the frame, and what the consequences of this
might be.

Critical thinking is a reflexive process, in which we constantly have to question our own preconceptions,
interpretations and conclusions. @It means avoiding the rush to judgement, and recognizing the limitations of the
claims we can make about what we know, and hence about how certain we can really be. It is not about signing up
to a predetermined view of the world, or a fixed set of philosophical or political beliefs. Of course, we all have our
own preconceptions and values. Critical thinking can’t enable us to step outside this, but it can help us to question it,
and to be more rigorous about our own analysis. However, it is important that we do not confuse criticism with
cynicism, or use it as a justification for resignation and apathy. Ultimately, critical thinking should also lead to
critical action.

fairly obvious. Beyond our immediate personal experiences, most of what we know about the wider world is
conveyed through media. Indeed, in an age of social media and mobile communications, much of our private life is
mediated as well. Media represent the world in particular ways, and make a whole range of claims about it. These
claims are sometimes quite explicit, but they are often made ‘invisibly’: they may invoke assumptions, or press
emotional buttons, or invite us to identify or respond in particular ways that may not be immediately obvious. They
often involve narratives, stories of cause and effect or good and evil, which seek to engage our desires and fantasies.
And this may be much more complex when these claims are made in an audiovisual form, in which verbal language
is combined with still and moving images, music and sound, and dramatic performance.

Hi#t : Reprinted from The Media Education Manifesto, by Polity Press, Polity Press Ltd. Copyright © 2019 Polity Press Ltd.
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‘Critical’ is a problematic term. When we talk about somebody being critical, we often mean that they are
merely being negative. If we accuse somebody of being too critical, we are implying that they are being unbalanced,
and failing to take account of the positive aspects of whatever they are discussing. MOn the other hand, we also
accuse people of being uncritical: they are too besotted with admiration to see the bad sides of things as well as the
good. There is often an element of “us and them’ about this. We are critical, while those who disagree with us are
uncritical: their views are simply a result of their own stupidity. In this situation, it’s important to explain in more
detail what I mean by critical thinking, both in general and specifically in relation to media education.

Learning is not simply a matter of access to information. We have to comprehend, interpret and apply
information in order to turn it into knowledge. Critical thinking takes us a few steps further than this; it is about
how we analyse, synthesize and evaluate information. Critical thinking obviously involves logic. For example, it
means looking at how the steps in an argument are related, and identifying gaps and potential contradictions. It also
entails a rigorous approach to evidence)—identifying the kinds of evidence that are needed, evaluating the most
reliable sources, assessing the quality and relevance of evidence, and considering the extent to which it actually
proves what is claimed for it. Critical thinking involves questioning easy assumptions and considering alternative
ways of looking at a problem. This often means challenging the way an issue is framed, or the terms in which it is
defined; it requires us to look at what is included and excluded from the frame, and what the consequences of this
might be.

Critical thinking is a reflexive process, in which we constantly have to question our own preconceptions,
interpretations and conclusions. @It means avoiding the rush to judgement, and recognizing the limitations of the
claims we can make about what we know, and hence about how certain we can really be. It is not about signing up
to a predetermined view of the world, or a fixed set of philosophical or political beliefs. Of course, we all have our
own preconceptions and values. Critical thinking can’t enable us to step outside this, but it can help us to question it,
and to be more rigorous about our own analysis. However, it is important that we do not confuse criticism with
cynicism, or use it as a justification for resignation and apathy. Ultimately, critical thinking should also lead to
critical action.

Critical thinking of this kind is especially important in our dealings with media. The reasons for this are fairly
obvious. Beyond our immediate personal experiences, most of what we know about the wider world is conveyed
through media. Indeed, in an age of social media and mobile communications, much of our private life is mediated
as well. Media represent the world in particular ways, and make a whole range of claims about it. These claims are
sometimes quite explicit, but they are often made ‘invisibly’: they may invoke assumptions, or press emotional
buttons, or invite us to identify or respond in particular ways that may not be immediately obvious. They often
involve narratives, stories of cause and effect or good and evil, which seek to engage our desires and fantasies. ®
And this may be much more complex when these claims are made in an audiovisual form, in which verbal language
is combined with still and moving images, music and sound, and dramatic performance.

H{#lL © Reprinted from The Media Education Manifesto, by Polity Press, Polity Press Ltd. Copyright © 2019 Polity Press Ltd.
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Whatever the overall form of the interview, there are a few basic principles in the phrasing of questions

which apply in any case. Questions should always be as simple and as straightforward as possible, in familiar

language. (DNever ask complex, double-barrelled questionst)—only half will usually be answered, and it often

won't be clear which half. Avoid a phrasing which points to an unclear answer: for example, ask, 'How often did you
go to church?', rather than, 'Did you often go to church?' Of course occasional hesitation does not matter at all, and
may even win a little sympathy from the informant. But frequent apologetic confusion is simply perplexing, and is
especially to be avoided as a style of asking delicate personal questions, since it only conveys your own
embarrassment. A careful or indirect question, previously worked out and confidently put, is much better. It shows
you know what you're doing, so the atmosphere is more likely to stay relaxed.

You will need a different kind of phrasing to establish specific facts and to get description or comment. The
latter demands an 'open-ended' type of question, like 'Tell me all about ..?', 'What did you think/feel about that?', or
'Can you describe that to me?' Other cue words for this sort of question are 'explain', 'expand on', 'discuss', or
'‘compare'. If it is a really important point, you can encourage at length: 'All right, so you're in —. Shut your eyes,
and give me a running commentary—what you see, hear... ’. A physical description can also be suggested as a lead
into an evaluation of a person's character. @Right through the interview, whenever you get a bald fact which you
think might be usefully elaborated, you can throw in an inviting interjection: '"That sounds interesting'; or more

directly, 'How?', 'Why not?', 'Who was that?' The informant may then take up the cue. If, after some comment, you

want more, you can be more emphatic ('That's very interesting'), or mildly challenging (‘But some people say
that ..."), or try a fuller supplementary question. In most interviews, it is very important to use both kinds of
questions. For example, you may be told, as a general comment, that 'we helped each other out', 'we were all one big
family in the street', but if you ask a specific question such as who outside the family helped when the mother was

ill, it may become clear that neighbourly aid was less a practice than an ideal. @Getting behind stereotyped or

noncommittal generalisations to detailed memories is one of the basic skills, and opportunities, of interviewing

work.[...]

In deciding on the possible shape for your interview, a fundamental issue is whether to focus
overwhelmingly on a single theme— for example, an event, a period like wartime, a particular industry or sport—
or to aim for a full life story, beginning with family background and running on through childhood and education to
work, and later personal and family life. Because one of the greatest strengths of oral history and life story evidence

is its potential to connect up different spheres of life, the life story approach, while more time-consuming, is more
(1/72)
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likely to bring new insights. It also makes a fuller use of the opportunity in recording the memories of people who
may never have been previously recorded, nor will be recorded again. For both reasons, the life story form is worth

considering seriously for most projects.

H L : Thompson, Paul, 2017, The Voice of the Past: Oral History, 4th ed., New York: Oxford University Press.
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