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Abstract
In this article, which reflects on and adapts content from a previously produced manifesto 
(Potter, 2010), some closing remarks in a new book (Potter, 2012) and an event in the 
‘conversations’ strand at the Media Education Summit 2012 (MES, 2012), I want to try 
to map the ‘new curatorship’ onto educational practices. ‘Curatorship’ is delineated as 
something which is agentive and a part of lived experience and which, therefore, has a part 
to play in educational contexts which value the connection with learners’ own lives and 
culture. The article calls for a wider and more inclusive definition of literacy and outlines 
how educational settings could be re-imagined as sites for working with the skills and 
dispositions of younger learners which are developing in their own practices in wider 
culture.

Introduction
Almost any conversation about media education leads very rapidly to a discussion about 
core values and principles in education more widely. This is because media, and the 
technologies which enable making and sharing of media, co-exist with learning as part of 
material and lived experience. Media represent the dominant cultural forms of the day, the 
panoply of representations on the screen and the wider exchanges of meaning and shared 
experience in lived culture, particularly in the countries in the prosperous, developed world. 
The ways in which we access, understand and ascribe value to these representations are 
mediated in our experience of education by the definition of ‘literacy’ which is applied in 
the learning environment. By introducing ‘literacy’ I am referring to it as a set of cultural 
practices in the making and exchange of meaning; that is, as an explicitly ideological 
construct situated in the cultural practices and exchanges between people (following Street, 
2003).
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In England, we currently have a compulsory education system which is focused on 
literacy as an autonomous, unchanging set of learned conventions and codes which 
reached perfection in the established canon of the printed word in the middle of the 
nineteenth century. The resulting cultural tensions between media, media education 
and this definition of literacy have been well documented elsewhere; media education 
is shown to be the permanent outsider, with its champions endlessly attempting to 
justify its inclusion in the curriculum and campaigning for its recognition as a subject 
discipline, albeit one in which the proponents themselves often disagree about pedagogy. 
David Buckingham’s Media Education (2003) tells the story in detail and runs through the 
key dates and figures, along with an analysis of the emergent impact of the digital on 
the situation, a theme to which he returns in Beyond Technology and, tangentially, in The 
Material Child (2007 and 2011, respectively).

Since media is so much a part of wider, lived culture it is no surprise that media 
education is often marginalised in a system which does not generally ascribe value to 
learners’ own lived experience outside of school. It is unsurprising, then, that neither ‘film 
education’ nor ‘Media Studies’ are currently accorded much in the way of respect and 
status in England. These are continual sites for debate and struggle within and outside of 
media education which force us to ask questions about pedagogy and curriculum change 
generally.  

One new cultural practice which may well have an impact on these debates and 
struggles, and which I have written about elsewhere, is that of ‘curatorship’ (Potter, 2009, 
2012). In essence, this is construction and maintenance of autobiographical media texts 
and spaces which reflect and support identity formation. It has been enabled in the 
developed world by increasing access to still and moving image software and hardware 
as well as to social media. It is an area of cultural practice which has been changed in 
the artefacts, practices and social arrangements of new media (Lievrouw & Livingstone, 
2006). It is certainly a feature of life from the earliest years in richly resourced and well-
connected, developed countries and communities. I’ve suggested that the key aspects of 
this activity are essentially agentive and meta-compositional. They are based not simply 
on performance of, nor accrual of, media resources but on knowing how texts of all kinds 
work together to produce meaning. At the point of composition of a self-representational 
piece, it is about knowing how the many modes of gesture, speech and image gathered 
from di!erent resources, work intertextually, albeit often only temporarily, to produce 
meaning about the self and those around the self in the peer group or the wider world. It is 
also about understanding something of the multimodality of the media text in action but 
also about having an underpinning social and cultural theory with which to say something 
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about what this might mean. As Burn (2009) has pointed out, Cultural Studies and 
semiotics, so often in their academic silos, need each other to try to map out the landscape 
of meaning-making in new media.

There is already a body of literature in the related fields of identity construction in 
media and social media, along with an emergent literature about ‘curation’ and archiving 
of personal data (Garde-Hansen, Hoskins & Reading, 2009). However in subsequent 
writing (Potter, 2009, 2012), the concept has been developed further to suggest that this is 
about much more than collecting, preserving and displaying. The suggestion is that is a 
new and agentive cultural practice of identity construction and a"liation enabled by social 
media and the artefacts around it.

The backdrop against which this process of curatorship is developing in social media 
spaces, in still and moving image mixes and remixes, is a world in which the gap between 
home and school practices is, in many cases, wide. Indeed, for some time now, home 
practices around literacy in social media, have been championed as sites of pedagogical 
freedom in which there are huge opportunities for learning and self-expression (Downes, 
2004). The same authors often portray the school experience as a narrow one, constrained 
both by narrow versions of literacy and assessment procedures. In fact, there is no absolute 
binary division between these worlds that acts as a solid barrier; instead, in moving 
between them, children and young people pass through more of a metaphorical, semi-
permeable membrane (Potter, 2011). They leave aspects of their lived experience behind on 
either side of this membrane when they move between these spaces, some of which may 
confer skills and dispositions which would be useful for pedagogy and some which would 
not, many of them remaining unknown or un-investigated in either setting.

So, in what ways could a notion of a new curatorship be useful in schools, the informal 
sector and the home setting in perhaps building on those skill sets and dispositions which 
are evident in its practice? In approaching this question, I would like, first, to explore the 
potential future of media education, particularly as it relates to younger learners who were 
a feature of the original research.

In 2010, I was invited to contribute to the ‘Manifesto for Media Education’ website 
set up by colleagues at Bournemouth University (Potter, 2010) and in 2012 to engage in 
conversation about this manifesto at the Media Education Summit in the ‘Conversations’ 
strand (MES, 2012). This gave me the opportunity to consider the answer to the question: 
If there is such a thing as the new curatorship and, if it makes some kind of connection 
between media literacy and identity, what does it mean for teaching and learning in the 
twenty-first century? In thinking about this, both for the manifesto and for my book (Potter, 
2010 & 2012), I presented nine principles, ending with the notion of ‘curatorship’, as follows:
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1. Widening the conception and definition of literacy 
Having already put forward the idea that it is no longer tenable to restrict the 
educational experience to narrow versions of literacy and equally, perhaps, to narrow 
versions of educational technology, there is a need to think about how we manage 
media education from the earliest years of schooling. We can begin, by ‘re-framing 
literacy’ (BFI, 2008) so that we think about the dominant screen–based modes of 
cultural production alongside print and widen our definitions and thinking about 
what it means to be literate. In turn, this means thinking of ways in which young 
children can learn about time-based texts, how the modes of gesture, image, speech, 
and music can be made to produce specific meanings in these forms, from the 
earliest years. As Jackie Marsh has already pointed out (2009), we would be building 
on what young learners know already from their consumption and re-appropriation 
of media in their play, their talk, and when they have the opportunity to make media. 

2. Connecting with learner lives and cultures 
Because of the narrowness of literacy as currently defined (see the opening sections 
above), there is a pressing need to connect with the lives of learners in a curriculum 
based around the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ of the media that is made, shared, consumed, 
interpreted and exhibited in lived culture. In England, a comprehensive review 
of primary education (Alexander, 2010) lists report after report that connects the 
resulting breadth of curriculum experience directly with higher achievement. It 
seems that a sense of agency as being key to this is emerging, though clearly much 
more longitudinal research is needed to establish whether this is the case and how it 
can become embedded in pedagogy. 

3. Opening up a dialogue with learners 
Asking younger learners about school and home uses of media technologies as 
part of a research project (Selwyn, Potter & Cranmer, 2010) reveals sophisticated, if 
unsurprising reflexive accounts of home and school, recognising that they are, of 
course, di!erent spaces. At the same time, leaners reveal useful accounts of their 
likes, preferences, skills, and dispositions. As suggested by the previous principle, 
successful pedagogy could be located in a curriculum which understands the agency 
of children and young people as a key factor in their learning. Dialogue with learners 
which opens up reflexivity in their uses of lived culture as a resource is key in this 
process. 
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4. Opening up a dialogue with teachers 
Teachers are also a part of lived culture, constrained in their own agency in England 
by widespread denigration of their professionalism in the press and by performative 
and punitive assessment and inspection. These factors alone constrain innovation. 
However, there are many who continue to ensure that some learning with and 
around children’s culture, including using associated media and technology, takes 
place. These are teachers who may have experienced such things as part of a course; 
sometimes these are colleagues who create media activities with a literacy frame or 
under the label of the creative arts and humanities; at other times they may be part 
of a wider social media network organising informal meetings and dialogue (see, for 
example, Teachmeet, 2012). These are starting points for a nascent media education 
in primary schools, where literacy (in its widest possible sense) and educational 
technology meet, where the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ are discussed and negotiated. It 
would be useful in taking this project forward to conduct research which engages 
in dialogue with educational technology/media coordinators, literacy coordinators, 
creativity coordinators, subject area coordinators; and at least start to compare, 
contrast and plan and to develop what media educators describe as the critical, the 
cultural and the creative (see, e.g., OFCOM 2005). 

5. Restoring the balance between creative and critical perspectives 
While the creative dimension is sometimes well developed in digital media activities 
(see, for example, Marsh, 2010), the critical dimension is underdeveloped. Certainly, 
as far as moving-image work goes, there is a need to look at the specific properties 
and possibilities of a time-based text which requires understanding and experience 
of a range of forms in order to develop further this critical capacity (see, e.g., 
Bazalgette, 1989). Watching, making, and learning to critique, improve, refine, and 
understand are all important in developing a literacy curriculum which is responsive 
to lived culture. 
The ‘critical’ dimension is what is missing in the enthusiastic representations of the 
possibilities of new media in education.  As Henry Jenkins has pointed out (2010), in 
the early twentieth century, immigrants into the new world brought things of value 
with them from the old world.  Even if the metaphor of the ‘digital native’ (Prensky, 
2005) is partially true, it is still the case that the digital immigrant can contribute 
things of enormous value, such as critical distance and judgement, the opportunity 
to stand back and see wider contexts and review contributions to debates in depth. 
It would go a long way to establishing a credible new literacy practice to have this 
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balance represented in the curriculum. 

6. Building culture and empathy into a new media education 
Too often, generalisation and cultural stereotype dictate patterns of debate and 
policy, as we can see at the moment in England. Some arguments are made lazily 
and with no reference to evidence, whether it is the current conventional wisdom 
on the teaching of reading (the primacy of teaching phonics over all other systems 
of reading for meaning) or media technology in the press and in various forums 
that make these announcements: ‘all children do this,’ ‘all children watch that,’ or ‘all 
children play computer games’. It is naïve, of course, not to see a political imperative 
at work here, manipulating changes in the education system in a deeply ideological 
way by creating such generalisations. Equally, there is a pressing need to respect the 
complexity of economic and social life as well as of cultural di!erence.  

7. Thinking beyond media projects and into a serious recursive engagement 
Many media texts do get made as part of a special ‘project’ that never gets revisited. 
In one animation research project which worked di!erently there was clear 
evidence of the benefits of repeated, recursive experiences of making media across 
a year (Bazalgette, 2010). As part of their entitlement, children and young people 
should experience a curriculum structure that is broad enough to encompass film, 
animation, games and social media on a range of platforms alongside learning from, 
as well as with, older forms of expression. All this should happen recursively through 
the time at school. 

8. Talking about safety is learning about safety 
Safety rightly dominates discussion of media practices by younger learners. As 
habitual use of social media begins to develop earlier, media corporations have 
to raise their game to provide safe new online playgrounds for the young proto-
consumers, as in the case of Moshi Monsters. New opportunities for access and 
expression do, of course, carry risk, but studies show that this is best addressed 
and brought into the open. A new literacy curriculum which allowed discussion of 
media use and cultural practices outside the classroom would provide the space for 
children to discuss their concerns openly and learn for themselves how to manage 
risk, potentially to much greater e!ect than either lecturing them or banning and 
excluding such media from learning altogether. 
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9. Thinking about curatorship as a new literacy practice and how it may be built on 
Children and young people are growing up in a world in which the media they 
collect and make can be organised, displayed, and re-presented time and again 
in ways that were not possible before. Some of this will reflect their changing 
and multiple identities and a"liations as they grow (Merchant, 2006) but it is a 
qualitatively di!erent experience to anything previously possible. It is a new form of 
cultural production that is pitched partway between making and sharing, creating 
temporary collections for specific purposes, and then dismantling them again. 
This is not just about archiving, though this is a subset of the skills that go into the 
new curatorship, nor is this simply about arranging and presenting the texts in a 
pleasing way. Fundamentally, it is an agentive process which entails the conflation 
of many skills and attributes into one. All of these characteristics involve being 
literate and functioning in new media. Curating, as a verb, incorporates many sub-
components and actions; it suggests at least the following: collecting, cataloguing, 
arranging and assembling for exhibition, displaying.  Some of these have been 
posited as actions which are taken by young children in assembling their physical 
collections of, for example, toys and have been refracted through the lens of new 
media (Pahl, 2006; Mitchell & Reid-Walsh, 2002). 

Collecting resources as ‘media assets’ refers to self-created assets such as video clips, 
sound files, still images and more. Equally, it could be assets that are collected from 
family and friends. These could be in many forms, such as comedy, parody, news, drama, 
documentary, tutorial video. They may well have been gathered from TV broadcast, mass 
media, re-edited and posted for direct quotation and re-purposing. These could take the 
form of very small clips, barely lasting more than a few seconds or even parts of seconds, 
up to much longer sequences. They could take the form of sound from a favourite mp3 
file online in shared cloud storage, blog or social media. They can also take the form of re-
enacted and re-imagined media assets. 

Cataloguing is the more obvious skill of organisation and location. Users need to know 
how resources have been organised and catalogued, tagged for their location in ways 
that are meaningful to the producers themselves. In social software and online spaces 
for sharing media assets, of course, the cataloguing is for others as their tagging and 
organisation is for you, to be shared and incorporated into new exhibitions and spaces. 
This has already been noted as an area for potential development as both skill set and 
resource in educational settings, developing learners’ capacity for working with user-
generated ‘folksonomies’ as opposed to author-generated taxonomies (see, for example, 
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Davies & Merchant, 2009: 35-51). 
Arranging and assembling are skills of planning for elements to be in dialogue with 

one another, to suggest specific meanings by their location and juxtaposition in the 
timeline of the video, on the screen, in the production when it is complete. This is an 
active process of working with intertextuality, using the tools of new media to assemble a 
coherent whole which stays together for the overarching purpose of the project, however 
long or short the duration may be of execution and exhibition alike.

All of these skills map onto those suggested by Jenkins et al and Gee (2006 and 
2004, respectively), and they suggest an active, authoring practice within lived culture. 
Certainly, curatorship as defined above incorporates elements of Jenkins’ ‘new skills’, such 
as Play, Performance, Appropriation, Collective Intelligence, Transmedia Navigation and 
Networking (Jenkins et al, 2006). It further suggests an active engagement with Gee’s 
‘a"nity spaces’ in that it features a version of all of the following at some level: 

…common endeavour (in which)…content is transformed by interactional 
organisation…and intensive and extensive knowledge are encouraged…and tacit 
knowledge …is honoured…(and) there are many di!erent forms and routes to 
participation… (Gee, 2004: 77 - 89) 

Daniel Miller has written about how, in this respect, digital media create their own 
‘sensual field’ which respects ‘the larger integrity of connections between the media it 
incorporates’ (2008: 71). This ‘integrity of connections’ is an important concept because it 
suggests a set of organising principles. The short moving image form, for example, has 
its own conventions, the breaking of which results in incoherence and lack of a viable 
representational form. Where it works, however, it allows users to control, select and 
publish aspects of their performed, recorded self in new media (see Potter, 2012); and we 
can see in this an essential life skill: the management of resources and assets made for, 
by and about us in a range of media. This is also explored from a di!erent perspective in 
parallel, recent work which focuses specifically on the digitisation of personal memories 
in media assets (Garde-Hansen, Hoskins & Reading 2009; Williams, Leighton John & 
Rowland, 2009).

Finally, this kind of curated, productive activity extends further, out from the self, to 
include the creation of cultural resources which record and resonate with wider a"liations, 
group and even tribal identities and their associated social and cultural practices. The idea 
of social relations as a determining factor in literacy practice, in which to be literate is to 
negotiate cultural and social identity, has been widely discussed (c.f. Buckingham, 1993). 
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The socialised version of curatorship as a metaphorical literacy practice in new media 
spaces is a further marker of its potential role in formal and informal educational spaces 
and its potential development within literacy pedagogy. 

Samuel Johnson wrote that the ‘two o"ces of memory are collection and distribution’ 
(1759). Video editing, image editing, posting on social media sites and blogging may 
well be the current corollaries for these ‘o"ces’ of centuries ago. It seems in the age of 
social media that we can now expand these terms to include ‘shared’ as well as adding 
‘exhibition’. If we also imagine that the use of the term ‘o"ces’ has a vague match with 
‘purpose or function’, all of which might be caught by ‘aspects’, we could add media 
education and attempt a working definition in the digital age: ‘The three aspects of shared 
memory in new media are collection, distribution and exhibition.’ We need a form of 
educational experience that recognises curatorship as a cultural and literacy practice which 
encompasses the many new and emergent skills and dispositions in digital media; this 
suggests an educational culture which places value on actual, lived experience as a way to 
frame literacy.

References
Alexander, R., 2010. Children, Their World, Their Education: Final Report and Recommendations 

of the Cambridge Primary Review. London: Routledge.
Bazalgette, C., 1989. Primary Media Education: A Curriculum Statement. London: British Film 

Institute.
Bazalgette, C., 2010. ‘Report on the Persistence of Vision Project.’ Retrieved 24.04.12, from 

http://themea.org/pov/volume-3-issue-2/persistence-of-vision/report/.
BFI., 2008. Reframing Literacy. London: British Film Institute.
Burn, A., 2009. Making New Media: Creative Production and Digital Literacies (New Literacies 

and Digital Epistemologies). New York: Peter Lang.
Davies, J. and Merchant, G., 2009., Web 2.0 for Schools: Learning and Social Participation. New 

York: Peter Lang.
Garde-Hansen, J., Hoskins, A. & Reading. A., 2009. Save as . . . Digital Memories. London: 

Palgrave.
Gee, J., 2004. Situated Language and Learning: A Critique of Traditional Schooling. New York: 

Routledge.
Jenkins, H., 2010. Keynote address to Media Literacy Conference, London: 2010, Queen 

Elizabeth Conference Centre.
Jenkins, H., Clinton, K., Purushotma, R. & Robison, J., 2006. ‘Confronting the Challenges 

of Participatory Culture: Media Education for the 21st Century.’ in Building the Field of 



Media Education and the New Curatorship: Principles and Entitlement for Learners 85

Digital Media and Learning. Chicago: MacArthur Foundation.
Johnson, S., 1759. ‘The Use of Memory Considered’. Idler no. 044 [accessed date April 21, 

2012]. Available from http://www.readbookonline.net/readOnLine/29909/. 
Lievrouw, L. & Livingstone, S., 2006. The Handbook of New Media, updated student ed. 

London: Sage.
Marsh, J.,2009. ‘Productive Pedagogies: Play, Creativity and Digital Cultures in the 

Classroom.’ in Play, Creativity and Digital Cultures, edited by Rebekah Willett, Muriel 
Robinson, and Jackie Marsh. New York: Routledge.

Merchant, G., 2006. ‘Identity, Social Networks and Online Communication.’ in E-Learning 3 
(2): 235–244. doi:10.2304.

MES, 2012. Media Education Summit: Bournemouth University, Sept. 2012
Miller, D., 2008. The Comfort of Things. Cambridge, UK: Polity.
Mitchell, C. & J. Reid-Walsh (2002). Researching children’s popular culture: The cultural spaces 

of childhood. London: Routledge.
Pahl, K., 2006. ‘An Inventory of Traces: Children’s Photographs of Their Toys in Three 

London Homes.’ Visual Communication 5 (95): 95–114.
Potter, J., 2009. Curating the self: Media literacy and identity in digital video production by 

young learners. Institute of Education. London, University of London. PhD.
Potter, J., 2010. Children as Creators, Consumers and Curators: Media Education, Principles and 

Entitlement for Younger Learners. CEMP at the University of Bournemouth 2010 [cited 
April 23, 2011]. Available from http://www.manifestoformediaeducation.co.uk/2011/03/
john-potter/.

Potter, J., 2011. ‘New literacies, new practices and learner research: Across the semi-
permeable membrane between home and school’ in Lifelong Learning in Europe Vol. 
XVI, ISSN: 1239-6286 issue 3/2011 pp. 174-181, Kansanvalistusseura: Helsinki, FInland

Potter, J., 2012. Digital Media and Learner Identity: The New Curatorship. New York: Palgrave 
MacMillan.

Prensky, M. 2005., ‘Listen to the Natives’. Educational Leadership, 63: 8-13.
Selwyn, N., 2012. ‘Ten Suggestions for Improving Academic Research in Education and 

Technology.’ Learning, Media and Technology, 1–7. doi:10.1080/17439884.2012.680213.
Selwyn, N., Potter, J. & Cranmer, S., 2010. Primary ICT: Learning from Learner Perspectives. 

London: Continuum.
Street, B., 2003. ‘What’s ‘New’ in New Literacy Studies? Critical Approaches to Literacy in 

Theory and Practice.’ Current Issues in Comparative Education 5 (2[12]): 77-91
Teachmeet. 2012. ‘Teachers sharing ideas with teachers’ http://www.teachmeet.org.uk/ 

[Access 23.10.12]



86 Media Education Research Journal

Williams, P., Leighton, J. and Rowland, I., 2009. ‘The personal curation of digital objects: a 
lifecycle approach.’ Aslib Proceedings: New Information Perspectives 61(4): 340-363.


