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From 

media literacy to 

AI literacy



What is literacy?

• Traditionally, “literacy” refers to 
the ability to read and write

• More broadly – the skills, 
knowledge and attitudes that 
people need within different 
contexts

• E.g. cultural literacy, financial
literacy, health literacy)



What is media literacy?

Media literacy

“The ability to use, understand and 
create media and communications 

across multiple formats and 
services”

(Ofcom, 2025)



Media, digital, or … ?

• Media literacy – both traditional
media and digital
technologies/media

• Umbrella term – e.g., information, 
news, digital, data, AI literacies

• Digital literacy – type of media 
literacy



My approach to digital literacy

Digital literacy is both

functional and critical
(Polizzi, 2020, 2023, 2025)



What is functional digital literacy?

• Practical digital skills 

• Knowledge of digital affordances 

• Understanding of the benefits and 
downsides of digital technologies 
for the individual user



What is critical digital literacy?

• Online content evaluation skills

• Knowledge of the broader digital 
environment

• Understanding of the benefits and 
downsides of digital technologies 
and media for society



Functional and critical digital literacies intersect

E.g., critical content evaluation skills 
require (Polizzi, 2020, 2025):

1. Contextual knowledge 

2. Trust in reputable outlets and use 
of multiple sources

3. Functional skills and knowledge 
(e.g., search skills, knowledge of 
search engines)

4. Functional and critical 
understanding (e.g., algorithms, 
business models, filter bubbles)



However…

While criticality is crucial to media 
literacy, some approaches have 
privileged the functional over the 
critical – e.g.:

• Some digital inclusion research 
and interventions (digital access 
and basic skills)

• The current national curriculum for 
England (Computing, practical 
and coding skills)

• Focus on employment, the 
workforce, the economy



What about the critical?

• Privileged within media literacy 
research situated in media studies

• Critical digital literacy –
essential for acting as informed 
citizens in the digital age

• Critical pedagogy research –
criticality (essential to challenging 
power structures) as conducive to 
civic action

• How much do we politicise the 
critical?



How about AI literacy?

• Research and frameworks have 
mushroomed since 2020-21

• “The competencies that enable 
individuals to critically evaluate AI 
technologies; communicate and 
collaborate effectively with 
AI”(Long and Magerko, 2020)

• Much of the work focuses on 
educational settings, some on the 
workplace, and less on the public 
at large 



How about AI literacy?

• Most approaches privilege 
cognitive and individualistic 
competencies – including the 
critical evaluation of outputs in 
terms of accuracy and bias (Su et 
al., 2025; Wang et al., 2026)

• Critical questions of ethics (and 
social implications) are 
increasingly integral (e.g., 
transparency, accountability, bias, 
impact) (Ng et al., 2021, Pinski & 
Benlian, 2024)
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Ng et al.’s approach 

Ng, D. T. K., Leung, J. K. L., Chu, S. K. W., 
Qiao, M. S., & Shen, Q. (2021). 

Conceptualizing AI literacy: An exploratory 
review. Computers and Education: Artificial 

Intelligence, 2, 100041.
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Why media literacy 

matters



Two complementary paradigms

Protection Participation



Protection from…

• Online risks

• Internet safety

• If you know how to identify these 
risks, you may be able to find 
ways to cope with or avoid them



Participation in…

• Society

• All areas of life

• Digital (and social) inclusion

• Empowerment



Two sides of the same coin – case study 1

For example, for survivors of 
modern slavery, it is essential for

• Safety (scams, misinformation, 
re-trafficking)

• Digital inclusion – participation 
in every area of life 
(communicating with friends and 
family, accessing support 
services)



Two sides of the same coin – case study 2

For children aged 9-11, it is 
essential for

• Safety (scams, misinformation)

• Civic engagement – civic 
awareness, community 
involvement, volunteering, 
disposition towards future 
participation



Two sides of the same coin – case study 3

For activists and political 
advocates, it is essential for

• Overcoming risks like 
misinformation, privacy violations, 
surveillance (strategic 
disengagement)

• Political participation –
engagement with news stories, 
accessing and sharing political 
content, campaigning



Evidence about the 

UK population



Gaps in children’s media and AI literacy

• 56% of 8-17-year-olds have used AI

• 4 in 10 would trust AI-generated 
news articles as much as or more 
than those written by humans

• 31% are confident but unable to 
assess the trustworthiness of a social 
media profile

• 6 in 10 struggle to identify paid 
adverts on search engines

• 25% of 13-17s are confident but 
unable to identify an AI-generated 
image



Gaps in adults’ media and AI literacy

• 54% of adults report using AI tools

• 37% are confident but unable to 
identify paid advertising online, with 
younger adults performing less well 
than older adults

• More than 25% are unable to spot 
fake social media profiles

• Almost 20% believe that if a website 
appears in search results it will 
contain accurate information

• Only 44% feel confident deciding 
whether online content is produced 
by a person or AI, with 24% not 
feeling confident



Supporting Young People’s Mental Health and 
Wellbeing in the Age of AI

• Funded the Institute for Data 
and AI (IDAI)

• Co-led with Dr Dorothy Butchard 
and Dr Roxana Baiasu (UoB)

• Explores benefits and risks of AI 
chatbot use for 18-25-year-olds’ 
mental health and wellbeing

• Develops evidence-based policy 
and practical recommendations
for safe and ethical AI use 



Supporting Young People’s Mental Health and 
Wellbeing in the Age of AI

• Systematic literature review

• Online survey – administered via 
Prolific, using stratified quota 
sampling to mimic UK 18-25-year-
old population (age, gender, 
ethnicity, education), N = 946

• Focus groups with 18-25-year-
olds

• Co-design workshops with 18-
25-year-olds and with 
practitioners  



Preliminary findings

To what extent 
do you agree 
with the 
following 
statements 
about your 
understanding 
of, and ability 
to engage 
with, AI 
chatbots?
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Preliminary findings

Where does 
your knowledge 
of AI mainly 
come from?



Provision and 

policy in the UK



Key challenges

1. Lack of consistent formal 
education

2. A vibrant yet under-resourced 
civil society sector

3. Limited robust evidence of what 
works

4. Disjoint policy efforts lagging 
behind technological 
advancements



1. Lack of consistent formal education

• Provision is patchy across the 
UK

• Only 23% of UK children report 
having had regular media 
literacy lessons (Ofcom, 2026)

• Media literacy education is not 
mandatory or firmly 
embedded in the national 
curriculum (Polizzi et al., 2025)



1. Lack of consistent formal education

• Educators need more support 
(resources, training) (McCarthy, 
2023)

• Education landscape is 
complicated by new 
technologies

• Low confidence in AI use (DfE, 
2025), reluctance to use AI, 
concerns about its impact (GMB, 
2025)



2. Vibrant yet under-resourced civil society

• Many charities doing work on the 
ground

• Yet, limited, short-term and 
prescriptive government funding

• Short-lived small-scale projects, 
precarious staff 

• Limited national coordination

• Media literacy provision 
piggybacking on regional digital 
inclusion networks



3. Limited robust evidence of what works

• The media literacy sector is 
under-evaluated

• Vast array of educational 
resources but we know little about 
uptake or effectiveness

• Robust evaluations (including 
large-scale RCTs and longitudinal 
studies) can be expensive and not 
always easy to implement



4. Disjoint policy efforts lagging behind

• The Communications Act (2003) 
gave Ofcom its statutory duty to 
promote media literacy – later 
reinforced through the Online 
Media Literacy Strategy (2021) 
and the Online Safety Act (2023) 

• Government department silos, 
and historically 
undefined/unclear role of DfE

• Media literacy approached in 
protectionist terms



• Ofcom published its media literacy 
strategy (2025) – “media literacy is 
everyone’s business” 

• Review of the national curriculum 
– decision to embed media literacy 
education more robustly (although AI 
literacy is discussed separately)

• More coordinated efforts involving 
government departments (DSIT, 
DCMS, DfE)

• Media Literacy Action Plan (UK 
Government, 2026) (despite key 
limitations)

Promising recent steps



Recommendations



Recommendation 1

Media literacy should be made 
mandatory, embedded more 

robustly across the 
curriculum, and promoted as 

incorporating AI literacy



Recommendation 2

Revising the curriculum might not 
work, unless more and better 
support for teachers (training, 

resources) is also provided



Recommendation 3

We need a more comprehensive 
framework, building on the 

recent Media Literacy Action Plan 
(2026), spelling out who 

(government departments, civil 
society, industry) should be doing 

what, and allocating resources 
accordingly 



Recommendation 4

More government funding is 
needed to support civil society 
initiatives and interventions, as 

well as research and evaluations



Thank you
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