From thinking Protection, to emphasising Preparation

The media context of children  

· The media are pervasive in the lives of many South African children and young people;

· The everyday exposure of these children is to a very wide range of media, not all of which can be controlled – especially in a context of media freedom, viral electronic distribution and global technologies;

· This total exposure, media scholars have argued, can serve as a ‘primary curriculum’ for these children;

· It is through such exposure that media can help set the agenda for what children think about and the way they imagine the world to be;

· Thus, media may function as a “consciousness industry” which can cultivate and naturalise particular attitudes, for example, to gender (particularly in relation to violence), class, race, consumerism, sex, nationality and xenophobia. 
Film & Publications control: 

· Censorship and content classifications seek to protect children from harmful content, but these tend to be limited to explicit sex, violence and language considered offensive. While important, the concern for children also needs to go beyond this. 
· The point is that children should be capacitated so that they are prepared to live in a world of images, sounds and words. To this end they need to be educated to become critical and informed users of the media. Thus, media education (often referred to as media literacy) is vital in empowering them to live in open societies. The central purpose of such media education needs to be to develop critical understanding and critical autonomy, rather than rely on a protectionist form of censorship.

· Media education is multi-pronged. It needs to focus on how media agencies and advertising work (how media texts are produced and to what ends); on media texts (and provide learners with strategies to analyse them); and media audiences (how they are “constructed” by media institutions and how they read the texts). 
· The purpose is to develop the self-confidence and judgement needed for children to apply critical assessments to the media texts they encounter in the present and the future, and so look beyond the mere seduction of media representations.

Conclusion
· Any form of policy, law and regulation designed to protect children also needs to simultaneously educate children about the media. While the Film & Classifications Board needs to proactively engage in media education, within a democracy it is also vital that children be empowered to be media literate in through the formal educational system.

· The inclusion of media education in the school curricula in the twenty-first century is not a luxury but a pressing need and should be addressed by education at a national curriculum level. It similarly falls in the remit of the public broadcaster. 

· The steps emphasising “preparation” of children as a priority are strategical concerns that should be incorporated into formal policy and ultimately be inscribed in actual law. It is this thinking that should inform the discussions about re-drafting the Film & Publications Act.
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