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Abstract

Media coverage helps people to be informed about many important social phenomena.

However, there is no evidence that audiences know what to do with what they have

learned from the media. The current study examines whether we can use implicit

knowledge that people accumulate from the media about sensitive social problems to

help them understand these issues, and reflect on their social responsibility. I applied

principles of media literacy education and educational dialogue to conduct 16 focus

groups on media representations of child sexual abuse with 93 college students. This

study suggests that a question-based dialogue where the facilitator uses participants’

natural curiosity to help them construct meanings out of implicit knowledge they

possess has an important potential to encourage civic engagement.
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The media have been blamed for misrepresenting, in one way or another, many
social phenomena and groups (e.g., Corner & Pels, 2003; Dines & Humez, 2010;
Downing & Husband, 2005; Gerstl-Pepin, 2002; Gill, 2007; Poole, 2002;
Weingart, 1998). Scholarship on media reception informed by cultural studies
(Hall, 1980) suggests that audiences are active meaning-makers who reject mes-
sages that are not relevant for their life circumstances (e.g., Bobo, 2002; Cooper,
2009). However, as Bird (2003) notes, “[w]e may be able to make creative, indi-
vidual meanings from this torrent of messages and images, but we can still only
work with what we’re given” (p. 3). Concerns about the ability of the media to
inform audiences led to the emergence of media literacy education, which aims
to enhance audiences’ critical thinking skills and help them discern biases in
media portrayals (Buckingham, 2003; Hobbs, 1998; Masterman, 1985).

Some scholars describe the rise of infotainment (e.g., Thussu, 2008) and note
that, although media texts inform us about many social problems, consuming
media does not necessarily lead to civic engagement. In Bird’s (2003) words,

the weakness of the personal, entertaining tale, whether about scandal or about

war, is that it can become just another story that engages our emotions, while

failing to help us understand the complexity of issues that ultimately affect our

lives. (p. 175)

Media coverage helps people to be informed about many important social
phenomena; however, there is no evidence that audiences know what to do
with what they have learned from the media (Schudson, 1998). When it
comes to sensitive issues such as racism, sexism, and sexual violence, info-
tainment might not be enough to explain to people how they can contribute
to dealing with structural roots of these problems through their everyday
actions. As a result, the media have the potential to create “spectator men-
tality toward social and political knowledge, where we can watch injustice
and degradation on the many screens in our lives but feel no need to take
these messages seriously or respond to them sanely” (Hobbs, 2011, p. 115,
emphasis in original).

Helping audiences to be active media consumers able to question media mes-
sages and use knowledge gained from them for civic action is the primary goal of
media literacy educators (Hobbs, 2013). Using theoretical and conceptual frame-
works provided by the fields of media studies and education, media literacy
scholars focus on issues of ideology and power in media representations
(Buckingham, 2003). They discuss the need to help audiences critically decon-
struct media texts and use knowledge gained in the process for social action (e.g.,
Goodman, 2003; Hobbs, 2011; Jhally & Lewis, 1992; Kilbourne, 1999). The
orientation toward social action has a long tradition in media literacy education;
it is rooted in works of Freire (1970/2000) and Dewey (1916/2008), which have
shaped the field’s development.
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Media literacy scholars point out that, in order to develop students’ critical
thinking and intellectual curiosity, classroom activities should be based on the
pedagogy of inquiry (Hobbs, 1998). The pedagogy of inquiry lays out the basis
for lifelong learning, which is “essential not only to ourselves and those close to
us, but also to the remaking and transformation of the society in which we live”
(Billet, 2010, p. 403).

In line with this goal, the study discussed on the following pages explores the
use of a question-based dialogue about media representations of a serious social
problem—child sexual abuse (CSA). This study is based on the idea that media
literacy education can lead to students’ empowerment and civic engagement
(Dewey, 1916/2008; Freire, 1970/2000), and that using popular media texts in
the classroom helps teachers address contemporary social issues, at the same
time connecting with students (Morrell, 2004).

Child sexual abuse “is not uncommon and is a serious problem in the United
States” (Child Sexual Abuse, n. d.). However, scholars note that press coverage
of child molestation tends to be sensationalistic, and “the images . . . conveyed by
press reports have been found to correspond to popular myths and stereotypes
about the problem” (Corbella & Collings, 2007, p. 388). Despite the availability
of information about this phenomenon through various media sources, it
remains a serious problem in our society (Pipe, Lamb, Orbach, & Cederborg,
2007).

Media literacy education is still seldom used to help students learn about
sensitive issues. Scull, Malik, and Kupersmidt (2014) discuss a notable excep-
tion to this rule in a study about sexual health education. The authors
describe a media literacy program that “provided an easier way to approach
the discussion of sexual health with students compared to their experi-
ences using traditional sexual health education programming” (p. 8). They
point out:

It is possible that [a media literacy education] approach allowed students and

teachers to talk openly about the potentially uncomfortable topic of sex.

Specifically, the use of media examples may have provided a relevant and engaging

context to educate students about sexual health topics where students were given

the opportunity to discuss the sexual decisions of media characters. In this way,

students could explore their attitudes and beliefs without talking about themselves

directly or about the people they knew. (p. 8)

The study by Scull et al. demonstrates that the potential of using media literacy
education for helping students talk about sensitive issues should be further
explored.

The project that I describe on the following pages was designed according to
the core principles of media literacy education (Core Principles of MLE, n. d.),
and the principles of educational dialogue developed by such scholars as Freire
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(1970/2000), Buber (Hodes, 1972), and Bohm (Bohm & Peat, 1987). According
to Buber, educational process is most productive and beneficial for students
when the instructor is not trying to convey facts, but instead engages in a spon-
taneous dialogue with students (Hodes, 1972). Participating in such a dialogue,
students and the teacher do not attempt to convince each other, but work on
understanding the world together (Bohm & Peat, 1987). Having a dialogue with
students, the teacher intellectually nurtures them instead of imposing know-
ledge, which leads to intellectual emancipation and empowerment (Freire,
1970/2000). Although some media literacy scholars point out that discussions
in the classroom are inevitably inflected by power relationships between teachers
and students (Buckingham, 2003), I argue that if the former are aware of these
power relationships, they can minimize the power imbalance by using inquiry-
based techniques.

To have a successful inquiry-based dialogue about social problems, it can be
enough to help students discover knowledge that they already possess, for exam-
ple, implicit knowledge gathered from the media. This knowledge can be made
explicit through a conversation that leads participants to discover their prejudg-
ments and see beyond them, thus learning about themselves and the world
around them. Exposing implicit knowledge that students possess but are not
fully aware of and have not reflected on is an important outcome of a question-
based dialogue.

Having an inquiry-based dialogue about such a social problem as CSA is
useful for understanding how the information provided by the media is pro-
cessed and whether it can be used for civic action. Although scholars point out
that mainstream media occasionally misrepresent child molestation (Gough,
1996; Wilczynski & Sinclair, 1999), others claim that, due to the media, there
is enough information out there to make sense of it, at least to a certain extent
(Corbella & Collings, 2007; Kitzinger, 2004). If the media provide enough infor-
mation to critically engage with and use for civic action, can an inquiry-based
dialogue led by a teacher-facilitator help students uncover knowledge that they
possess and reflect on it in meaningful ways? In order to explore whether a
question-led conversation about media representations of CSA can make par-
ticipants’ implicit knowledge explicit and useful, I analyzed conversations in 16
focus groups with 93 college students who gathered to talk about media por-
trayals of this phenomenon.

Focus Groups as an Instructional Practice

The current study grew out of a project aimed to reveal reactions of media
consumers in the United States to representations of CSA. The purpose of my
initial study was to explore what stories provided by various media sources
tend to capture viewers’ attention and what people learn from the media. I
chose to use focus groups as a methodology for this project as I wanted to see
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how participants would feel talking about media portrayals of CSA with each
other.

Focus groups are a qualitative method used to explore people’s thoughts,
feelings and behaviors. They are “a form of group interview that capitalises
on communication between research participants in order to generate data”
(Kitzinger, 1995, p. 311). I intended to use focus groups to gain deeper under-
standing of participants’ ideas about and experiences with the topic of CSA.
However, I soon noticed that our conversations, which were supposed to be only
a source of data for my research, became an important learning experience for
participants. Students were engaged in the conversation, comparing their know-
ledge, and questioning assumptions that they developed through exposure to
various media representations.

As a result, I decided to use my study as an opportunity to see how question-
based conversations about media representations of a serious social problem can
be applied for educational purposes. Although focus groups as a research
method are intended for gathering data and not for teaching participants, the
characteristics of this methodology open interesting possibilities for educators.
Focus groups have clear parallels with the instructional practice called group
discussion (Brookfield & Preskill, 2005), and with educational dialogue
described by Buber (Hodes, 1972), Freire (1970/2000), and Bohm (Bohm &
Peat, 1987).

Unlike an in-depth interview, each focus group engages participants in the
interaction not only with the researcher but also with each other (Krueger,
1994). The interaction between participants allows the researcher to hear opin-
ions that may never come up in individual interviews. People who are initially
reluctant to talk often end up joining a discussion in order to express their
opinion (Kitzinger, 1994). Focus groups help to create a nonthreatening envir-
onment (Krueger, 1994); as each participant does not feel the pressure to answer
every question her or himself (Montell, 1999), this method is appropriate for
conversations about social problems that people do not feel comfortable
discussing.

Although group dynamics in focus groups offers advantages for the
researcher, it can also create challenges (Costigan Lederman, 1990).
Participants may unintentionally influence each other’s behavior and ability to
express themselves, which can intervene in data collection. However, as I became
interested in collaborative meaning-making during educational dialogue, this
possible limitation turned into an asset. My goal was now to explore how a
question-based dialogue can be used as an instructional tool, in line with the
core principles of media literacy education—to develop students’ critical think-
ing and intellectual curiosity (Core Principles of MLE, n. d.). The format of
focus groups was appropriate for this purpose as it has important similarities
with the dialogue described by Freire, Bohm, and Buber. Apart from being
question-based, both focus groups and the educational dialogue are guided by
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a neutral facilitator (Bohm & Peat, 1987); in case of the classroom dialogue, it is
the teacher (Freire, 1970/2000). The current study, thus, drew parallels between
the facilitated educational dialogue and focus groups guided by a moderator
whose aim is to provoke discussion and tease out participants’ implicit know-
ledge without imposing her or his agenda.

Several studies describe the use of focus groups in schools and universities, to
assess the impact of an educational program on students, or register students’
and educators’ attitudes about it (Brotherson, 1994; Brotherson & Goldstein,
1992; Costigan Lederman, 1990; Vaughn, Shumm, & Sinagub, 1996). However,
very little is still known about using focus groups for research and education
simultaneously. A notable exception is a study done by Goltz (2009), who
explored the creative potential of focus groups for education, exploration, and
collaborative generation. The study described on the following pages offers add-
itional insights into the multifaceted potential of focus groups.

I conducted 16 focus groups (about an hour long each) with a total of 93
participants. My subjects were young adults studying in the School of Media
and Communication at Temple University. Five of them were graduate students
(they participated in two pilot focus groups), and the rest were undergraduate
students. The age of my participants ranged from 17 to mid-30s, with the major-
ity being in the late teens—early 20s. Approximately one fifth were male. The
undergraduate students were recruited in two classes taught in the School of
Media and Communication at Temple University, and they received extra credit
for helping me with my research. The number of people in the groups ranged
from two to 14, with the majority of groups being comprised of five to seven
participants. The fact that my participants were all majoring in media-related
disciplines can explain the ease with which they engaged in critical analysis of
media representations. I argue that it did not constitute a major limitation to my
study, as my goal was to explore effects of educational dialogue that elicits
implicit knowledge about media representations, and not to assess participants’
knowledge about the media. However, it did limit the study’s generalizability. I
might have had very different discussions with students who were majoring in
Mathematics or Engineering, and had no classes about the media. I discuss this
limitation in more detail in the Limitations and Future Research section.

Following the rules set forth by the institutional review board, which had pre-
viously approved the study, participants were orally informed about the nature of
the study and asked to sign consent forms giving me permission to interview,
record, and quote them. While an interview guide was employed (see Appendix
for the list of questions), participants were able to explore questions not included in
it. Participants’ comments were digitally recorded and transcribed. To protect my
informants’ anonymity, each of them was assigned a pseudonym on the transcript.
Transcripts of the focus groups were qualitatively analyzed. The first reading aimed
at identifying themes, and subsequent readings aimed at refining these themes and
identifying cases in the data that illustrated them.
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In the following sections, I discuss themes that emerged during the conver-
sations and quote my participants in order to provide evidence. I do not give any
details that would identify quoted informants. However, in order to allow the
reader to imagine participating students and prevent the quotes from being
“disembodied”, I introduce their words using pseudonyms.

Starting a Dialogue

I began every focus group by asking participants what media stories dealing with
CSA they remembered. At first, many were quiet. However, more confident ones
would gradually break the ice of the conversation talking about representations
that they had been exposed to. Participants were discovering (some, for the first
time) that they can talk about this sensitive issue and benefit from the resulting
conversation. Having started by sharing recollections about media representa-
tions of CSA, each group would gradually move to discussing what they knew
about this phenomenon in general, then to critical analysis of the media, and
finally to the issue of civic responsibility.

In the following subsections, I describe (1) knowledge that participants pos-
sessed about CSA and media representations of this issue, (2) critical thinking
about media representations of child molestation they displayed, (3) discovering/
confirming the importance of civic engagement, and (4) enjoying the dialogue.
Our conversations did not have explicit instructional agenda, as my role was not
that of an expert who brings knowledge into the classroom to share it with
passive and supposedly ignorant students. I was a facilitator in a dialogue
where participants already had certain (albeit hidden) knowledge about the sub-
ject. I was there to help them discover this implicit knowledge and verbalize
it—and to see what meaning they will make of this knowledge as a group.

Discovering Implicit Knowledge

Many participants appeared to be surprised by the amount of information they
remembered—both about media texts containing references to child molestation
and about the phenomenon itself. This surprise revealed that our dialogue
tapped into implicit knowledge that participants possessed. During the meetings,
they were able to recollect a variety of media texts containing references to CSA.
In Table 1, the reader can find a list of media texts my informants named during
our discussions.

As the table shows, participants named fictional media texts as well as non-
fictional ones. Fictional texts included films, TV shows, books, and songs whose
titles students were able to name. Nonfictional texts included many real-life
stories and cases that participants learned about from a variety of media sources,
including television programs, websites, newspapers, magazines, or
documentaries.
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Table 1. Fictional and Nonfictional Texts Containing References to Child Sexual Abuse

That Focus Group Participants Named.

Fictional texts Nonfictional texts

Films:

� Precious

� The Butterfly Effect

� The Lovely Bones

� Forrest Gump

� Speak

� Lolita

� Mean Girls

� American Beauty

� Doubt

� The Perks of Being a Wallflower

� That’s My Boy

� Antwone Fisher

� Madea’s Family Reunion

� Scary Movie-3

� Taxi Driver

� Primal Fear

� The Woodsman

� Taken

� The Last House on the Left

� Bastard Out of Carolina

� The Basketball Diaries

TV shows:

� South Park

� Diff ’rent Strokes

� Law and Order: SVU

� Family Guy

� Films on Lifetime Movie Network

� The Closer

� Alcatraz

� Pretty Little Liers

� George Lopez

� Desperate Housewives

� Criminal Minds

� Good Wife

� Smart Guy

� Private Practice

� Brickleberry

� 30 Rock

� True Blood

� Barney & Friends

Specific stories and cases:

� Sandusky’s/Penn State case

� Catholic priests scandal

� Polanski’s case

� Michael Jackson allegations

� Jaycee Lee Dugard’s case

� Pete Townshend’s alleged abuse

� Steven Deuman Jr.’s case

� Elizabeth Smart kidnapping

� Syracuse basketball coach scandal

(Bernie Fine)

� Ashley Judd’s abuse

� The case of Texas man who killed his

daughter’s alleged abuser (Jesus

Mora Flores)

� Terrance Williams’ case

� Fritzl case

� Natascha Maria Kampusch case

� Elmo sex-scandal

� Hollywood sex abuse alleged

conspiracy (Corey Feldman and

Corey Haim)

� Teachers’ affairs with underaged

students (e.g., Mary Kay Letourneau)

� Human trafficking

� Child brides

� Boy-scout scandals

� Child porn scandals

� Internet predators

� Child beauty pageant abuse stories

� Day-care sexual abuse panic

TV programs:

� Talk shows (e.g., The Oprah Winfrey

Show, Jerry Springer, Dr. Phil, The Maury

Povich Show, The Steve Wilkos Show)

� To Catch a Predator

� Programs on Investigation Discovery

(e.g., On the Case with Paula Zahn)

� Intervention

� Chappelle’s Show

� Documentaries on Lifetime Movie

(continued)
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The focus groups took place in 2012, when Jerry Sandusky, a former assistant
football coach for the Penn State University, was convicted of multiple counts of
sexual abuse of children. The Penn State scandal broke in November 2011, so
during the time of my focus groups, it was still fresh. This might explain why this
story was mentioned in all groups. Many participants also named Catholic
Church sexual abuse scandal, most probably because of its world-wide
impact. The scandal involving Elmo puppeteer Kevin Clash that the media
started to discuss at the time I was collecting the data was mentioned only in
one group.

Students mentioned a number of other big media stories involving CSA, such
as Michael Jackson allegations, kidnapping of Jaycee Lee Dugard, Fritzl case,
and Natascha Maria Kampusch case. Informants also talked in general about
several phenomena that involve CSA (human trafficking, child brides) or might
involve it (beauty pageants, child actor industry). Several talk shows and TV
programs were mentioned, for example, The Oprah Winfrey Show and To Catch
a Predator, a show featuring the hidden camera that was used to detain male
adults who contacted underage people over the Internet. It appears that, in
terms of nonfictional media, it was easier for participants to talk about specific
cases or phenomena than about specific media texts that had informed their
knowledge. This might be explained by the fact that many of these cases and
stories have been covered by multiple media sources over a period of time.
Another possible explanation could be the influence of word-of-mouth

Table 1. Continued

Fictional texts Nonfictional texts

� CSI

� Saturday Night Live

Books:

� Speak

� Lolita

� The Perks of Being a Wallflower

� V.C. Andrews’ books

� Identical by Ellen Hopkins

� The Lovely Bones

� Push by Sapphire

� Lost Memory of Skin

� I am telling by Karen E. Quinones Miller

� The Night Listener

� A Time to Kill

Music:

� How to Love by Lil Wayne (video)

� Scandalous Scholastics by Gym Class Heroes

� Runaway Love by Ludacris ft. Mary J. Blige

Network (e.g., about

Mary Kay Letourneau)

� Dateline

� America’s Most Wanted

Books:

� A Stolen Life

Other media:

� Megan’s Law websites and apps

(e.g., www.familywatchdog.us)

� Seventeen magazine

� Board game Don’t Talk to Strangers
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combined with media representations. As these cases were widely discussed,
participants might have heard about them from their friends or relatives who
were themselves exposed to the media coverage.

Fictional representations that participants named ranged from explicit ones
(where actual or alleged CSA was an important element of the plot) to implicit
and vague portrayals (where child molestation was not mentioned but implied,
or was mentioned very briefly). The explicit ones included Precious, a story of a
Harlem girl who has been raped and impregnated by her father; The Woodsman,
which follows a convicted child molester who must adjust to life after prison;
Doubt, which tells a story of a Catholic priest suspected of molesting children in
his parish; and Lolita, whose protagonist, a literature professor, becomes sexu-
ally involved with his 12-year-old stepdaughter.

The ability of participants to name vague portrayals showed that at least
some of them were able to notice very subtle allusions to CSA in media
texts. For instance, students in two groups named Forrest Gump, explaining
that Forrest’s love interest Jenny was likely sexually abused by her father.
The students said that, although in this film the abuse is not explicitly shown
or mentioned, it is implied by Jenny’s behavior. Another vague portrayal
named by my informants was in the film The Butterfly Effect. It features a
brief scene that shows a man about to film what appears to be child porn
involving his daughter and a young boy. All we see is the man with a
camera, and the two children standing seminaked; the scene is never refer-
enced later in the film.

Fictional portrayals included not only serious stories but also humorous ones.
For instance, South Park’s take on Michael Jackson and Catholic Church scan-
dals; a comedy That’s My Boy, which tells about a man who, many years after
having an affair with his teacher, realizes that he has a grown-up son; and a
pedophile neighbor on Family Guy. However, many participants expressed skep-
ticism about the value of such portrayals. They noted that jokes might trivialize
this serious issue.

The range of fictional texts named by participants showed that they were
aware of different scenarios of CSA. Here are some examples named by students.
The film Taken tells a story of a father whose teenage daughter was stolen by
human traffickers for sexual slavery. In American Beauty, the adult protagonist
is lusting for an underage girl and flirting with her. In The Lovely Bones, a
teenager is raped and murdered by a neighbor. In Mean Girls, a teacher
makes out with his female students. One of the Desperate Housewives was
molested by her stepfather. In The Basketball Diaries, a coach sexually harasses
boys on his team. A novel Lost Memory of Skin follows a 22-year-old who was
incarcerated for his affair with an underage girl. The Perks of Being a Wallflower
shows how the victim’s memories about CSA can be repressed for years. Space
constraints do not allow me to address every representation that students men-
tioned. However, it is important to note that in case of every portrayal,
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participants were able to explain why they believed that it represented child
molestation.

When the conversation moved from describing media portrayals to discussing
the issue itself, each group was able to identify key facts about CSA consistent
with literature on this issue (e.g., Clancy, 2009). Table 2 represents these facts as
well as stereotypes about child molestation that participants were able to name.

Participants were not only able to name key facts about dynamics and con-
sequences of child molestation but were also aware about the complexity of this
phenomenon. They pointed out that perpetrators often persuade children that
what they are doing is a game, and thus get their “consent”. Participants indi-
cated that mind games that abusers play with children have serious emotional
effects: Victims may think that they are to blame for what is going on. As
Melissa noted: “A lot of little kids, they won’t tell because they think that it is
making them a bad person, or it will show badly on them, so they keep it
within.” Talking about situations when the abuser is a trusted adult, Brianna
made an insightful remark:

It’s against the child’s will. They don’t understand the situation. And . . . because

they are ignorant, a part of them feels comfortable because . . . it’s a person they

have seen every single day in their life. But at the same time . . . they would realize,

probably, much later in life, that it wasn’t normal, it wasn’t acceptable. And that’s

where . . . the emotional conflict within the person . . . can come out.

Michael’s word showed that at least some participants were aware of the phenom-
enon of repressed memories: “[Victims can] go their whole life and not remember
it, until . . . a certain event is brought up and then . . . it collapses on them.”

On the whole, focus group conversations revealed that participants had been
exposed to a substantial number of media portrayals of child molestation, knew
how to recognize allusions to CSA in media texts, and possessed an impressive
amount of knowledge about this phenomenon. As they indicated, some of their
knowledge had come from the media, and some from gossip or from personally
knowing somebody who had been abused (a number of participants described
cases of child molestation in their communities). At the same time, the majority
of participants displayed surprise when they started coming up with examples of
CSA. Many participants said that they had practically never discussed this issue
with anybody, which might explain why prior to our conversations their know-
ledge had been implicit.

Critical Analysis of the Media

After eliciting answers about CSA and its representations in the media, I encour-
aged participants to analyze this information by asking whether they believed
that the media do a good or a bad job informing viewers. The phrasing of the
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question was intentionally neutral as I wanted to see how participants will work
with knowledge that they had just verbalized. Table 3 summarizes their
arguments.

Without any prompting from me, in all focus groups at some point, the
conversation would turn to the question of why the media function the way

Table 2. Key Facts About Child Sexual Abuse That Participants Named and Stereotypes

They Identified.

Key facts Stereotypes

� CSA is pervasive, and it is a serious problem

in our society

� CSA happens in every country of the world,

and the United States is not immune to this

problem

� Anybody can be a victim

� Victims and perpetrators can belong to any

class and ethnic group, live in any kind of

neighborhood, have any kind of job and

income

� Children are usually abused by adults they

know and trust, such as relatives, teachers,

friends of the family, sport coaches, priests;

this violation of trust can produce serious

psychological trauma

� You would not be able to recognize an

abuser in a crowd

� CSA does not necessarily mean coercion,

but that does not make it right

� CSA survivors experience psychological

problems, troubles with relationships, anx-

iety, and trust issues

� Negative psychological effects may be

explained by shame and silence that sur-

vivors have to keep long after the abuse is

over

� Victims keep their silence because they are

afraid that nobody will trust them

� Disclosure for survivors is an important

part of recovery

� CSA survivors do not want to get emo-

tionally attached because they are afraid to

be used again; as a consequence, they can

either shun intimate relationships or

become promiscuous

� CSA happens only in poor/far away

countries, but not in the United

States

� CSA happens only to children from

poor neighborhoods

� Most abusers are adults unknown to

the child (“stranger danger”)

� Children are usually first abducted

from home and then sexually abused

� Abusers are always men, women do

not sexually abuse children

� You can always recognize the abuser

by a creepy look; abusers do not

look like “normal” people

� Many gay people are pedophiles

� Young handsome men cannot be

child abusers; abusers are usually

bizarre and unpleasant

� CSA is the same as rape

� Ice-cream vendors with white trucks

are often abusers, and they abduct

children by putting them into their

trucks

� Many priests are child molesters
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they do. This may be explained by the fact that these students had been primed
to critically think about the media in their classes. Participants pointed out that
the media do not always tell stories to inform us. In fact, very often the rationale
behind choosing a subject to cover is simple: getting higher ratings and bigger

Table 3. Summary of Responses to the Question: Do You Think the Media Do a Good or

a Bad Job Informing Viewers About Child Sexual Abuse?

The media do a good job because . . . The media do a bad job because . . .

1. The media often tell stories about

CSA; therefore, we know that it is a

serious problem

2. We know a lot of facts about CSA

from the media: how it happens,

signs, consequences for survivors,

and so on

3. The media tell us that CSA happens

in our communities

4. The media inform us about hotlines

one can call if abuse is happening

5. The media encourage victims and

survivors to tell about abuse they

have experienced

6. The media provide a platform for

survivors to come out and talk about

their abuse, which helps them feel

that they are not alone

1. The media bombard us with CSA stories so

that we become desensitized

2. News “jumble” stories of all kinds together:

A report about CSA is followed by reports

about funny or insignificant events, so that

we are not encouraged to reflect on the

importance of the problem

3. Most of CSA stories we hear from the

media are big scandals (e.g., involving child

abduction and murder, or famous people

like Michael Jackson and Jerry Sandusky)

4. Although most CSA cases are very mun-

dane, the media seldom tell “ordinary”
CSA stories preferring to focus on bizarre

crimes

5. The media do not inform us of how we can

get involved with organizations fighting

CSA or tell us what we can do in our local

communities to raise awareness or help

survivors

6. The media seldom tell stories of survivors

who recovered and were able to move on,

and do little to explain how they got over

their traumatic experiences

7. Although there is a lot of information about

CSA in the media, you need to be an active

media user and go “above and beyond” to

find it

8. Megan’s Law websites confuse users

because they do not distinguish between

different kinds of offenders, conflating

people who have been charged for urinating

in public with pedophiles

9. Most media do little to help people under-

stand why CSA abuse exists in the first

place
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revenues. To be covered by the media, a story has to be weird, bizarre. “If it’s
something normal it’s not really newsworthy,” noted Steve. This is why the
media are attracted to people of power, celebrities, and big scandals. Mary
pointed out that the media underreport common stories because “this is how
media industry works. They are not gonna . . .waste their money and time and
energy unless [a story] is gonna get viewers or readers.” However, “if
it’s . . . something horrible and . . . something that’s gonna get a reaction . . . they
cover it a lot.”

Having discovered implicit knowledge that they had about CSA and its rep-
resentations, my participants were able to analyze it and share ideas about the
usefulness of these media portrayals. First, participants concluded that,
although the media do provide us with information, they could do a much
better job; then, they started to talk about what should be done to fight CSA
in our society. Thus, without prompting, every group would turn to the issue of
civic responsibility.

Civic Engagement

Discussing media portrayals, participants started to reflect on the effects that the
media can have on our ability to deal with the problem of CSA in society.
Participants pointed out that, instead of encouraging audiences to engage in
collective action to fight the problem, molestation stories produce desensitiza-
tion. Marsha remarked: “If a young girl was abused today, say it was on the
news. Oh, that’s bad, OK . . . . And now for today’s sports. You can’t take it
seriously. It’s seen as: they brush it off too, so why can’t we?” However, par-
ticipants also noted that accusing the media will not help, and in the end of the
day what really matters is how we use this information. For example, Peter said:
“The media are doing bad job . . . but it’s our responsibility to take what they are
giving us and either roll with it or push it aside, like most of us do.”

Having started by talking about the effects of media portrayals on people’s
actions, participants began to reflect on the ways our society is dealing with CSA
as a social issue. Students asked such questions as: Why do we have the walk for
cancer but not for molestation? Why do we need big scandals (like the one
around Jerry Sandusky) to start talking about CSA, and why are we so eager
to forget about such scandals afterwards? Participants wondered whether there
are organizations where survivors of CSA can meet and support each other,
similar to Alcoholics Anonymous, and if they do exist, why nobody is talking
about them. As Jenna reflected:

There are people that advocate for women who get beaten by their husbands and

stuff, and there are places for them to go . . . to help them get through that. But

children that are sexually abused . . ..Yeah, there is stuff for them, kind of, but

nobody talks about it, so they feel hopeless and they feel like they have nowhere
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to go, and a lot of people don’t know how to handle the issue when it comes [sic],

because nobody talks about it.

Thus, although we started our conversation with questions about media por-
trayals, on their own initiative participants in most groups developed the topic
of civic responsibility and civic engagement. They were unanimous stating that
something should be done; however, they were not sure what they themselves
could do to help. Participants admitted that, due to the taboo status of the issue,
it was challenging for them to talk about child molestation with people they
knew, which made taking the first step in any civic action problematic.

In two groups, the conversation about CSA and social responsibility led
students to talk about the importance of empathy for preventing any kind of
sexual assault. Participants lamented that our society does not do enough to
develop in young people this important quality. They noted that we still focus
more on teaching children how not be hurt than on explaining them why it is
crucial not to hurt others. Elaborating on that, Jessica said passionately: “We
still live in a society that is . . . all about ‘Don’t get raped’ versus . . . trying to
instill something in children and younger people as they grow up to not rape!”

Students were quick to connect our dialogue about CSA and its media rep-
resentations to the issue of social responsibility. Their concern about sexual
assault of any kind and their desire to find solutions appeared genuine.
However, most of them were unable, or reluctant, to name anything they
could realistically do to contribute to this battle. Several participants claimed
that our conversation made them realize that they personally wanted to go
beyond talking. Unfortunately, I do not have any follow-up information on
whether they ended up taking any action. Although participants stated that it
is everybody’s responsibility to do something about child molestation, they
admitted to having no idea what they personally could do about it, especially
considering the fact that even broaching this topic with people they knew was
challenging for them.

Enjoying the Conversation

Taking into account the difficulty of starting a conversation about child molest-
ation that my participants admitted to having, it might seem surprising that by
the end of our dialogues many of them told me how beneficial and informative
our meetings were. Moreover, some informants said that they had enjoyed talk-
ing about this stigmatized phenomenon. When asked to describe how it felt to
take part in our conversations, many characterized the dialogues we had as really
interesting, informative, and altogether useful, even though they did initially feel
awkward. For instance, Jenna shared: “This was awesome, I really enjoyed it.”
Helen remarked: “It was nice to talk about something . . . that’s [always] in the
back of your mind . . .we don’t really think about it that much.” Stan said: “I feel
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a little bit more open to talk about it now after this discussion.” And Bert opined:
“It seems like a touchy subject but when you actually talk about it . . . it’s not as
bad as people make it out to be.” I believe that one of the reasons my informants
enjoyed our conversation was their natural curiosity, which should not be con-
fused with morbid voyeurism. As Gloria put it: “It was interesting . . . just because
these things you see on media a lot, but I’ve never had conversations about it with
my friends or anything. So, it’s interesting to talk person to person.” Overall,
participants agreed that having this kind of conversations is very important. For
example, Les formulated it this way:

I think it’s good because not many people sit down and say: “Hey, let’s talk about

children’s sex abuse” . . .. To have a designated time and say: “Hey guys, we’re

gonna talk about this. You know, it’s not talked about enough. Let’s get it out

there. Let’s make more people know about it, spread the message.”

Students acknowledged the educational significance of our conversations, which
not only let them better understand the scale of the problem (“it made me open
my eyes more to see how serious it is”) but also helped them realize what they
themselves knew and thought about CSA. As John said:

I learned . . . even my [own] opinion because I have never really realized before you

asked me the question: “How do you feel about this?” I am, like: “Oh, I’ve never

thought about it . . . ” Hearing stories [told by other participants] gave me a really

good perspective.

It should be taken into consideration that I, as a moderator of our focus groups,
took the responsibility of bringing up the uncomfortable issue and asking ques-
tions that kept the conversation alive. Question-based dialogue that was started
on my initiative uncovered participants’ implicit knowledge and let them work
with it, making the talk about the stigmatized subject not only possible but also
enjoyable.

Limitations and Future Research

The study described in this article is exploratory, and as such it has a number of
limitations. In this section, I describe these limitations and propose additional
questions to deepen the inquiry on activating implicit knowledge as both a
research method and an instructional strategy.

As it often happens, participants of this study were students from the
researcher’s institution. All participants were students majoring in media-related
disciplines. If I had interviewed young people who had less experience with
media analysis, our conversations might have been very different. For example,
informants without background in media studies might not have been able to
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recognize subtle allusions to CSA in media texts. Hence, one of the future dir-
ections for this project would be to explore how people with more diverse back-
grounds discuss media representations of CSA in the inquiry-based classroom.

A future study might also include a preliminary survey containing questions
about factors that could impact findings, such as participants’ background, their
prior experiences with the media and with the discussed issue. This survey could
reveal whether participants are frequent media consumers, whether they have
background in media studies, whether they have studied the topic before, and
whether they have participated in media literacy classes and interventions. It is
known that the composition of each focus group influences the discussion within
it (Krueger, 1994). Thus, survey findings can be used to create more and less
homogeneous groups; for example, a group with participants who are frequent
media users, a group with participants who consume little media, and a mixed
group. This would allow the researcher to find out how different variables
(media consumption, familiarity with the discussed issue, experience with
media literacy education, etc.) impact people’s implicit knowledge about child
molestation and its media representations, their ability to articulate this know-
ledge, and their opinions about social responsibility.

Several participants mentioned that talking about CSA in the focus groups
made them want to do something about this problem. Unfortunately, I was not
able to have a follow-up for the study in order to find out whether our discus-
sions have influenced my informants to engage in social action. Future research
with a different set of participants may include a follow-up survey, or a set of
follow-up focus groups and interviews. These additional data would show
whether inquiry-based discussions about media representations of CSA help
participants to switch out of spectator mentality—to not only talk about
social responsibility but also engage in action.

Conclusion

For most participants, as they themselves indicated, our meetings were the first
time in their life that they were discussing CSA in a constructive way, not in the
context of moral panic, or giggling at comic portrayals of abusive priests in
South Park. For many, it was the first time they heard from others a confirm-
ation to their privately held opinion that, for a problem of such a scope, our
society is clearly not doing enough to find a solution.

Although participants knew about dynamics and effects of child molestation,
before our meetings, they had mostly kept this knowledge in the back of their
minds, seldom reflecting on pieces of information that they had accumulated
from the media and people they knew. Participants did not expect to remember
much about the issue because they had little or no experience discussing it with
others. Our conversations validated their assumptions and showed the import-
ance of critical thinking and dialogue in dealing with this serious problem.
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The media can make people feel passive and helpless; bringing to our homes
horror stories and scandals, the media often fail to empower us with this aware-
ness. We learn about social problems comfortably sitting in our soft armchairs,
socialized to be mere recipients of information and not civically engaged mem-
bers of a democratic society. As my participants pointed out, media stories
about CSA seldom provide guidelines on how they can do something real,
measurable, to support survivors or raise awareness in their communities and
homes. Bombarding audiences with disturbing facts the media leave them terri-
fied, confused, and silent. For what can they do, besides grabbing remote con-
trols and switching to a different channel?

Sharing and comparing knowledge about CSA, its media representations, and
people’s social responsibility, my focus group participants created common
understanding of these issues. This understanding was a result of intellectual
collaboration and cocreation of meaning. Neutral questions that I asked during
the meetings helped students verbalize their implicit knowledge and reflect on it
in meaningful ways. Although it might not be surprising that participants on
their own initiative started to critically analyze media messages (they have been
primed for such analysis in their media classes), it is revealing that in every group
students brought up the issue of civic responsibility without my prompting.
Moreover, many admitted to having enjoyed the conversation despite being
initially concerned that it would be unpleasant or awkward. The current study
demonstrates that using students’ natural curiosity to help them construct mean-
ings out of implicit knowledge they have accumulated from the media has an
important potential to encourage civic engagement.

Appendix

Interview Guide

1. What stories about child sexual abuse do you remember hearing from the
media?

2. How did you react when you heard/read these stories?
3. Do you feel there is a difference between the way this issue is portrayed in

news and in fiction?
4. When you were growing up, do you remember hearing about this issue in

the media?
5. When this issue comes up in the media, what aspects of it are usually

emphasized?
6. What are some of the things you think you have learned about the issue

from the media?
7. Did the media coverage make you feel this was something that could

happen in your community?
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8. Do you feel that the media coverage helped you understand the effects of
child sexual abuse on survivors?

9. Do you feel that the media do a good or a bad job covering this issue?
10. Do you feel that there should be more or less coverage?
11. Do you think that the media are creating a moral panic?
12. How would you prefer the media to portray this issue?
13. Do you feel that the media coverage encourages people to talk about the

issue?
14. Have you ever discussed this issue with someone after watching or reading

something about it?
15. Do you think that the media create certain stereotypes about child sexual

abuse?
16. How did it feel talking in this group about media representations of child

sexual abuse?
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