digital
literacy
academ

of beirut ‘E_.-

MEDIA, YOUTH, & RADICALIZATION:
THE ROLE OF MEDIA & DIGITAL LITERACY IN COUNTERING
VIOLENT EXTREMISM

The Media and Digital Literacy Academy of Beirut (MDLAB)
Institute of Media Research and Training (IMRT)
Lebanese American University (LAU)

% LA | [Institute of

< b Media Research
Lebanese American University and Tralnlng



Published by the Institute of Media Research and Training (IMRT) for the
Lebanese American University.

This report can be obtained from the Institute of Media Research and
Training (IMRT) office at the Lebanese American University (LAU)

Beirut, December 2017 © All Rights Reserved

% Federal Foreign Office ¥ media
. Y digital LAU
@ Akademie L literacy School of Arts and Sciences
Made for minds. A acad.emy Institute of Media Research and Training
=8 of beirut

Funded by European Union



Media and Youth Radicalization Study 1-9

The Media and Digital Literacy Acedamy of
Beirut Outcome Report 2016 - 2017 10-13

About This Project 14



FOREWORD

“Media literacy is a necessity, not a luxury” was one of the outcomes of the summer training

of the Media and Digital Literacy Academy of Beirut (MDLAB). In the context of chronic conflict,
war and division and a restless Arab youth struggling to find a footing in a tumultuous digital
era, MDLAB launched its annual summer training with the theme: using media and digital
literacy to counter violent extremism and youth radicalization, funded by the European Union,
implemented by Deutsche Welle Akademie and supported by local partners: MDLAB, Jesus and
Mary School (JM), and Permanent Peace Movement (PPM). The academy focused this year on
understanding, addressing, and preventing radicalization of youth through the promotion of
respect for human right, social justice, and freedom of expression.

The academy conducted a research project on media and youth radicalization in Lebanon. This
document includes the outcomes of this research, as well as a summary of the academy’s
accomplishments and recommendations for this year.

Through this report, we hope to provide policy makers, educators, scholars, journalists, trainers,
activists, and students with an overview of the situation of media literacy and media and youth
radicalization in Lebanon and the region and inspire governments, civil society groups, schools
and universities to incorporate media and digital literacy curricula at the core of the Arab
education system at all levels—from elementary school to graduate university education.

Jad Melki, MDLAB Founder and Chairperson







EXTREMISM AND MEDIA USES IN
LEBANESE SCHOOLS:

DIGITAL AND MEDIA LITERACY TO
COUNTER YOUTH RADICALIZATION

JAD MELKI

ABSTRACT

This preliminary technical report examines the relationship between media uses of Lebanese youth
and their potential attraction to extremism—broadly conceived. The study focuses on school students
aged 14 to 18 and their teachers. It is based on 16 focus groups distributed across the country and
covers a total of 80 students and 80 teachers. To research youth’'s media uses and their understanding
of media and digital literacy, the study examines their use of various media tools: traditional and

digital media, as well as social media, games, and smartphones. The qualitative study reveals various
types of extremist inclinations among youth, including religious/sectarian, political, familial/tribal, and
racial extremism. Some patterns of extremism may be linked to students’ uses of the Internet and
social media, as a catalyst or trigger for action. The widespread use of chatting applications shows a
potential risk for connection with extremist groups, while the use of violent video games demonstrates
a potential link to students’ violent reactions in their communities, as the examples in the report show.
Consistently, participating students are especially drawn to violent, horror and action films. The study
also reveals that students are less interested in watching television, which has declined in favor of
new media platforms. When it comes to policies regarding media uses that aim to protect students
from extremism, few schools have them, yet all except one school teacher expressed concerns about
their students receiving media messages that incite violent behavior and lead to recruitment by
extremist groups. The teachers expressed fear that their students may be potentially encouraged
through new media to engage in risky and violent acts, including extremism, terrorism, early sexual
behavior, and drug abuse. Despite this fear, findings show that extremism among the young students
was the most limited in schools where clear policies regulate media uses, curricula include some
digital and media literacy instruction, and teachers follow up with students when they detect signs

of extremist behaviors. However, none of the participating schools offer media and digital literacy as
independent and permanent courses, and only few tackle certain aspects of media and digital literacy
in other courses. Most teachers are not even aware of media and digital literacy and the majority have
a rudimentary understanding of the methods, theories and learning approaches of media literacy. The
findings highlight the importance of investing in training school teachers on media and digital literacy
and building locally relevant curricula for K-12, as well as pushing for policies that require media literacy
curriculain schools.

"The study assesses the
youth’'s media use and
evaluates its characteristics
and reflection on their
behavior!



INTRODUCTION

This preliminary technical report examines
media uses by youth in Lebanon, specifically
school students between the ages of 14
and 18. It assesses their media uses and
evaluates the relationship between such
uses and their beliefs and behaviors. It tries
to discern whether the use of certain media
tools potentially lead Lebanese youth to
extremist beliefs and behaviors and whether
their digital and media literacy levels may
moderate such tendencies. The research
focuses on the use of all forms of media,
including broadcast, print, and online media,
as well as social media, games, movies, and
smartphones.

The preliminary report also evaluates the role
of schools in guiding students in the use of
media, addressing the methods of teaching
and learning used and the use of the media in
class. It assesses policies regarding the uses
of digital and social media and whether media
and digital literacy teaching methods and
curricula exist in these schools.

The study held 16 focus groups in eight
schools (two public, four private and two
elite’) in various Lebanese regions. Two
separate focus groups were conducted in
each school: one with students between the
ages of 14 and 18, and one with teachers.
Each group included 10 participants divided
equally among males and females. In total,
eight groups of students and eight groups of
teachers participated, with an overall sample
of 160 participants. The researchers aimed
to cover the geographical distribution of
Lebanon, by targeting different governorates
(Beirut, South Lebanon, Bekaa including
Baalbek-Hermel, and Mount Lebanon) with
the exception of North Lebanon, due to the
refusal of targeted schools from that region to
participate.

Focus groups with students examined

their media uses by focusing on the time

they spend on media, the friends they
communicate with via media, and the types of
media content they consume, produce, favor
and/or dislike.

The focus groups also aimed at assessing
students’ reactions to specific media content,
especially those that contained extremist
messages.

Focus groups with teachers highlighted the
interest of educational institutions in the

role of media and its impact on students,

as well as the extent of their knowledge or
implementation of media and digital literacy
teaching and learning methods. As schools
play a major role in monitoring, guiding, and
building student awareness, questions also
aimed at uncovering the extent of control,
awareness, and guidance the schools provide
for students when it comes to media uses.
They also inquired about teachers’ awareness
of the impact of media on students and the
role of teachers in setting media uses policies
individually or institutionally. The study also
inquired about the use of media and digital
literacy methods in instilling critical thinking

MEDIA USES AND EXTREMISM
AMONG STUDENTS

Focus groups with students revealed different
types of extremism, most prominent among
them are religious/sectarian, political, familial/
tribal, and racial extremism, as well as random
acts of violence triggered by media, especially
online games. These extremist tendencies
were seemingly reinforced and sometimes
activated through social media uses.

Sectarian extremism was the most prevalent
among the students in the study. This was
expressed through social media explicitly

in certain situations. An example is a
16-year-old male student who created a
fake Facebook account after an armed clash
between individuals affiliated with a Shiite
Muslim political group and a Sunni Muslim
group, and which resulted in several deaths
and injuries.

1 "Elite schools” refers to expensive private schools that only affluent families can afford.



The student began to add school mates

to his anonymous account and started
promoting sectarian hatred between Shiites
and Sunnis, pushing the school to the verge
of a clash between students. As discussed
later, thanks to school's policies that monitor
students’ social media postings, it was able
to detect the hate-speech at an early stage.
To prevent clashes, the school principal
suspended all classes for an entire week
until the administration discovered who was
the student behind the account and later
expelled him. Similarly, after a social program
on Al Jadeed TV showed a Sunni Salafi cleric
attacking Shiites during Friday prayers, a
student in a predominantly Shiite school
organized through Facebook a campaign
demanding retribution and revenge against
the cleric, but the situation was contained by
the school quickly.

The 2016 municipal elections offered an
example of political extremism. The elections
that triggered new political alliances also
created new communication trends in
Lebanese villages, which in turn led to strong
divisions that materialized in posts among
students from the same village and from

the same religious groups, especially among
religious sects that were divided among
major political groups, such as Shiite Muslims
(Hezbollah vs Amal) and Christians (Lebanese
Forces vs Free Patriotic Movement).

Another instance of political extremism

(with some sectarian and racial undertones)
came through the context of the Syrian

war. Divisions over the Syrian crisis were
transformed into a pattern of political
extremism on Facebook among students

in the study. Whereas some showed their
support to the Syrian government, others
stood by the opposition. This division was
mostly apparent in schools on the border
areas with Syria and among public schools.
Students from several private and mostly elite
schools reported following the news of the
Syrian crisis but were not as interested in the
division as their aforementioned peers.

Familial/tribal extremism was also present
among some students. For example, a student
created a WhatsApp group for his family/tribe
with the goal of reinstating the “Prince”

(Ameer) title they were denied more than a
century ago, after a political feud with another
family that led to a massacre. The group
included various references to that massacre
and incitement against the other family/tribe.

Racial bigotry also emerged among a few
students. For example, a female student
expressed on social media strong hatred
towards Syrian refugees and their presence
in Lebanon. The student even promoted the
boycott of certain Arabic and Lebanese TV
stations that air shows in Syrian and other
Arabic non-Lebanese accents.

Finally, a phenomenon of random extreme
reactions to media content also registered.
For example, the game Counter Strike, which
is most attractive to male school students, is
a team-based virtual game played in Internet
cafes where two groups fight against each
other. Several participants reported incidents
where the game's outcome incited violent
reactions, ranging from fist-fights in the
playground and smashing chairs and tables at
the school cafeteria, to an armed pursuit, after
the game ended and the competing teams
continued to taunt and insult each other.

Such extreme reactions remind us of many
examples of clashes that occur in Lebanon
after national and international sports events,
including the FIFA world cup.

Findings from focus groups with students
also revealed a decline in their use of
traditional media in favor of social media
and smartphones, where many participants
reported spending over 10 hours per day
moving from one application to another.

WhatsApp tops the list of students’ use of
chat applications. All students except one
reported using WhatsApp. The exception
was a female student whose father forbids
her from downloading WhatsApp and checks
her phone daily. Facebook messenger came
in second place. Interestingly, a significant
number of participants reported receiving
messages from extremist religious groups on
WhatsApp—more than any other application.
However, the content differs from one region
to another.



For example, students in predominantly
Shiite regions mostly received threats and
intimidation messages, while those in
predominantly Sunni areas received more
advocacy, recruitment and repentance
messages.

Students (and teachers) in the study agreed
unanimously that chatting applications are
the most used applications among students
since they facilitate connecting with friends,
relatives, and teachers. Most students
connected only with people they know in

real life, but some did report chatting with
people they don't know. One student said she
spends her time from one chatting application
to another: “"Nothing prevents me from
communicating with people | don't know even
if they aren’t from Lebanon. In many cases,
I'm the one who initiates the connection.”
Nonetheless, the student said that when she
receives a religiously extremist message, she
immediately blocks the sender and deletes
him/her from her list.

YouTube and Facebook also ranked high

in the list of used applications among the
students, after the chatting applications.
However, interviews showed some variations
in Facebook use. Students from elite schools
were less likely to use Facebook. For them,
Snapchat and Instagram came second after
WhatsApp.

The other school students still regarded
Facebook as the most widely used application
after the aforementioned messaging
applications.

As for other applications, students were
interested in mainly downloading games

on their mobile phones. Almost all students
said they regularly download games and play
them on a daily basis. Among these games
are: Candy Crush, Zombie, Temple Guardian,
Angry Birds, River Raider, and Street Race.
Other applications they used included Twitter,
Skype, Viber, Tango and Popcorn, but only few
students mentioned them.

When it came to search engines and web
sites, Google was predictably the most
popular, followed by educational websites
that offer access to teaching material,
especially those related to improving English
reading and writing.

As expected, almost all students had
smartphones, with the exception of one
student whose parents forbid her from
owning a cellphone because they do not
want it to distract her from her studies. She
substituted the cellphone by an iPad, using
educational research as a reason to convince
her parents to allow it. Finally, all students in
the study reported owning computers and
around half said they owned iPads.




When it came to watching entertainment
shows and movies, the findings revealed that
most students were interested in watching
horror and violent movies, in addition to some
romantic films. Some reported watching
pornographic videos too. Some also followed
TV series on specific channels. Most students
said they rarely watched movies with friends
and family and preferred to watch them alone.

The data show that students from elite
schools preferred to watch movies on DVD
and online, while those from other schools
preferred to watch movies on TV and cable.
However, a significant number of students
said they rarely ever watch TV anymore. Three
students even noted that they do not know
how to turn on the TV and perceive the TV set
as a home decoration. Those who still watch
TV said it is limited to around half an hour a
day and it often happens by accident or with
the family.

The reason for not watching TV also relates
to students’ deep skepticism and distrust of
local TV content, especially news and political
talk shows but also social programs. In fact,
despite rarely watching local TV channels,
students were able to clearly identify the
political bias of media content on different
channels, especially newscasts and political
talk shows. Most students were dissatisfied
with this type of programming that is aired

on the Lebanese and Arab TV channels.

They unanimously agreed that these media
promote the agenda and interests of a
specific government or political party. One
students, for instance, refuses to watch such
programs because they present “lies and host
people skilled in fueling conflict and hate,”
while another considers the frequent fighting
and yelling scenes on TV as disrespectful to
the viewer. Another student believed these
programs stir turmoil, describing the debaters
“as if they were playing football and all of
them lying.” Some also believe that all TV
channels spread mistrust and disrespect
about other groups. Elite school students
agreed with this assessment, validating their
opinion by watching political programs only on
foreign channels, such as CNN (International)
and BBC.

According to these students, programs on
these channels are “professional, and respect
the minds of their viewers. They discuss
issues related to the interests of the country
and national security, unlike the programs
broadcast on Arab and Lebanese channels
that express the interests of a political leader,
or a specific sect such as Christians' rights,
Sunni frustration, or the excess of Shiite
power.’ They also believe Arab and Lebanese
programs are trying to imitate the foreign
programs and failing at that task.

In addition, a large number of the students

in the study were not comfortable with the
content of social programs broadcast on

local Lebanese TV stations. Some students
described them as “excessively lying” and
“relying on instigation, even at the expense of
credibility”” One student said, "I think they pay
the people they host to talk about personal
problems such as sexual harassment, rape
and other similar topics.” These programs are
similar to political talk shows that host two
rivals who argue on screen and in front of a
live audience. According to some students,
these programs use such methods to increase
ratings. They also said some programs are
offensive to human dignity, such as “Lil
Tachfir," a TV program that hosts celebrities
and makes harsh accusations against them.
Several actors cried in this program, as in the
case of the elderly actor Salah Tizani (Abu
Salim).

In general, students in the study did not
watch the news except by accident or with
their parents, with two exceptions. One
student who regularly watches the early
newscast with his father on "Al Jadeed”
(owned by Lebanese businessman Tahsin
Khayat, who bought it from the Lebanese
Communist Party), because “this TV adopts
political moderation and is objective since our
family does not support any political party.”
Another student from an elite school who
holds dual citizenship (US and Lebanese) said
she watches international news on a CNN
mobile app because she “cares more about
international news than local news.”



Almost all students said they do not care
about religious programs. A small number

of students, however, said they do watch a
bit of religious programming. For example,
one student who attends a school in a
predominantly Shiite area watches the series
“Al Nabi Youssef” (Prophet Joseph) on the
Hezbollah-owned Al-Manar channel. Two
students from two different predominantly
Christian schools watch mass and prayers on
Tele Lumiere (a Christian religious channel).
Lastly, one student from an elite school
watches irregularly the channel Al Iman (a
religious channel founded by high-ranking
Shiite cleric Mohammad Hussein Fadlallah), to
follow up on what is halal and haram from a
religious point of view.

Some students said they sometimes watch
political talk shows with their parents such

as Kalam El Nas on LBC (a channel with a
Christian identity) and Bi Mawdou'iyya on MTV
(another channel with a Christian identity).
One interesting case where a student whose
father banned TV at home “for protecting
customs and traditions” said that he watches
weekly the satirical political program DNA

on YouTube. The show, which is produced by
Future TV (a local station controlled by the
Hariri political family and with a Sunni identity)
focuses on satirically criticizing the Syrian
government, Hezbollah, and Iran and their
allies in Lebanon and the region.

In many cases, students only watched local
newscasts on occasion, especially when their
parents were watching. This also meant that
they tended to watch the news channels that
were affiliated with their own religious sects
and political leanings. Students from majority
Shiite areas tended to watch newscasts on al-
Manar, while those in Christian areas tended
to watch news on MTV and LBC, for instance.

Overwhelmingly, students from all schools
showed little interest in radio and print media.
They either listen to radio by accident or
while commuting in a car or bus. Almost all
listen to music on their mobiles or computers.
Only three students from the whole sample
mentioned occasionally reading newspapers,
two of whom do it only for the crosswords
puzzle. "Sometimes my mother buys a
newspaper to clean windows with it.

So, | play crosswords without knowing what
newspaper | have.” Only one student said she
reads fashion and social magazines, such as
Nadine and Al Hasnaa, for entrainment, to
learn about cooking, and to follow the latest
fashion trends.

The study asked students about any extremist
media messages (according to their own
interpretation) and what were their attitudes
and reactions to them. Overall, most students
gave examples of graphic and bloody images
or messages that contained sectarian
incitement that were shown on TV or social
media. The dominant reaction was disgust,
fear and increased skepticism and distrust

in the media. A few students also noted that
such messages prompted them to take action.

Messages that contained sectarian hate
speech sparked a lot of strong reactions,
such as the student’s campaign against the
extremist cleric (discussed earlier). Another
example is the response that lead to fist-
fights in school and an armed pursuit, as
mentioned earlier, in relation to a video game.
Finally, one students mentioned that when
Lebanese TV channels covered the You Stink
protest campaign and showed what the
protestors suffered at the hands of security
personnel, he was motivated to participate in
the next protest.

Aside from these few examples, most
students did not mention taking any tangible
action beyond their emotional reaction to
the media content they saw. At this level,
many students mentioned that the media
broadcasting of massacres and crimes
committed by ISIS provoked feelings of fear
and disgust in them. Several students said
that such fear led them to reject any media
content associated with ISIS. Other students
were deeply distressed by images of people
they knew who were killed in car bombs

or were fighting in Syria with Hezbollah or
other parties. One student expressed great
discomfort upon seeing images on social
media of her friends killed during a battle in
Syria. Many also mentioned their dislike of
how Lebanese TV stations cover car bombs
and terrorist attacks.



Several were disturbed by the live coverage of
people dying, the bloody imagery and display
of body parts, as well as the early accusations
and speculations about who was responsible
for such attacks. Along the same lines, several
students objected to the graphic images of car
accidents on television and social media.

Images of Syrian refugees, particularly
children, generated sympathy, anger, and
tears among many participants. For example,
the pictures of Alan Kurdi, the Syrian boy
who drowned off a Turkish coast, emotionally
affected most of the students interviewed.

In addition, images of garbage in the streets
of the Beirut, which made international
headlines, generated a lot of anger.

Some fabricated and fake images and

media content created distrust in media
overall. Students mentioned several photos
and videos that were supposedly of Syrian
victims that later turned out to be fabricated
or belonged to a different place and time.
Referring to a dramatized video of a child
trying to save his sister during an air raid in
Syria, which many thought at first it was real,
one female student noted “after watching this
video, | no longer trust any media material”
She was initially moved by the video but later
when she discovered that the video was

a trailer for a movie, she felt betrayed and
deceived. The video “manipulated emotions
and distorted facts... It spread misinformation
and created an atmosphere of mistrust about
the media”’

"Some fabricated and fake
images and media content
created distrust in media
overall!

SCHOOL TEACHERS AND CURRICULA

Overall the majority of schools and teachers
have no policies, curricula or consistent
strategies about dealing with the media, in
general, and extremist messages diffused
through social media, in particular. Most
teachers are unaware of the concepts and
methods of digital and media literacy and
almost all schools have no serious media
literacy curriculum, while the few that

do implement media literacy methods
and concepts, do it at a most basic and
rudimentary level.

When it comes to teachers’ concerns about
their students’ exposure to extremist
content and other material on social media,
elite schools tend to differ from other
schools. Teachers from elite schools were
not concerned about their students being
affected or radicalized by such content. In
contrast, teachers in public and less affluent
schools were significantly concerned about
their students’ exposure to media, especially
when it comes to issues related to extremism,
terrorism, sex, and drug addiction.

Furthermore, only two schools addressed
media in their curricula and teaching and all
other schools relied on teachers’ personal
initiative to deal with this matter. One school
allocates one hour per week to discuss risks
of media exposure and use. The school asks
students to follow the news about a certain
event on various Lebanese TV channels, and
then discuss the news in a live debate run by
the principal the next day. When any political
or security problem occurs in their vicinity,
the principal meets with the students to
ensure that they are not incited by the media
coverage, especially social media. The school
also teaches students about protecting their
privacy online and not communicating with
people and groups they do not know, and
screens a video produced in-house that aims
to raise awareness about online risks. The
other school integrates similar awareness
raising lesson into the curriculum and includes
media production skills training, such as
photography, and photo and video editing.
The other lessons focus on critically analyzing
messages and covers various topics, such as
drug abuse, gender discrimination, and other
matters of social justice.

Most schools rely on the teachers’ individual
initiatives to discuss topics outside the
realm of the educational curriculum, which is
largely void of media education material. For
example, some teachers try to follow their
students on Facebook, the only social media
platform the participating teachers seem to
have joined.



The teachers noted that they focus their
monitoring activity on matters related to
extremist messages, sectarianism, and sexual
harassment.

The majority of participating teachers noted
that they rarely detect such threats. One
teacher said students mainly “share funny
videos, sports, music, and fashion.” Some
teachers noticed political divisions among the
students, as evident in their posts supporting
one political party or another. These political
messages occur mainly when major political
events take place in the country. One teacher
highlighted that “some students post images
of themselves carrying weapons or pictures
revealing tattoos affiliated with a particular
religious or political group.”

Some schools closely monitor their students
on social media by requiring all teachers to
add their students as friends and monitor
their online posts. According to one teacher,
this policy helped the school protect the
students from the prevalent political and
sectarian divisions in Lebanon and alerted

them when students posted potentially
harmful content. For example, one of

their students posted photos of himself

fully armed to celebrate his success in

the national baccalaureate exams. The
student immediately deleted the photos
after receiving requests from his teachers

to do so. A more serious example was the
aforementioned case where a student posted
sectarian hate-speech on a fake Facebook
account, fueling Sunni-Shiite discord at school.
According to a teacher from that schools, the
close monitoring helped the school deal with
the problem before it was too late. At another
school, a principal who monitors students

on Facebook and WhatsApp noticed two
students following extremist Islamist pages
and sharing sectarian comments. To prevent
the problem, he put effort to get close to
them and assigned them more extracurricular
activities. The problem, however, according to
the same principal, is “we could contain these
cases during the school year, but who will
follow-up during vacations?”

Beyond monitoring students on social media, schools—all of which had computer labs—block

numerous websites and social media platforms.

When it came to media and digital literacy, an effective approach to countering violent
extremism and youth radicalization online, unfortunately very few schools offer such curricula
and most participating teachers were not knowledgeable about it.



Some of the teachers who said they are
familiar with media literacy described
outdated or simplistic notions and
approaches to media literacy, such as using
media (videos and photos) in lectures and
homework or teaching students how to use
computers. Some teachers from elite schools
demonstrated a better understanding of
media literacy and gave examples of how they
teach their students critical analysis of media
content, as well as integrating such critical
learning with digital production lessons that
are also tied to civic engagement campaigns
the students implement. However, as
expected, none of the participating teachers
said they have a specific “media and digital
literacy” course in their school curriculum.

In sum, this preliminary technical report
examined the relationship between media
uses of Lebanese youth and their potential
attraction to extremism. The data reveal
various types of extremist inclinations among
youth. These include religious/sectarian,
political, familial/tribal, and racial extremism.
Some patterns were linked to students’

uses of the social media and smartphones,
the most dominant media this age-group
uses. Few schools have policies that deal
with countering violent extremism and youth
radicalization through media, yet almost all
participating teachers expressed concerns
about their students receiving media
messages that incite violent behavior

and lead to recruitment by extremist groups,
as well as fears that their students may

be potentially encouraged through media
to engage risky and violent acts, including
extremism, terrorism, early sexual behavior,
and drug abuse. Despite this fear, findings
show that extremism among the young
students was the most limited in schools
where clear policies regulate media uses,
curricula include digital and media literacy
instruction, and teachers and staff follow-
up with students when they detect signs

of extremist behaviors. However, none

of the participating schools offer media

and digital literacy as an independent and
permanent course, and only few tackle
certain rudimentary aspects of media and
digital literacy in school. Most teachers are
not even aware of media and digital literacy
and the majority have an ad-hoc approach
to countering extremism among students,
particularly when it comes to social media.
The findings highlight the importance

of applying media and digital literacy as
permanent required curricula in schools and
training teachers on its concepts and teaching
methods.

"Beyond monitoring students
on social media, schools—all
of which had computer labs—
block numerous websites and
social media platforms. "



THE MEDIA & DIGITAL LITERACY ACADEMY
OF BEIRUT OUTCOME REPORT 2016 - 2017

LUBNA MAALIKI

Picture the happiness of a 20-year-old looking at the sea for the first time upon arriving to Beirut,
the astonishment of high school students watching how advertisement discreetly feeds into their
perception of themselves and others, and the anxiousness of instructors and students stepping
out of their comfort zones during a civic imagination workshop with Henry Jenkins and Sangita

Shresthova, which encouraged them to imagine the future and act out their visions.

Visualize the energy of 75 young high

school and university students, trainers, and
instructors from the Arab region passionately
discussing matters of human rights, war,
conflict resolution, and civic engagement.
Young people who mostly attended from
conflict areas and war-torn countries such

as Irag, Yemen, Palestine, Lebanon, and Syria
came together during the Media and Digital
Literacy Academy of Beirut (MIDLAB) to learn
how to effectively create change within their
communities.

Believing in the power of youth in effecting
change and dealing with the current events
and struggles across the Arab region, MDLAB
launched this past August its annual summer
training with the theme: using media and
digital literacy to counter violent extremism
and youth radicalization. Organized by the
Institute of Media Research and Training
(IMRT) at the Lebanese American University
(LAU), the two-week summer training was
sponsored by the European Union (EU) and
implemented by Deutsche Welle Akademie
(DWA), with the support of the German
Federal Foreign Office, the German Academic
Exchange Service (DAAD), and Arab European
Association for Media and Communication
Researchers (AREACORE).

During the academy, participants from diverse
backgrounds built bridges while tackling
sensitive topics. The eclectic group listened
to fascinating stories about some hardships
to reach Lebanon, such as the overwhelming
stories of Iraqi participants who had to go
through a series of towns to avoid areas
occupied by ISIS before reaching Baghdad
Airport and the hours spent by the Syrian
participants at the Syrian-Lebanese borders
before entering the country.

Then there was the group who called
themselves the “Hijabi Peers of Queers,’ a
group of young Muslim female university
students from Lebanon, Syria, and Palestine,
who created a public service announcement
that prompts Arab audiences to report about
and counter homophobia. The PSA used

the hashtag #oneless3antar (3antar is the
mythical tough Arab guy character), which
was trending in second place on Twitter in
Lebanon for several days. Students from

and Rachaya Public School composed news
reports that tackle conflict and other sensitive
issues. They produced a PSA to counter hate
speech and created digital stories about their
private lives and what it means to grow up

in @ mediated environment. In addition, the
students participated in role-playing activities
where they took on different characters to
understand the perspective of each party.
Through a series of lectures, digital
workshops, and training of trainers (TOT)
sessions by Arab and international experts

in media and digital literacy, participants
learned ways to counter media violence
through critical thinking, analysis, and media
production. Topics discussed in the academy
included the relationship between media and
youth radicalization, media literacy in schools,
media strategies of extremist organizations,
youth targeting propaganda, and portrayal

of gender and minorities in the media by
Susan Moeller, Henry Jenkins, Paul Mihailidis,
Sangita Shresthova, Moses Shumow, Yasmine
Dabbous, Sarah Mallat, and Jad Melki. In
addition, the academy included workshops for
schoolteachers and students from Lebanon
conducted by Dawlaty’s Alaa Ghazal and Ingo
Bever from Deutsche Welle Akademie.
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The final projects created by university
students explored the topics of human
rights and discrimination. These projects
helped the students recognize the relation
between media, politics, religion, society,
and economics and the consequences of
false information and fake news that can
be produced cheaply and effortlessly.
Moreover, trainers and instructors took
responsibility for advancing the quality

of their teaching to create an innovative
learning environment for their students by
providing them with the essential skills of
media and digital literacy. Successful stories
came from Egypt where the implementation
of media literacy concepts and digital

skills assignments in the journalism and
communication arts courses at the
American University of Cairo (AUC) and

Bani Sweif University immediately took
place after the academy. In addition, several
Lebanese schools such as International
College, Jesus and Mary, and Al Kawthar,
underwent a series of media literacy sessions
and technical trainings and committed to
introducing media literacy into their curricula
at the strategic level.

The academy hosted two panel discussions.

The first was on youth, media, and
radicalization moderated by BBC journalist
Nada Abdul Samad and the second on media
literacy in schools. In the first panel, Oubada
Kassar, a researcher, discussed her study
regarding media usage among youths and its
connectedness to radicalization. The study
exhibited the presence of political, religious,
tribal, patriarchal, and authoritarian radical
ideologies among Lebanese youth

due to excessive use of the Internet and
social media. When asked why radicalization
was found in public more than private
schools, Kassar replied “the elite schools we
interviewed already teach media literacy as
part of their curricula and therefore, students
are more aware of how the media works

and have acquired critical thinking skills,"

but the public schools and non-elite private
schools—which make up the majority of
schools in Lebanon-were very far from
offering media literacy and barely understood
what it meant.

"During the two weeks of the
academy, participants from
diverse backgrounds built bridges
while tackling tough topics."



From a personal experience as an independent journalist and blogger, Nadine Mazloum clarified
that a lot of youth are using social media platforms because they are interested in media

that "listen to people”; that covers topics not covered by traditional media such as women's
rights and environmental issues. The panel concluded with several outcomes to encounter
radicalization such as pushing mainstream media to cover controversial topics like gender and
minority issues objectively and normalize the mindset of searching for alternative resources
among young students and train them to become digitally savvy users.

In the second panel, Mishka Mourani, Senior VVice President of International College (IC),
explained that her school adopted media literacy at the strategic level and benefitted from
sending trainers to MDLAB. IC also created self-evaluation forms for students and teachers
regarding media literacy skills and topics such as violence, gender, peer pressure, racism,
health, digital storytelling, and critical thinking. Lynn Sakr, an English instructor at Jesus and
Mary School (J&M), noted that media literacy at J&M is indirectly linked from early school

years through critical thinking activities. She also talked about the News Knights project that
focuses on independent investigation by students aged 16-17. J&M is now working with three
other schools and the ministry of education to incorporate media literacy in schools. Ghadeer
Mansour, Media Literacy Trainer in the Palestinian Youth Association for Leadership and Rights
Activation (Pyalara), discussed a unique Palestinian experience with media literacy through

a project that started in Palestine in 2014 implemented by Pyalara in collaboration with the
Palestinian Ministry of Education and the support of DWA. Set in the outskirts of Jerusalem

in eight schools, it aimed to train students aged 12-16 years on media literacy concepts and
skills and develop media literacy training and teaching material. At the end of the second
panel, Father Boutros Azar recommended that media literacy should be included in educational
curricula across schools and academic institutions and that institutions should assist school
and university students to adopt critical thinking and media ethics.

Through the academy and during discussions,
many teachers recommended that media
literacy should be included in educational
curricula across Arab schools and academic
institutions. Participating teachers and

faculty suggested that MDLAB should have
special TOT sessions on how to instill and
teach critical thinking in their curricula. Many
students felt that enhancing their debate
skills will allow them to express themselves in
topics that are taboo or controversial claiming
that forbidding them from discussing some
topics suppresses their thoughts and leads to
radical activities. Lastly, participating teachers
and faculty showed high interest in diffusing
the knowledge they gained at MDLAB and
asked that the academy help put together
curricula and books in Arabic.

Some parents and teachers voiced their
concerns regarding the gap between media
usage among their children at home and what
they learn in school. They suggested that more
time should be given to teach students how to
positively utilize media tools. Concerns were
also raised regarding motivating teachers to
attend media and digital literacy training in
order to instruct students step-by-step and
update them with information.

Some experts on the “Media and Digital
Literacy in Schools” panel suggested that
principles and teachers should look at what
the school is currently offering to see if media
literacy aligns with the school's objectives
before committing to teaching media literacy.
Moreover, teachers suggested providing
financial incentives to teachers who commit
to a certain period of technical training. In
addition, some teachers routed for offering
their students the freedom to work on topics
of their choice so they feel motivated and
excited. Accessibility of digital instruments

in schools was another issue raised during
the panels. Several teachers were concerned
about having the appropriate tools to teach
media literacy at their schools and requested
guidelines as to what digital gadgets can be
used especially in low-income schools.

"Arab media and communication
curricula of any major... should
become grounded in the theories,
concepts, and skills of digital and
media literacy.
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Another issue the audience inquired about was whether media literacy would only be available
for middle-upper schools due to the resources and equipment needed. One panelist suggested
integrating media literacy, especially the theoretical and critical aspect, throughout the curricula
and therefore, so it is not restricted to elite schools. Another panelist mentioned that the

major principles of media literacy can be accessible and can be taught in any socio-economic
classroom and ended by stating that media literacy is a necessity, not a luxury.

Arab media and communication curricula of any major (journalism, social, health, political
communication, or any subspecialty within this field) should become grounded in the theories,
concepts, and skills of digital and media literacy. MDLAB suggests the below as measures to
counter violence, extremism, and youth radicalization:

1. Create a priority list of topics and focuses to be included in a media literacy program, taking
into consideration each Arab country’s IT infrastructure, access to Internet, and political culture.

2. Develop a critical mass of well-networked teachers, trainers, academics, and researchers
capable of taking digital and media literacy teaching and research to the next level.

3. Publish in-depth research to assess the specific media literacy needs and to guide the
development of curricula in the Arab region.

4. Focus on critical thinking, analytical skills, and digital competencies of Arab youth through
lessons and extra curricular activities.

5. Create more accessible and affordable online and offline courses and workshops in Arabic to
reach a broader audience.

The academy was conceived to promote, develop and advance media and digital literacy in the
region. With the support of MDLAB and the efforts of many Arab and international faculty and
students, the Arab region witnessed significant improvements in the field of media literacy
education. Since its inception in 2013, MDLAB has been able to spread media and digital literacy
education to 30 universities and a handful of schools in the Arab region. In recognition of these
accomplishments, MDLAB won the 2015 UNESCO-UNAoC International Media and Information
Literacy Award.

"Many teachers recommended that media literacy
should be included in educational curricula across Arab
schools and academic institutions.



ABOUT

THE PROJECT

The project “Media, Youth, and Radicalization: The role of media and digital literacy in countering
violent extremism” supports actions which seek to prevent and address radicalization of youth
through promoting respect for human rights, social justice and freedom of expression, and
combating cases of human trafficking and protecting victims, particularly women and youth in
Lebanon. This goal will be reached through improving the Media and Information Literacy skills

needed among schoolteachers, media trainers, activists, and students. The project is carried out by:

DEUTSCHE WELLEAKADEMIE

Germany’s leading institution for international media development, is implementing the project
with local partners.

LOCAL PARTNERS
JESUS & MARY SCHOOL (JMm)

A private Lebanese Catholic school works on enhancing the social values of its pupils,
understanding and respecting human rights, with a strong emphasis on MIL.

PERMANENT PEACE MOVEMENT (PPM)

An NGO that works on building peace and transforming/preventing conflicts. It also strives to
empower individuals and institutions enabling them to play their respective roles in this field.

IMRT

The LAU Institute of Media Research and Training is an interdisciplinary center for media
research, training and advocacy. It aims to produce and transmit scientific knowledge that
examines how media and digital communication systems shape and are shaped by local and
regional politics, economics, and cultures; to develop media literacy curricula and programs

and offer academic and professional training that advances media education in the region; and
to advocate for ethical, professional, and equitable communication laws and practices and a
free media environment. The institute builds on media literacy theory that aims to empower
citizens with creative and critical thinking skills and digital competencies that help them
become civically engaged global citizens capable of innovatively harnessing the power of media
technologies to advance human rights, peace, and social justice.

MDLAB

MDLAB aims to advance digital and media literacy education in the Arab region by training a
generation of teachers and scholars and developing locally rooted curricula. MDLAB offers
students and academics a unique opportunity to study media and digital literacy with leading
Arab and international experts during its annual summer session. The academy works
year-round to further develop curricula and publish them in an open source environment.
Additionally, MDLAB acts as a hub for a network of regional universities and media educators.
Since its inception in 2013, MDLAB has been able to spread media and digital literacy education
to 24 universities and one school in the Arab region. In recognition of these accomplishments,
MDLAB won the 2015 UNESCO-UNAoC International Media and Information Literacy Award.
See: www.mdlab.center

LAU

The Lebanese American University is a leading, nonsectarian, private higher education
institution in Lebanon. It operates under a charter from the Board of Regents of the University
of the State of New York and is accredited by the New England Association of Schools and
Colleges. See: www.lau.edu.lb

IMRT ADDRESS:

Institute of Media Research and Training (IMRT)  Lebanon

Lebanese American University (LAU) Tel.: +961-1-786456 (ext. 1423)
P.O. Box 13-5053/546 Fax: +961-1-867098

Chouran Beirut: 1102 2801
www.imrt.lau.edu.lb
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