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ABSTRACT 
The aim of this presentation is to discuss and analyse some specific audio-visual practices in the context of the 
contemporary media ecosystem. In the first part of our speech, we intend to proceed with a mapping of contemporary 
media practices, focusing in particular on those aspects that are particularly relevant for teaching and learning in the 
field of visual and media literacy. More specifically, the issues of “interactivity” with screenic interfaces and “social 
relations” into the screenic environments will be discussed as an integral part of the contemporary media scenario. 
According to a number of internationally renowned scholars, this scenario will be literally defined as an environment. 
The “environmental” approach to the study of the media will be, for these reasons, the key theoretical element also 
for analysing some teaching and learning practices. A key question should be: What does it mean to build a “learning 
environments” on and off the screens of everyday digital media? On the basis of these premises, and of this preliminary 
question, some practices related to the use of social media in learning environments will be analysed in the second 
part of the presentation.  
Keywords: media literacy; visual literacy; media ecology; social media; user-interface interaction 
 
EXPLORING CONTEMPORARY MEDIA ENVIRONMENTS 
Media education has been a subject of great interest in debates beyond strictly pedagogical and methodological fields. 
It has stimulated a discussion spanning the political and cultural worlds too. It might be worth mentioning how – more 
than once over the past few decades – UNESCO has underlined the need to include media skills in school curricula to 
foster critical thinking in the new generations whose daily life is growingly marked by the systematic and continuous 
use of digital media. Moreover, the debate on the use of media by the younger generations applies consistently more 
to different branches of knowledge such as psychology and sociology, which inevitably tend to include media studies. 
For many years, media have been considered a mere complement to in-class activity, or sometimes a specific subject 
(with considerable differences from country to country, depending on the national pedagogical tradition and the 
importance – legislatively speaking – given to the use of media in the teaching context). 
Today it must be acknowledged that media are no longer simply technological devices to use or languages to learn: 
today, digital media are true environment to dwell in (Buckley, Campe, Casetti 2019; Montani, Cecchi, Feyles 2019).  
Our daily interaction space has systematically expanded to media. The most heterogenous – and, technically speaking, 
elementary – practices in our use of smartphones, tablets, and PCs (exchanging messages on WhatsApp, browsing 
social media, looking for information on websites, or watching – and eventually sharing – videos on YouTube) are all 
traces of such expansion. An osmotic condition comes about whereby our everyday activity involves a constant and 
systematic passage from “real” to “media” situations (Eugeni 2015; Parisi 2019).  
In this sense, it may be worth mentioning the theoretical urge by the Italian philosopher Luciano Floridi to go beyond 
the distinction between “online” and “offline” and embrace the concept of “onlife”: it is no longer us who position 
ourselves inside or outside of digital media, but the latter – and the connections established by the same – that 
constantly enter our everyday life (Floridi 2013). 
Media environments as such give shape to forms of specific operation designed for the search and use of the resources 
that they offer us. 
These resources pave the way for communication opportunities that can be particularly effective, as long as they are 
a subject of reflection and teaching praxis made to augment the (technical and cultural) skillset related to the use of 
words, sounds, and images found online.  
A precious connection may thus be drawn between the research on audio-visual media and educational studies in 
order to identify markedly actionable teaching strategies to reach such goals. 
This was quite clearly explained by Pietro Montani in his latest book Emozioni dell’intelligenzsa when – upon discussing 
“extended forms of writing” – he explicitly refers to a series of operations designed to seek, use, and combine all the 
archive material the web makes available to us (Montani 2020). 
Montani discusses the impossibility to distinguish such daily operations from a series of questions that find – in our 
opinion – their “breeding ground” in the media education field. They find fertile land in the need to put together what 
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we may call the “technological” and “expressive” aspects to find an approximate answer to the question “what do we 
do with such material?” and “how do we use such forms of extended writing?”.  
 
Montani wrote: 
“Is it true that such technology is unworthy of access to all forms of communicative complexity? Is it true that the 
sensitivity its connections use, or trigger, is only of the primitive and unsophisticated form adopted by haters and 
cyberbullies? Is it true that the ‘digital sensorium’, as I shall define it here, is torn between the pole of indiscriminate 
narcissism of the selfie and that of videogaming addiction? Is it true that such sensorium conforms us to a model of 
undetermined and acritical communication output, rejecting the influence of internal contemplation and distinction 
like those typically applied to writing?”. (Montani 2020) 
Therefore, we may say that the questions posed by Montani enter the wake of a debate that has marked the history 
and evolution of media education and that Len Masterman has summarized by discussing a transition from the 
“education against the media” to the “media education” binomial (Masterman 1998). This “educational” transition 
has called for a true shift in cultural paradigm and has made it so that media education could process its own 
pedagogical strategies beginning at least in the first half of the 1990s. 
Today, educating on the use of audio-visual media certainly means educating on the knowledge of image languages 
and the ability to produce messages by using moving images, but it also – if not especially – means accreting knowledge 
of media environments in which the audio-visual products circulate. These environments are often mediated by 
operative interfaces that stimulate different forms of interactivity. 
Numerous experimental attempts have been made in this direction: they have sought to combine the traditional 
audio-visual skillset with a more general media skillset, which corresponds to a deep knowledge of contemporary 
media ecosystems. 
Such experimental practices seem to promote that which Pier Giuseppe Rossi defined as a relationship between “the 
fragment” and “the layout” which a good part of learning in the age of digital culture is based on. He stated: 
“The digital [world] allows us to create working ranges in which you give life to cognitive processes [that are related 
to sensorimotor operations]. […] Such operations are favoured by the structure of independent fragments 
distinguishing the current context and by the existence of topological layouts that group them together” (Rossi 2019). 
We have in mind, for instance, the videographic criticism courses that are often based on the retrieval and re-editing 
of audio-visual clips available online. We also consider the educational use of desktop cinema by many video makers 
throughout their training. We think about the expressive potential of the web documentary or the complex audio-
visual operations that Chloé Galibert-Laîné includes in the netnographic cinema “family” (Galibert-Laîné). Above all, 
we intend the teaching use of social media understood as environments where social relations are established – most 
of the time – thanks to the circulation of still and moving images. 
 
DAILY MEDIA EXPERIENCES AS LEARNING ENVIRONMENT? 
We refer again to Montani (2020). The philosopher takes up a problematic present in many studies of an 
interdisciplinary nature that concerns, among other things, the role of the image (both still and moving) as an 
instrument - we could say medium - of the composition of the audio-visual short forms (or video-clips). Essentially, 
writing with images resurfaces according to the various inclinations indicated by different theories and approaches. It 
could be an image that follows the more traditional grammar of a language or an iconic and pictorial turn (Mitchell 
2017): the need to provide users emerges with ways of constructing meaning and sense that, at the same time, also 
provide awareness and, above all, an audio-visual competence in the strict sense of the term. 
Montani thus emphasizes the existence and appearance in social media environments typical of these years of an 
‘extended writing’ (Montani 2020) that denotes an underlying syncretism. In practice, “collaborative” use of codes 
about various linguistic modes (from the image to the written word, from gesture to sound) that work simultaneously 
in constructing the message. These principles return from social semiotics’ studies, such as that which Gunther Kress 
(2003) has categorized as Multimodality. However, writing with images is already present in cinema’s theories and in 
the lines of deepening toward cinematic writing: we remember the Russian Formalists or, to another extent, 
Ejzenstejn’s theories of cinema (1985). We have to consider audio-visual as a media environment in which anyone can 
live and narrate an experience and participate in the construction and dissemination of knowledge. 
We perform every time we use a social to communicate this syncretic operation: it is based on continuous exchanges 
between verbal and visual, not according to rigid schematisms, but in a constant semantic and semiological 
reorganization. This syntactical operation confirms the equal importance and balance of the different codes in 
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producing meaning. From this point of view, the meme is an example that can also become a visual education tool. 
We could dwell on the emoji as a privileged form of innovative ideogram that translates - medially and immediately - 
all the pragmatic production of instantaneous and oral communication. Peircean Semiotics, for instance, argued that 
the ideogram had a dual nature: iconic and symbolic, as a linguistic re-proposition of an archaic ‘translation’ of mimicry. 
Our experience with short writing is based on the syncretic nature of the codes that TikTok and Instagram creators 
use. Quick, brief products are functional to an ecological space that feeds on a perennial remixing of content never 
fixed but in continuous becoming.  
There is the educational aspect: we only mention references to neurofilmology and the relationship between cognitive 
sciences and media studies to clarify how it is not only through enjoyment, observation, and critical reading that it is 
possible to ‘educate’ with film and images. First, however, how this can happen precisely through literacy and writing 
courses with media and with images in particular. Many studies highlight the significant weight of devices and our 
interaction with screens in cognitive and, more directly, learning processes. We are thinking of the insights of social 
cognition and social learning, for example, which make the environment and the relationship with the other (the 
medium can also be another) the starting point for initiating cognitive development processes. The media context is 
retroactive: all the media we deal with constitute a relationship. A relationship configures as co-modeling, co-acting, 
that is, endowed with a force that is also reflexive, which causes both the user and the medium itself to undergo 
reciprocal adaptations. This aspect means - educationally - developing skills and competencies that can be useful in 
the problem-solving logic linked to a specific discipline of study or, more generally, to everyday life. The possibility of 
audio-visual media production in which we participate every day thus becomes an ideal training ground to exercise 
these skills and transform a simple tale in images into an element belonging to a cultural line and some form of identity. 
We return in closing to the concept of competence. The idea is that audio-visual competence is necessary and 
fundamental, based on this possibility of writing and of the consequent co-construction of a cultural product that 
further nourishes, at the same time, the educational aspect of the image. In a continuous circularity, images and 
technology are media with which to produce cultural experiences. These experiences have a new spin-off in audio-
visual education as a form of aesthetic explication, a vehicle of knowledge, and a mode of expression. 
 
CONCLUSION 
With this brief contribution, we introduced the idea that media are environments in which to have experiences and 
how these experiences can become moments of learning, especially informal learning. Based on the many theories of 
media studies, film and audiovisual can be a 'livable' place to build skills. Everyday activities with social media represent 
a case in point: in those environments, we write with images, learning and improving our knowledge and skills with 
technology. 
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