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Abstract 
 

Critical media literacy (CML) teaches people to think analytically about the information they 

receive through the media. It is heavily influenced by critical pedagogy and the necessity of 

becoming conscious of one’s reality in order to transform it. This qualitative research 

examines the case of Bolivia, which experienced dramatic political change after the first 

indigenous president, Evo Morales, was elected in 2006. In 2010, the government passed an 

education reform — the Avelino Siñani Elizardo Pérez (ASEP) —that draws heavily on 

decolonial thought and the notion of critical consciousness. The extent to which these 

theories were implemented in practice is evaluated in the context of a media literacy project, 

run by an NGO, that trains secondary school teachers from public schools across Bolivia 

through workshops ranging from producing media to identifying fake news. This context is 

examined against the backdrop of the highly contested general elections in October 2019 and 

the social unrest that followed, eventually leading to the resignation of Morales. While there 

is plenty of literature that outlines the benefits of teaching media literacy in the classroom 

and different ways to apply it, little research has been done analysing implementation at an 

institutional level and how to best enable teachers who are motivated to teach the subject. 

This study seeks to fill this research gap.  

 

Through interviews, document analysis and observations, this study aims to identify the 

struggles faced by teachers who are dedicated to teaching CML in their classrooms and how 

they navigate educational spaces while being subject to a demanding national curriculum that 

supposedly also seeks to promote critical thinking. The interplay between the aspirations of 

teachers trained by an NGO in contrast to the top-down discourse and policy of governmental 

institutions provides for a very enlightening case. By exploring these institutional, cultural, 

socio-political and economic barriers the teachers face, this research attempts to contribute 

to the debate in media literacy theories concerned with implementing the practice in schools. 

 

Keywords: media literacy, critical pedagogy, teacher agency, elections, fake news, education 

reform, Bolivia 
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PSP – Proyecto Sociocomunitario Productivo, in English: Socio-communal Productive Project. A measure 

included in the reform’s revised curriculum since 2010.  

TICs – Tecnologías de la Información y la Comunicación, in English: Information and Communication 

Technologies (ICTs) 
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Introduction 
 

On October 31, 2019, during the height of social unrest in Bolivia, a photo circulated on social 

media that reached thousands of Bolivians. The graphic content depicted a boy who was 

supposedly burnt by supporters of Evo Morales’s government. A couple of hours later 

violence broke out on the streets of the town where the purported atrocity took place. Two 

people were killed in the altercations. Several hours later it was revealed that the context of 

the photo was false since it had been taken years before in Mexico (Cardenas, 2019). This is 

an extreme example of the dangers of fake news playing out in a tense social climate that was 

already quite politicized and polarized. But even in the least extreme of cases, misinformation 

can have deleterious, long-lasting consequences, especially when it spurs hateful rhetoric or 

discrimination. Through proper education the public can learn some critical discernment skills 

that are needed in today’s world to counteract these polarizing forces.  

 

If people are not taught how to critically interpret information, they are more easily 

manipulated by politicians, the media, corporations or even by a seemingly powerless person 

sitting behind a computer half-way across the world. The anonymous and uncharted nature 

of the endless flow of digital media makes it exceedingly difficult to digest and thus to 

distinguish facts from falsehoods. News sources are not always verifiable and, even if they 

are, studies have shown that a majority of people do not fact-check what they read or even 

what they share online (Miller, 2017). Critical media literacy teaches people how to critically 

analyse information and question the relationship between the media and power. The goal is 

also to empower students to create their own messages that can challenge prevailing media 

texts and narratives (Kellner & Share, 2007).  

 

Concerning the proliferation of misinformation and political polarization, Bolivia doesn’t 

stand out from other countries. What does make it stand out is the 14-year rule of a highly 

progressive indigenous government, led by Evo Morales, who  entered office in 2006 and was 

then removed from power following controversial elections in 2019. When Morales’s party 

MAS (Movement Towards Socialism) took power, they embarked on a nationalizing and 

decolonizing project that sought to free Bolivia from foreign involvement in the economy and 

from the remnants of colonial oppression. In 2010 the government introduced the education 

law Avelino Siñani – Elizardo Perez (ASEP) number 070, presented as a reform that would 

revolutionize education. The language used in the reform echoed the critical pedagogical 

concern with the development of critical consciousness in order to transform one’s reality. 

The highly critical and reflexive discourse of the reform was unique in the Latin American 

region, and perhaps even on a global scale. A teacher-training program was set up called 

PROFOCOM (Complementary Training Program) to bring teachers on board to this ambitious 

national project. As will be discussed throughout this thesis, there was a gap between the 

MAS government’s critical pedagogical discourse and its implementation.  

 



On a much smaller scale, the Foundation for Journalists (FPP) also preoccupied themselves 

with elaborating a training program for teachers to learn critical media literacy (CML) skills, 

starting in 2014. Their first workshops were spread out across the country and hosted 

hundreds of teachers. In subsequent years, they would only invite back those teachers 

considered the most motivated to teach CML (a lack of funds prevented them from inviting 

more). Therefore, the scope of teachers included in this study is very small, few teachers in 

Bolivia having had the chance to take part in FPP’s CML workshops. These teachers’ 

experiences of imparting media literacy in the classroom is very specific to their circumstances 

but their experiences also provide plenty of insight into the contextual factors that determine 

how much autonomy they have to teach the practice. Because these teachers are trained to 

teach media literacy, their experiences also offer a unique perspective on the critical 

pedagogical aspect of the ASEP reform and PROFOCOM training. 

 

Outline of Thesis 
 

After setting out the research question and sub-questions, I will outline the methodology I 

used for my research and data analysis. Next, I will present the theoretical framework, 

laying out the theories that inspired the research for this thesis and helped guide the 

analysis of the research findings. There is also a conceptual scheme included to provide a 

concise, visual representation of the theories and concepts discussed which also serves as a 

bridge to the following chapter on the Bolivian context. This chapter presents a detailed 

overview of the research location since the sociopolitical backdrop is a key element in 

dissecting the research findings. The next part of the thesis will present the empirical 

findings of the fieldwork research divided into three chapters. The first empirical chapter 

will attempt to answer the first research sub-question on government conceptualization of 

CML. The second chapter will engage with the second sub-question on teachers’ 

perceptions of the PROFOCOM training from a CML viewpoint. The third chapter seeks to 

answer the last two sub-questions that focuses on teachers’ conceptualization of CML and 

their room to maneuver when teaching it. The analysis conducted in the empirical chapters 

are fundamental in answering the main research question.  Thereafter, conclusions and 

recommendations are presented, followed by final remarks on positionality.  

 

 

 
 
 



Research Questions 
      

How do teachers engaged in CML exert agency when teaching it within Bolivia’s wider context 

of education reform, elections and increased access to technology? 

 

1) How does the government conceptualize CML? 

2) How do the teachers engaged in CML perceive the implementation of the education 

reform through the PROFOCOM teacher-training program?  

3) How do teachers engaged in teaching CML conceptualize and exert their practice? 

4) What factors shape teachers’ room to maneuver when teaching CML? 

 

 

Methodology 

 

Epistemological and Ontological Position 

 

This research employs critical realism (CR) as its ontological and epistemological basis. It seeks 

to explain social events – in this case those that influence how media literacy is taught in 

Bolivian schools – through reference to context-specific causal mechanisms. Like critical 

realism, social constructionism identifies and examines power relations in the production of 

what they deem to be socially constructed knowledge. However, one of the limitations of 

constructivist ontology is that it distances itself too much from empiricism (Mir & 

Watson,  2001). If everything is constantly being socially constructed through our meanings 

then our sensual observations as researchers have little to no meaning, a belief which I believe 

to be defeatist. A similar argument is made by Bhaskar (1998) as he critiqued both positivism 

and constructivism for promoting the ‘epistemic fallacy’1 (p. 27), since both reduce their 

definition of reality (ontology) to the understanding of knowledge production (epistemology).  

 

Meanwhile, critical realism holds that phenomenon may be socially constructed, but once it 

is already constructed it gains a degree of independence, and it continues to be (re)produced 

and transformed by many others (Sayer, 2006, p.99). The Bolivian education system’s socio-

political context illustrates very well how meanings and values are reconstructed with political 

and social change. Adhering to critical realism has inspired this research to ascribe particular 

importance to context when determining causal mechanisms. Historic and spacial contexts 

within Bolivia are considered  when examining concepts like teacher agency, critical pedagogy 

and media literacy, as will be made clear in later chapters.  

 
1 Epistemic Fallacy - limiting one’s conception of reality to what can be empirically known about it.  

 

 



 

In CR ontology, reality is stratified into three levels. The empirical level seeks to understand 

the realm of human experience and interpretation. This first level is where the interviews, 

focus group, documentary analysis and natural observations are interpreted to provide a 

context-specific, causal explanation of social events. In the second level, the actual, there is 

no filter of human experience. Rather, it represents the realm of a real and objective social 

world that exists largely independent of our knowledge of it. (Sayer, 2006) An example of this 

in my study would be the concrete events that took place such as the yearly FPP workshops 

or content production by teachers in the classroom. The third level is the real and it is here 

that causal mechanisms exist which influence the events occurring at the empirical level. All 

these levels are part of the same entity and by identifying causal mechanisms in social 

phenomena, we can better understand how events at the empirical level occur. The goal is 

not to determine what objective truths are but rather to arrive one step closer to 

understanding reality through the interpretation of subjective experiences.  

 

In line with critical theory, critical pedagogy and critical media literacy — the theories I based 

my research on — critical realism as an ontology offers ‘a reflexive philosophical stance 

concerned with providing a philosophically informed account of science and social science 

which can in turn inform our empirical investigations’ (Archer et al., 2016, 2).  According to 

Horkheimer, “Critical theory is a social theory oriented toward critiquing and 

changing society as a whole, in contrast to traditional theory oriented only to understanding 

or explaining it.” (Horkheimer, 1982, 11) This is the very basis of international development 

in its quest to improve the human condition. In elaborating his development as capability 

expansion theory, Sen remarks that the challenge of human development cannot be fully 

grasped unless we are consciously, and constantly, working towards generating social change 

(Sen, 2003, 55). It is also very relevant to the research topic, which directly addresses the 

necessity of critiquing society in order to change it through Freirean concepts like critical 

consciousness and praxis (turning theory into action) (Freire, 1970). Being critical of the 

information received through discourses and institutions of power (media outlets, education 

ministry, political speeches) is therefore also an epistemological concern as it questions how 

we obtain knowledge and how we understand this knowledge.  

 

According to Archer et al., critical realism is not a methodology or even truly a theory because 

‘it explains nothing’, rather it combines ‘explanation and interpretation’ where the aim is ‘an 

historical inquiry into artifacts, culture, social structures, persons, and what affects human 

action and interaction.’ (Archer et al., 2016, 7)  This provides a more tangible way to measure 

beliefs, actions and attitudes. It provides a very useful bridge between the strict positivist 

paradigm grounded in science and the abstract postmodern turn which focuses too much on 

interpretation at the expense of explanation.   

 

 



Unit of Analysis & Sampling 

 

Considering the main purpose of this research is to understand Bolivian teachers’ agency in 

their desire to teach media literacy, secondary school teachers are the primary unit of 

analysis. However, the unit of analysis is based on an exceptional group of teachers that were 

chosen as spokespeople to spread their enthusiasm and acquired knowledge on media 

literacy following yearly workshops conducted by the FPP. Therefore, the sample size is 

limited. I interviewed teachers in seven out of the nine departments in Bolivia. All the teachers 

taught in the largest cities of their respective departments with half of them teaching in 

peripheral areas. These cities were La Paz, Santa Cruz, Sucre, Potosí, Cochabamba and 

Trinidad. The contact information of the 12 teachers I interviewed was given to me by the 

FPP. The teachers were selected out of hundreds of teachers. The selection process was based 

on attendance in the FPP’s media literacy workshops that started in 2014, as well as 

participation in the yearly media production contests held nationally across schools.  

 

Civil society organisations and government institutions were also a unit of analysis that I 

studied through document analysis as well as interviews with government institution 

coordinators and NGO directors. I accessed them through email or through contacts I made 

once on the field, particularly my local supervisor.  

 

Methods  

A qualitative research design was employed in this study to gain in-depth understanding of 

contextualized phenomena. The data was triangulated across multiple sources of data and 

data collection methods (interviews, documents and observations).The logic of triangulation 

is based on the premise that each method reveals rival causal factors and different aspects of 

empirical reality. (Denzin, 1978, 28) 

Interviews  

 

The main method used for gathering data was semi-structured interviews. Most of those 

interviewed were teachers (12) but there were also heads of NGOs (3) journalists (2), and 

officials at the Ministry of Education (2). Interviews with teachers lasted an hour on average. 

Two of the interviews with teachers were conducted with two teachers at the same time. 

With the rest of participants they ranged from 15 minutes to 2 hours.  

 

Using semi-structured interviews was a conscious decision so that participants could feel they 

were free to direct their answers towards the problems that they perceived were most 

pertinent when discussing topics of education, media, misinformation and politics. Bryman 

(2012) highlights this flexible aspect of semi-structured interviews as beneficial to 

understanding events, patterns and behaviour as more room is given to pursue these topics 



(p. 471). This also allows for more natural, flowing conversations and a deeper understanding 

of topics. (ibid)  It was important for me to understand how my participants, especially 

teachers, conceptualized abstract concepts like teacher agency and media literacy, without 

explicitly using those terms.  

 

An interview guide was prepared both for teachers and experts with key questions that were 

asked systematically to each group of respondents. With the teachers, I was more sensitive 

as to how I framed my questions since I was interested in their critique of the education 

reform and the social, economic and political challenges they faced when teaching media 

literacy. Whereas I knew that experts and leaders of NGOs would adopt a very critical stance, 

I anticipated that teachers might be less inclined to share their unfiltered opinions for fear 

that this might bring them trouble within the school system. It turned out not to be the case 

as teachers very openly expressed their views. There was an exception for one teacher who 

had also worked in the PROFOCOM office. It is difficult to determine whether the lack of 

criticism was fear, indoctrination or simply avoiding reflection on negative aspects of the 

different power structures. As for the experts and politically engaged participants, questions 

were tweaked according to their specific area of expertise or experiential knowledge. 

 

I tried to keep my interviews (and focus group) as casual as possible. Though participants were 

all aware that I was a research student who would be using the respective interactions as 

data, I wanted them to feel comfortable and in no way as if they were being tested or that I 

was expecting anything from them.  

 

A focus group with university students was conducted in the beginning of December. The 

purpose of the focus group was to gain a shared understanding amongst youth about media 

phenomena in order to support both the research context chapter and the empirical chapter 

denoting teacher experiences. It was conducted in an empty classroom at the main public 

university in La Paz called Universidad Mayor de San Andrés (UMSA) with seven students in 

their early twenties all studying their bachelor’s in social communication. The focus group 

only lasted 40 minutes and was centered around their experience with misinformation 

before, during and after the elections as well as their perceptions of media education. It was 

very useful for me to see how this specific group of La Paz university students ‘collectively 

made sense of a phenomenon and constructed meanings around it’ (Bryman, 2012, 504). 

 

 

Observations 

 

Since I was not in a research setting where I could engage directly with my participants 

throughout the fieldwork period, participant observation was not possible. I was, however, 

able to observe Bolivian daily life in the four months I was there. My time spent in Bolivia was 

mainly in La Paz so I became much more familiar with paceños.  



 

There were several settings where I consistently observed daily life. The most common of 

these was at the bus stops and inside the ‘mini buses’ (a popular form of public transport in 

La Paz). I also walked along the streets a lot and frequented markets. Cultural and social 

events from parties to museum exhibitions were also enlightening. Having been in La Paz 

throughout a very turbulent time, I was able to attend multiple protests and town council 

meetings. In my internship at the NGO International IDEA where I was the only non-Bolivian, 

I was able to observe how Bolivian professionals approached the nature of democracy in their 

country and the very specific events revolving around the contentious elections. When I 

visited Oruro as part of my internship to coordinate a debate between local council political 

candidates, I was able to observe the discourse of politicians as well as critiques and reactions 

from the audience. It was a enlightening to observe community engagement at a local level 

and helped me to better understand the relationship between civil society and local politics 

in the region. Also very important to my analysis were the observations of media messages 

and reactions. I was constantly checking Bolivian Facebook groups and posts, WhatsApp 

messages from Bolivian group chats, Bolivian television news reports, tweets (Twitter), 

Bolivian YouTubers and so on.  

 

Document analysis 

 

This method of data collection was done before, during and after fieldwork. The documents I 

collected mainly helped me understand the political discourse surrounding critical pedagogy 

and media literacy. There was a lot of information on the Ministry of Education’s website that 

helped me analyze their discourse on CML, namely the ASEP reform document and other 

educational and promotional PDF documents. While I was in Bolivia I gained access to a high 

school social studies textbook and more promotional material from the MoE, as well as 

resources from the FPP on their media literacy teachings.  

 

Data Analysis 

 

For my data analysis I used thematic analysis, a more specific type of content analysis, which 

as its name suggests, is centred on developing themes or topics, in order to identify ideas and 

patterns of meaning that come up repeatedly in the data. It is a purely qualitative form of 

analysis in the sense that it only uses qualitative techniques like describing, summarising, 

giving voice, as well as story-telling, interpretation, theoretical/conceptual analysis, and 

context-situated analysis (sophisticated analyses), as well as having qualitative philosophical 

underpinnings (Braun and Clarke, 2013, 8). I used the software Atlas.ti to code my data.  

 

Braun and Clarke’s ‘six phases of thematic analyses’ (2006) guided the systematic coding 

process of the data: 

 



1) Familiarisation with the data: I transcribed my interviews, read and re-read all the gathered 

data and made notes on my initial analytic observations and reflections.  

 

2) Coding:  Since teacher agency is an important theoretical focus of this research, I made 

sure to go beyond themes that were merely associated with more material or physical types 

of agency. I turned to Tappolet’s definition of agency which considers the interplay between 

emotions, motivations and values as key determinants (Tappolet, 2016). Here, I distinguished 

between positive emotions (hope and fulfilment) and negative emotions (outrage, 

frustration, sadness, embarrassment). Values coding, on the other hand, consists of “values, 

attitudes and beliefs” and these were expressed in my analysis in terms of ‘motivations’ 

versus ‘restrictions’ (Saldaňa, 2012, 91).  

 

Since critical media literacy is a theoretically-charged concept, I also coded the different 

purposes of CML (e.g. to engage students in production, to teach them how to critically 

analyze news, to critically reflect on their social reality/power structures etc.)   

 

3) Searching for themes: codes that emerged from themes are now coded back into themes 

and categorized. I formed code groups on Atlas.ti based on these clusters, for instance 

Teacher Manouevre which grouped the internal and external factors that affected teacher 

agency (e.g. teacher time restrictions, leeway given by school directors, etc.). 

 

4) Reviewing themes: Here, I reflected on whether the themes told a convincing and 

compelling story about the data.  

 

5) Defining and naming themes: a detailed analysis of each theme was conducted. Questions 

that are asked: ‘what story does this theme tell?’ and ‘how does this theme fit into the overall 

story about the data?’  

 

6) Writing up: weaving together the analytic narrative and data extracts, and connecting it 

back to the existing literature.  

 

The process of interpreting data, coding and creating themes is recursive and reflective. A 

directed form of content analysis was used in that 1) codes were defined before and during 

the data analysis and 2) codes were derived both from theories and research findings (Hsieh 

and Shannon, 2005, 1286).  

 

 

 

 



Methodological Reflection 

 

Data Quality 

 

To reflect on my data quality I use criteria adapted for qualitative research developed by 

Lincoln and Guba (1985). Credibility parallels internal validity, transferability parallels external 

validity, dependability parallels reliability and confirmability parallels objectivity. To maintain 

credibility, triangulation of data was employed. I attempted to ensure that my findings 

corroborated across different sources and data collection methods. For example, the ASEP 

reform document analysis was triangulated with interviews held with experts that worked in 

the MoE, which in turn was backed by my observations in the field.  

 

As far as transferability goes, considering the population size is very small and no prior 

research has been done on this particular population, it is difficult to determine whether 

findings would apply to other contexts. My sample was very specific. The public school 

teachers I interviewed are in no way representative of the Bolivian teacher population. These 

teachers were already in a somewhat more privileged position than other teachers due to the 

knowledge they possessed that motivated them to want to attend the first FPP workshop. 

Also, the six years in which they had taken part in workshops from 2014-2019 also made their 

experience very different to most Bolivian teachers who hadn’t had the opportunity to attend 

workshops.  

 

Once again, the dependability of the research is affected by the context-specific nature of the 

study. This makes it difficult to replicate this research in other historical contexts. Since 

interviews were conducted, observations made and documents collected, the country has 

experienced yet another political change. The teachers who participated in the FPP media 

literacy workshops can still be interviewed and there is no reason to believe their feelings and 

motivations would have changed drastically.  

 

In line with qualitative research thinking, it is very difficult if not impossible for the researcher 

to separate their values and subjectivity from their research. To try to enhance the 

confirmability of the study, I kept a journal in the hope that this would make me more 

consciously reflexive of my subjectivity. The topic I have chosen to study is guided by my 

beliefs and values so there is no doubt that these enter into my analysis of data. However, I 

did make a conscious effort to constantly reflect on my research choices, data collection and 

analysis, trying to put myself in non-academic shoes and imagining how a person with a 

different belief system would interpret this research.  

 

I did notice that since most of my respondents had negative experiences with their school 

administrations, I developed a bit of a cynical mindset with relation to the reform. So much 

so that I had a hard time believing the two respondents who had positive experiences with 



the reform. Becoming conscious of this early on allowed me to reflect on it and therefore did 

not interfere with how I posed the questions.  

 

Limitations 

 

During six out of the fifteen weeks I spent on the field I was not able to travel because of the 

social upheaval following elections on October 20th.  Most of the interviews I conducted took 

place in the last few weeks of my time on the field and four had to be done over skype. 

Therefore, I was restricted by an unforeseen loss of time. If I had more time I would have tried 

to interview many more teachers, both those who had taken part in the media literacy 

workshops and those that hadn’t in order to offer a comparative analysis.  

 

Upon arriving on the field I had to redevelop my research plan because the media literacy 

intervention I wanted to research was no longer going to take place. The plan was to interview 

young adult participants in this critical production course. Since I had to shift my sample and 

research questions I considered testing and interviewing secondary school teachers in public 

schools that had undergone media literacy interventions by FPP-trained teachers. There were 

ethical issues that arose since they were secondary school students, most of whom were 

children. Because I was adamant on researching something related to media literacy and 

critical pedagogy, this led me to divert the focus of my research to the teachers of these 

students and issues of teacher agency. Though I was no longer able to conduct an impact 

evaluation of a media literacy intervention, I was grateful for the eye-opening experience of 

examining teachers’ experiences and perspectives. This shift in focus led me to realize how 

important teacher well-being is in affecting the quality of education. 

 

 

Positionality and Ethical Considerations  

 

Positionality 

 

Reflecting on researcher positionality, it is important to firstly recognise the fact that I arrived 

to Bolivia as an outsider who had never visited the country, so I needed to be mindful of this 

as I conducted my research. Even though Spanish is my mother tongue and I consider myself 

South American, the fact that I am white, have a Uruguayan/Spanish accent when I speak 

Spanish, study in Europe and was visiting the country as a researcher affected the way I was 

perceived by my participants. There were several moments while chatting to my participants 

and interviewing them that I was praised for attending university. Though I was grateful in my 

replies, I also politely disassociated myself with deserving any form of distinction for it. I am 

fully aware of the high probability that being white and attending a Dutch university made it 

easier for me on some occasions to talk to certain people.   



 

As a woman, I got the sense that it was easier to talk to and open up to female participants. 

The male teachers maintained more of a distance which is not surprising in a conservative 

culture like Bolivia. I did consider that being a white woman may have also helped in attaining 

interviews with certain experts. I did not feel threatened in any way with any of the male (or 

female) participants that I interviewed. There was always a high level of professionalism 

maintained by the experts and teachers.  

 

When people asked me where I was from I would either say Brazilian or Brazilian and 

Uruguayan. Plenty of people were enthusiastic about this as Brazil is a neighboring country. 

Most people I talked to either had a relative or friend that moved to Brazil, knew a Brazilian 

in Bolivia and/or had visited Brazil. This made it easier to engage with participants at times 

and there was less of a colonizer-colonized mentality. When talking about politics for 

example, there was a sentiment of solidarity from participants who compared the leaders of 

Brazil and Bolivia, often in a humorous way to denote the instabilities of Latin American 

economies. I was also there at a time when many Latin American countries were experiencing 

waves of unrest so there was a widespread perception of uncertainty and injustice in the 

region. 

 

 

Ethical considerations 

 

Before leaving for fieldwork, I pondered for a long time on questions of consent and being 

honest with my participants about the purpose of my research. I wondered how much 

information I would be willing to omit to my participants for the sake of sound research. 

Fortunately, I did not have to grapple with this dilemma during my time in Bolivia as the basis 

of my research is to protect the right to information.  

 

One concern that I did grapple with a lot was how to retribute my participants for the time 

that they so generously gave me to conduct the interviews. I did not give any retribution to 

the experts but with teachers I was at least able to pay for the meal/snack we had over our 

interview at a café or restaurant. Unfortunately, with the four teachers I interviewed over 

Skype, I couldn’t think of a meaningful and appropriate way to compensate them for their 

time. I am still in contact with the teachers over WhatsApp and hope to be able to one day 

compensate them for sharing their experiences with me.  

 

Once on the field I wanted to make sure that I was not misleading my participants in any way 

so I was very open to them about my background, the institutions and organizations that I 

was in contact with and the scope of my audience. Before starting any of my interviews, I 

would outline the purpose of my research and why I wanted to interview them so they could 

make an informed decision whether to participate. Then, I would tell them that at any 



moment in the interview they can stop the recording, ask me to omit any part they wished or 

maintain their anonymity if they pleased. I also made it clear that they would not benefit from 

my research in any way. I did not ask them to sign a consent form because I wanted to 

maintain the informal nature of my meetings with the teachers. As for experts and other 

interviewees, they did not express any desire to formalize their consent.  

 

In my positionality as a researcher I made sure to be open and receptive with my participants. 

The interview settings were casual, comfortable places like cafes or quiet restaurants. I tried 

to make it more of a conversation than an interview where they felt they were being 

interrogated. With two different participants, I did feel like a pushy journalist on a couple of 

occasions when they stopped responding to me or ignored my messages. This was something 

that I deemed necessary to do because of my limited time in Bolivia and small sample 

availability but I was very aware of not pressuring them to do something they didn’t want to 

do. If a participant didn’t reply to my message, I would usually write to them again when an 

appropriate time had passed (a few days to a couple of weeks) and I would try to formulate 

my messages in a different way. Luckily, I didn’t have to insist much with any of the 

participants and we were always amicable with each other.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Theoretical Framework 
 

This thesis examines teachers’ experiences of teaching critical media literacy (CML) in schools 

through the lens of teacher agency (TA) theories. The teachers that I interviewed during my 

fieldwork in Bolivia were engaged in teaching CML, so CML and TA theories, along with their 

intersections, will be outlined in this chapter. To understand how CML as a field came about, 

it is necessary to examine the influence of critical pedagogy (CP). In later chapters on research 

analysis, however, it will become clear that the relationship between CML and critical 

pedagogy is much more complex in practice. On the one hand the ASEP reform embodies 

critical pedagogical teachings but on the other, teachers engage their students in critical 

pedagogy by resisting the very powers that encourage them to use critical pedagogy.   

 

I will start by briefly laying out the principles of critical theory, specifically the critical theory 

used by Latin American scholars from a decolonial point of view. This is important to 

understand the origins of critical pedagogy and how the MAS government’s decolonization 

project is linked to CP. Then, I will discuss critical pedagogy and the impact it has had in the 

Bolivian education context under MAS. Finally, I will further narrow down to critical media 

literacy, explaining the theories’ underpinnings and the varied practical applications that have 

been developed since the onset of the field. Finally, the notion of teacher agency will be 

explained along with a recap of the literature and what this means for the specific context 

analysed in this thesis. CML, CP and TA theories are all connected in the context of this 

research for the wider purpose of social transformation.  

 

Critical Theory 

Critical theory argues for a radical, emancipatory form of Marxian theory. This thesis will hone 

in on the aspect of critical theory that is relevant for the research context, specifically 

literature on decolonization in Latin America by post-development scholars who question the 

Western, Euro-centric production of knowledge (see Walsh, 2012; Escobar, 2007; de Sousa 

Santos, 2007). From the beginning of MAS’s trajectory in office they called for a return of 

indigenous knowledge and wisdom, influenced by the politics of buen vivir (to live well), part 

of the alternative development project initiated by the MAS government to recover and 

promote indigenous cultures (Lopes-Cardozo, 2013, 754). Boaventura de Sousa Santos claims 

that the pursuit of global justice can only be achieved through cognitive justice (De Sousa 

Santos, 2007a, 53).  

Critical Pedagogy 

 

At the intersection between critical theory and pedagogical practices lies critical pedagogy. 

Taking a step further from critical theory in its application by proposing an educational model, 

critical pedagogy aims to provide students, especially those from oppressed social groups, 



with the cognitive tools to encourage human agency so they can ‘reflectively frame their own 

relationship to the ongoing project of an unfinished democracy.’ (Giroux, 717) For Paulo 

Freire, the educator who pioneered critical pedagogical thought in the 1960s, politics and 

education could not be separate from one another as education is in its very nature a political 

practice. Writing in the context of their native Brazil which was transitioning into democracy 

following two decades of military dictatorship, Freire and Macedo emphasise this deeply 

reflexive practice in Literacy: Reading the Word and the World (1987), where they write, 

“Reading the world always precedes reading the word, and reading the word implies 

continually reading the world”. The movement to replace education as the ‘practice of 

domination’ with ‘education as the practice of freedom’ involves processes that occur both 

inside and outside the classroom, both looking to local histories and to the possibilities for 

future transformations. (Freire, 1997, 73) The current western educational system, Freire 

claims, is a “banking” concept of education. Through teacher narrating and mechanical 

memorization, education “becomes an act of depositing, in which the students are the 

depositaries and the teacher is the depositor.” (Freire, 1997, 45) Instead, the teacher and 

student should learn from each other through reflective dialogue. Unsurprisingly, this is very 

difficult to achieve in practice as embedded cultural and institutional norms restrict the space 

to unlearn traditional teacher-student or adult-child relationships.   

 

Conscientização – or the development of critical consciousness – is at the centre of Freire’s 

“problem-posing” education. The role of the teacher is crucial if students are to achieve the 

goal of conscientização. Student-teacher dynamics differ from the banking concept, as ‘the 

teacher is no longer merely the-one-who-teaches, but one who is himself taught in dialogue 

with the students, who in turn while being taught also teach.’ (Freire, 1970, 42) Through 

critical intervention in reality – in other words, reflecting upon the world to change it – 

students can become active participants instead of being passive consumers with no control 

over their own destiny. Critical pedagogists stress that the goal of critical consciousness goes 

beyond self-reflection and an awareness of the forces that have ‘hitherto ruled their lives and 

shaped their consciousness’. (Aronowitz, 2009, 4) For critical pedagogy to be transformative 

within the larger project of social justice and freedom, action must follow. Freire defines the 

linking of theory and action ‘directed at the structures to be transformed’ as praxis (Freire, 

1970, 126). 

 

Though CML theorists have borrowed a lot from critical pedagogists, many are wary of its 

limitations.  Gore (1993) considers that while the CP literature writes a lot about what 

teachers should do, there is an absence of instruction on how it should be practiced (p. 8). 

Moreover, he claims that it can be problematic to attribute political goals to a school of 

pedagogy since it puts pressure on teachers to bring about change, a change that is 

considered utopian by many of CP’s critics (ibid). Indeed, this is reflected in Bolivia’s context 

of critical pedagogy in the ASEP reform (Lopes Cardozo, 2012, 21; Lopes Cardozo, 2015). 

Buckingham elaborates on the utopian nature of critical pedagogy claiming that it is 



unrealistic to expect forms of assessment to be removed from schooling and to expect 

meaningful and engaging conversations to take place in an environment where the teacher 

has a limited role (Buckingham, 1996, 634). He questions whether the students learn anything 

at all. The classroom is a very context-specific place so the level of reflection in conversations 

will undoubtedly depend on that.  

 

The 2010 ASEP education reform draws heavily on decolonial thought and the Freirean 

notions of critical consciousness. As illustrated under Article 3 of the reform, the basis of 

education “is liberating in its pedagogy because it promotes [the process of] becoming 

conscious of one’s reality in order to transform it, developing one’s personality and critical 

thinking.”2 The reform sets forth the commitment of training teachers to be reflexive, self-

critical and innovative in order to further the Bolivian project of social transformation (Article 

33). Significant weight is also placed on the inclusion of indigenous and afro-Bolivian 

knowledges and customs, counteracting the dominant colonial epistemes that had been in 

place thus far. In theory, the education reform is not only influenced by critical debates on 

coloniality, but also falls under the wider Latin American popular education tradition of 

progressive and egalitarian principles that address issues of class, race and gender; issues that 

are at the core of Freirean ideals and critical pedagogical thought. (Lopes Cardozo, 2015, 4)  

 

 

Critical Media Literacy 

 

The ubiquitous nature of digital media in the 21st century presents new challenges for critical 

pedagogy educators. To remain in touch with reality, educators must adapt by teaching 

journalistic and media skills (Apple, 2011, 230). The field of media literacy concerns itself with 

the nature of media messages and endeavours to instil the ability to access, analyse, evaluate 

and create media in a variety of forms. Girardello and Fantin (2009) do a very good job at 

putting forth a definition for media literacy that encompasses the overarching goals of the 

whole movement and situates the movement within broader disciplines. They define it as, 

“an interdisciplinary field that is under construction at the border between education, 

communication, culture and art, and which is dedicated to reflection, research and 

intervention for the critical and creative appropriation of the media and the construction of 

citizenship.” (Giardello & Fantin, 2009, 51) What is meant by ‘critical and creative 

appropriation of the media’ and ‘construction of citizenship’, however, is determined by the 

way different scholars perceive social and political power structures and what aspects of the 

media they believe need to be taught. One interpretation of how to creatively appropriate 

 
2 “Es liberadora en lo pedagógico porque promueve que la persona tome conciencia de su realidad para 
transformarla, desarrollando su personalidad y pensamiento crítico.” (Ministerio de Educación de Bolivia, 
2010, 7) 
 



the media for citizen empowerment in today’s digitalized media environment is Jenkin’s 

conception of a participatory culture.  

 

The desire for a media literacy that not only critically examines media messages and their 

sources, but also reflects on the wider social context surrounding the institutions that 

influence culture and the power structures that they legitimize, culminated in the subfield of 

Critical Media Literacy (CML). Inspired and enlightened by the works of Antonio Gramsci, 

Michel Foucault, Paulo Freire, Catherine Walsh, Henry Giroux, Stanley Aronowitz, Michael 

Apple, bell hooks along with other cultural theorists and critical pedagogy educators, CML 

seeks to “guide students to explore difficult-to-see ideologies and connections between 

power and information.” (Garcia et al, 2013, pp. 111.) CML delves into issues of social justice, 

informed by critical theory, critical pedagogy, cultural studies, media studies, feminist theory, 

postmodernism, and emancipatory educational studies. (Tisdell, 2008, 51) Unlike its tamer 

predecessor, it makes certain inferences about the nature of the media prior to analysis. 

Yosso (2002) summarises some of these assumptions made by Critical Media Literacy 

scholars: 

 

(1) the media are controlled and driven by money; (2) media images are 

constructions—both of directors, actors, and other media makers; (3) media 

makers bring their own experience with them in their construction of characters, 

including their perceptions of race, gender, class, etc.; (4) consumers of media 

construct their own meaning of media portrayals in light of their own background 

experience. (Yosso in Tisdell, 2007, 3) 

 

The goal of CML is to develop critical consciousness whereby students become aware of the 

power structures that control the media and engage themselves and each other to bring 

about social change.  

 

The goal of media literacy education is ‘not to become amateur producers but rather to 

engage the media in our lives, to interrogate and evaluate its messages and techniques and 

then to choose, ultimately, whether to accept or reject the values conveyed.’ Engaging 

students in media production processes, if done correctly, can teach the subjects in question 

how easily news stories can be manipulated or twisted to suit certain narratives as well as the 

fact that bias is unavoidable when creating media. What is arguably a more valuable result of 

teaching and encouraging students how to create content is the confidence that this gives 

them to have an impact on their community. (Westbrook, 2011, 158) Jacqueline Sanchez from 

Taller Telekids, an NGO that teaches media production, led one of the yearly FPP workshop 

in 2017 for teachers that I later interviewed. She claims that learning media production allows 

us to engage more actively in the community and become involved in civic participation that 

can lead to bottom-up changes. (Educamedios, 2017) Kellner & Share (2005) back this up and 



urge more student-centred approaches that integrate the students’ culture, knowledge and 

experiences to enhance their agency (p. 371). In order for these experiences to take place in 

schools, teachers need to be given the training, tools, time and space to carry out these 

activities (Share, 2017). 

 

 

Teacher Agency 

 

Agency, here, is defined in basic sociological terms as the capacity of individuals to act 

independently in a given environment. Thus, when applied to teachers it denotes their 

“freedom of choice” in the classroom but also outside, in their social relations, economic 

resources and values that they in turn legitimate in the classroom (Giroux, 1988, 195). As 

Giroux makes clear in his work on Teachers as Transformative Intellectuals (1988), the 

concept of agency is also directly linked with exerting critical thinking skills and challenging 

cultural norms and power structures to influence their surroundings. Such influences may go 

unnoticed and will most likely take time before there are any effects but they are nonetheless 

potent. By referring to teachers as transformative intellectuals, they are given recognition for 

the intellectual labour they engage in, as opposed to purely instrumental or technical terms 

(ibid, 193). This recognition is arguably an agency-enhancer too. Teachers’ agency can be seen 

as static, fixed and essentialised or as multidimensional, situated and dynamic.   

 

The concept of teachers as transformative intellectuals put forward by Giroux is limited in 

that it undermines the predominant role of external factors that are out of the teacher’s 

control. Because the term focuses on teachers’ capacities, qualities and abilities in influencing 

agency, it places too much burden on teachers to determine their own agency (Lasky, 2005). 

According to Priestley et al. (2013), it is important for notions of teacher agency to take into 

account the complex interactions of individual, social, cultural, material and structural factors. 

This thesis emphasizes the interplay of these different external dimensions, which are very 

context specific. It corroborates the idea that agents act by means of their environment, 

rather than simply in their environment (Biesta & Tedder, 2006).  

 

Nurturing a supportive environment for teachers therefore has a significant impact on their 

room to maneuver. Studies on teachers’ agency have shown that collaborating with other 

agents is an overriding factor in determining teacher agency (Pantic, 2017). These 

relationships can be with fellow teachers, parents, students or headmasters. Such feelings of 

solidarity, especially between teachers, can contribute towards bringing about social change 

as they can wield more power as a collective (Van der Heijdena, et al., 2015). 

 

It is helpful to see agency as both a mutually reinforcing and opposing relationship with 

structure rather than merely a dichotomy. Giddens provides a useful conceptualization of the 

structure-agency duality where structure can be seen “not only constraining but also 



enabling” (Barker & Jane, 2016, p. 280). In the same vein, Barker & Jane (2016) claim that 

agency can be self-constituting or socially produced. Socially produced agency is enabled by a 

variety of social resources, allowing for the capacity to act in multiple settings and in different 

ways. The line between what is considered self-constituting and socially produced is not so 

clear, however. Also, finding a balance between feeling enough negative emotions (such as 

frustration or fear) to push one to act to change their reality but not too much so that one 

feels hopeless or unable to act, show how malleable and delicate the concept of agency is.  

 

 

 

 

Conceptual Scheme 
 

The theoretical relationship between CML, CP and CT is shown visually. Their relationship with 

Teachers as Transformative Agents and the Education System is depicted with arrows. Green 

arrow means enabling, red arrow means restricting.  
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The Bolivian Context 
 

In order to answer the research questions, context of time and place must be provided. This 

also harmonizes with the critical realist methodology of this thesis, where context pervades 

through all the stages of research and analysis. It is not necessary to go too far back in Bolivia’s 

history to comprehend the state of media literacy in the country and the conditions teachers 

find themselves in. For this reason, the post-colonial historical context will be summarized in 

terms of its relevance for the political scenario leading up to 2020. Then, the political context 

will be elaborated on, in detail, starting from the Movement for Socialism (MAS) party’s rise 

to power in 2005 to the ousting of the government in 2019 and the events that followed. The 

subsequent effect of politics on education and media will also be discussed to provide the 

relevant context for the empirical chapters, which engage with the conceptualization and 

practice of CML by teachers and the government. The section on elections and media includes 

data analysis from interviews and the focus group. 

 

A brief history 

 

Bolivia’s recent history is in many ways as rocky as its landscapes. The final decades of Bolivia’s 

colonial rule were fraught by uprisings, the most notable of which was the Katari rebellion led 

by the indigenous Aymara member Tupac Katari who lay siege to La Paz for six months. 

(Robins, 1990, 18) Although Katari’s resistance was not a significant driving force for 

independence, he remains an indigenous legend in the Andean region and a powerful symbol 

of resistance within the decolonization movement that prevailed under the MAS government. 

It is important to note that it was mainly the criollos (the name given to European descendants 

born in the Americas who subsequently developed a non-European identity), who took 

ownership of the independence struggle in Bolivia. (Morales, 2003, 37) This meant that when 

they were finally able to ward off the Spanish – a feat made possible by the Napoleonic Wars 

that weakened the Spanish dynasty – the new Bolivian republic first and foremost 

represented the interests of the criollo population and largely neglected indigenous groups. 

(Cajías de la Vega, 2005, 582) Constituting more than half the population, indigenous people 

were denied access to education, political participation and economic opportunity. (ibid, 592) 

It wasn’t until the 1952 National Revolution that indigenous peoples were extended voting 

rights and land ownership rights. (Morales, 2003, 8) In spite of this recognition of indigenous 

peoples in the political system, they were still very much excluded from participating 

politically. They were also regarded as a homogenous group as opposed to a diverse set of 

indigenous groups, each with their own customs and languages (Cusicanqui, 2015, 32).  

Since independence from Spain in 1825 Bolivia has experienced nearly 200 coups and 

counter-coups. (King, 2006, 12) Despite the establishment of democratic civilian rule in 1982 

(after eighteen years of military dictatorship), social unrest escalated in the last two decades 

of the 20th century. This was exacerbated by deep-seated poverty, unchecked drug trafficking, 



and economic mismanagement. As they alternated between right-wing and left-wing 

government in the latter part of the century, Bolivians have never been deterred from voicing 

their discontent on the streets. This relentless spirit of protest, characteristic of the nation’s 

people, combined with the growing confidence of indigenous communities (thanks to an 

experiment in democratic governance which began in 1994 and allowed local governments 

to elect their own popular assemblies), paved the way for the election of Bolivia’s first 

indigenous president. (King, 2006, 14)  

At the turn of the century, two series of protests occurred that ended up being decisive in 

changing Bolivian politics. These protests not only demonstrate the Bolivian people’s 

determination to mobilizing against injustices, but they are also symbolic of the growing 

discontent with social and economic policies that did not favour the majority. In 1999 Gonzalo 

Sanchez de Lozada, Bolivia’s neoliberal, USA-backed president, privatized Cochabamba’s 

municipal water supply upon recommendation from the World Bank and IMF as they 

considered the country’s public water management inefficient.3 (Weber, 2011)  Outsourced 

to the French company Suez, Bolivians were outraged when they suddenly had to pay US $400 

for their water bill (ibid). This sparked a wave of protests that finally led the government to 

roll back the privatization in 2000. Three years later protests broke out once again, this time 

in La Paz’ sister city El Alto, as a result of the exploitation of Bolivia’s vast gas reserves. The 

protests escalated quickly with over seventy civilians killed and hundreds injured by police 

and military as well as the imposition of martial law by the government. (El Deber, 2019) Black 

October (octubre negro) was the name given to this tragic set of events. Sanchez de Lozada, 

fearing his own safety, fled to the US and his administration was eventually forced to call new 

elections.  

 

Politics: change or more of the same? 

 

MAS takes power 

 

In December 2005 Evo Morales under MAS was elected by the widest margin of any leader in 

Bolivia’s democratic history. (Glaister, 2005) Morales had become the face of change, running 

on the promise of nationalizing the country’s fossil fuel industries, undoing neo-liberal and 

neo-colonial policies, and empowering the socially, economically and politically excluded 

indigenous majority. His appeal was also attributable to the fact that he hails from the Aymara 

indigenous group, the most populous in the country (along with Quechua). Moreover, he 

represented the struggle of many in the country as his family were miners who crossed the 

country to try their luck as coca subsistence farmers when the mining sector collapsed 

(Glaister, 2005). As a young adult Morales became involved in coca trade union activities 

 
3 Neoliberal rule here is meant as characterized by privatization and financial de-regulation to attract more 
foreign direct investment 



eventually becoming the Union Chief. He later made his way into the Movement for Socialism, 

a party founded in 1987 that evolved out of the collective vindication to defend the interests 

of coca growers that were being threatened by the USA’s War on Drugs and their policy of 

eradicating the coca leaf which is the source of cocaine (Zuazo, 2009, 36). Morales became 

the leader of MAS in 1997 but their success was not immediate under his rule. In the 2002 

elections MAS lost to Sanchez de Lozada’s Republican Nationalist Movement by a narrow 

margin. The 2003 Gas Wars marked a watershed in the two-decade struggle for social and 

racial justice, providing more of an impetus for political change. (El Pais, 2013) Simply put by 

Hylton and Thomson (2007) “the election of Evo Morales did not bring about a revolution. It 

was a revolution that brought about the government of Evo Morales” (p.17). So, when the 

2005 elections came along, MAS was the logical choice for a great majority of Bolivians.  

 

The MAS government’s first term was marked by the nationalization of oil and gas reserves 

and the approval by referendum of a new constitution aimed at reconciling Bolivia with its 

indigenous roots. The new constitution was approved by a wide margin in a referendum in 

January 2009 and not only recognises Bolivia’s 36 different ‘nations’ or indigenous 

communities but also changed Bolivia’s name from the Republic of Bolivia to the Plurinational 

State of Bolivia (UNFPA, 2010). Previously treated as second-class citizens, indigenous 

Bolivians – which make up at least 40% of the population – finally gained formal recognition 

from the state. This, along with the implementation of social policies that lifted millions out 

of poverty (59.9% poverty rate in 2006 to 36.4% in 2017) and an increase in public access to 

electricity, sewage and water (World Bank, 2018), made it easy for Morales to win re-election 

in 2009 and 2014. Because his party maintained control of the legislative branch of the 

government, he was able to continue his process of change. (Council on Hemispheric Affairs, 

2018) 

 

Yet, Morales’s promises fell short of many Bolivians’ expectations. Bolivia still remains one of 

the poorest countries in South America with most indigenous people not having reaped the 

benefits of the government reforms. Morales has pursued the very market-friendly policies 

that he vehemently criticised during his campaign, having welcomed many foreign investors 

and businesses which he formally labelled as imperialists (Mercado, 2018). The self-

proclaimed “Government of Change” seemed reminiscent of previous corrupt, self-serving 

governments. Much of the MAS discourse on protecting the Pachamama (mother earth in 

Quechua) was not translated into policy. This was made clear in the highly controversial 

government project to build a highway across the protected indigenous territory known as 

TIPNIS (Isiboro Sécure Indigenous Territory and National Park). Even the constitutional 

commitment to vet such projects with the indigenous communities was ignored by the MAS 

government. The indigenous groups in the TIPNIS area resisted peacefully by blocking a road 

on route to the national park and in 2011, marched to La Paz. Their peaceful protest was met 

with violence from police who tear-gassed marchers making their way into Plaza Murillo, an 

emblematic square in La Paz that houses  Parliament (Fabricant & Postero, 2019, 256). Though 



some indigenous groups in the amazon region were in favor of infrastructural development 

since it would expand their commercial routes, the highly mediatized dispute symbolized a 

turning point in relations between indigenous groups and the government (Cusicanqui, 2015, 

42). 

 

On top of the disillusionment, what has been most controversial about Morales’ rule is his 

tight grip on power. After narrowly losing a referendum in 2016 that barred him from 

amending the constitution to be able to compete in the 2019 elections, he took the case to 

the Supreme Court which ruled that term limits violate human rights, providing the 

justification for him to run again (Mercado, 2018). The by-passing of the will of the Bolivian 

people angered many who already had become disillusioned with the lack of representation 

under Evo (as he is commonly referred to by Bolivians). There seemed to be a cult of 

personality developing around him, evidenced by his face plastered on buildings, highways 

and the urban cable car system (see Romero & Schipani, 2009; Flores, 2020). The most 

poignant example of this is a museum he commissioned honouring indigenous history with a 

whole floor dedicated to preserving his own legacy. The museum cost US$ 7 million to build 

in his hometown of Orinoca where 68% of its inhabitants lack access to running water (AP 

Archive, 2019). A large part of the Bolivian population were determined to put a stop to his 

14-year rule, the longest mandate in Bolivian history (ibid).  

 

Elections: Field Observations of the campaign and aftermath  

 

When I arrived in La Paz in early September 2019, everyone I met, from university students 

and NGO workers to street vendors and taxi drivers, were worried about the fires engulfing 

the Amazon region of La Chiquitania, home to indigenous communities and thousands of 

species of plants and animals. Over a period of three months, the fires destroyed 4 million 

hectares of land, or 45% of the Chiquitania region. While most television channels reported 

neutrally on the matter, social media feeds and several (online) newspapers took a more 

critical stance and blamed the government (Collyns, 2019). The outrage ranged from those 

who bemoaned the powers at be for failing to contain the blaze to those who held suspicions 

of MAS supporters intentionally starting the fires. They were echoing claims made by 

environmentalists and locals that the fires were a man-made response to legislation that had 

been passed encouraging slash-and-burn farming to clear land for cattle ranching and soy 

farming (Machicao & Ramos, 2019). Whoever was the culprit, according to political analysts 

and experts, these fires played a role in diminishing support for the MAS party as fires 

continued to burn in October just days before the election (Carrasco, 2019). After all, the 2017 

World Values Survey found that Bolivia was the second out of sixty countries where 

preserving the environment is preferred over economic development, with 73,4% of 

respondents favouring environmental protection (EMV, 2017, 73). September and October 

saw dozens of protests take place, mostly in the Santa Cruz department where the Chiquitania 

is located. Since the government refused to declare the fires a national emergency, a town 



hall meeting (cabildo) was organized in Santa Cruz with the attendance of an estimated one 

million people (see figure 1), an event which ended up as a protest demanding environmental 

protection (Vasquez, 2019). 

 

 
Figure 1 - photo taken by APG agency of Cabildo in Santa Cruz (October 2019) 

 

The Movement for Socialism’s main rival in the election campaign was Citizen Community 

(CC). Led by Carlos Mesa, a journalist and intellectual, the party positioned itself as the 

moderate alternative to the more polarizing MAS. However, many people did not see 

anything moderate about Mesa, who served as Sanchez de Lozada’s vice president during 

Black October (and then served as president for 19 months when Sanchez de Lozada fled to 

the US). His opponents saw him as anti-indigenous for not having done nearly enough to 

promote indigenous culture, a sentiment that Morales further fueled during his election 

campaign (Europa Press, 2019a.). Apart from MAS and CC, the only two other parties who 

gained political traction – but were still quite far behind in the polls – was Oscar Ortiz from 

Bolivia Says No and Chi Hyun Chung from the Christian Democratic Party. The former is a 

protest party whose leader was not considered to be very charismatic. The latter, on the other 

hand, is a very charismatic, evangelical Korean doctor. He appealed to the devout population 

in Bolivia – where 75% of the adult population identify as Catholic and 18% identify as 

evangelical or Christian (Pagina Siete, 2019). He was able to garner support from young voters 

despite his reactionary views since he was considered to be a refreshing alternative to the 

familiar faces of other candidates (EFE, 2019). The media compared him to the populist 

leaders Donald Trump (USA) and Jair Bolsonaro (Brazil) for his simple and straightforward 

language as well as his misogynistic and homophobic discourse (Correo del Sur, 2019a.). 

 



As election day drew nearer, many of MAS’ critics that I spoke to (teachers, NGO workers, 

journalists etc.) nervously wondered how tightly the ruling party would cling to power. Some 

were already speculating that the government might tamper with the results somehow. The 

independence of the judiciary had already been called into question following the 2016 

referendum ruling by the Plurinational Constitutional Court so it was not outrageous to 

consider that the Supreme Electoral Tribunal (TSE) was following similar footsteps, especially 

considering several key figures who were vocally against MAS’ dictatorial attitudes resigned 

a year before elections took place. (Aguilar, 2018) Another telltale sign that the government 

was violating democratic norms was the fact that a public opinion poll conducted by La Paz’s 

major public university, Universidad Mayor de San Andrés, was censored by the TSE. 

(Mercado, 2019) The nation-wide survey showed that Morales was not predicted to win by 

the 10 percent margin he needed to claim victory in the first round, differing from surveys 

released by government-affiliated institutions. (ibid) The constitutional court refused to 

comment when questioned by the Committee to Protect Journalists. (CPJ, 2019) Several 

newspaper-run surveys and political pundits had predicted that if the election went to a 

second round between Morales (party: Movement for Socialism - MAS) and his main 

opponent Carlos Mesa (party: Citizen Community – CC), the latter would win. (Layme, 2019) 

Again, this is not surprising since the platform predicted to come in third place was called 

“Bolivia Says No”, in reference to 51% of Bolivians who voted in 2016 not to let Morales run 

again. 

 

 
Figure 2 A graffiti on a street in the centre of Potosí that reads "neither Evo nor Mesa, power 

to the people"; photo by author 

 

When voters cast their ballots on Sunday, October 20, no one could have predicted the 

complex, polarizing and violent effects that the election results would have. The Preliminary 

Electoral Results Transmission System (TREP) mysteriously stopped working at 8 pm that 

night. At this point 83% of the vote had been counted with Morales at 45% and Mesa and 



38%, meaning a second round would be necessary. (Suarez, 2019) It wasn’t until the next 

night that the TREP count reappeared showing a jump in favour of Morales (46.8%) and a fall 

for Mesa (36.7%) with 95% of the vote counted, suggesting a win for the MAS party (Cordero, 

2019). Morales and his supporters celebrated their victory without any explanation of  why 

there had been a blackout in the vote count. Protests, which started in small numbers on the 

night of the elections, grew larger and more violent in the coming days. Tear gas was released 

on peaceful crowds in order to disperse them and several people were injured by police 

forces. City-wide strikes were called in Santa Cruz and to a lesser extent in other cities by civil 

society groups, in the hopes that this would lead the government to call new elections.  

 

The most violent instances, however, came from altercations between MAS supporters and 

anti-government protestors, with three people losing their lives. The polarization of the 

Bolivian population was very visible during my time in La Paz. On the streets, blockades 

formed by young people pressuring on the government to call new elections, were met with 

aggression by minibus drivers who depended on their day-to-day income to feed their 

families. In one of the protests I attended, MAS supporters and anti-MAS protestors threw 

rocks at each other. On social media, this was even more visible. WhatsApp and Facebook 

groups, which I closely followed, were filled with hateful posts on both sides and I heard story 

after story of colleagues or even family members falling out with each other on the groups 

for supporting opposing sides. “My uncle left the family WhatsApp group” or “one of my 

colleagues left the group of teachers and stopped speaking to us” were a couple of examples 

I heard from a friend and school teacher respectively.  

 

In the first week of November the government came to an agreement with the Organization 

of American States (OAS), who had been called to monitor the transparency of the elections 

and to conduct an audit of the elections. (Suarez, 2019) Opposition parties and civic 

organisations rejected the audit saying that the OAS would be biased towards MAS so the 

nation was astonished when they concluded that there were irregularities in the vote count. 

(Lemos, 2019) Morales called new elections but by then it was too little too late as protestors 

were calling for his resignation. On November 10th, Morales resigned amid pressure from the 

military. (Molina, 2019) Thousands took to the streets across the country to celebrate a 

victory for democracy and even police officers honked their horns and cheered in excitement. 

The euphoria was short-lived as MAS supporters took to the streets for the next couple of 

weeks, with several instances of looted shops and La Paz (empty) municipal buses set on fire. 

(ANF, 2019) The power vacuum left by the resignation of Morales and the next three 

successors led to the vice-president of the lower parliamentary chamber, Jeanine Áñez 

declaring herself interim president. In the next couple of weeks altercations between MAS-

supporters and the military in Cochabamba and El Alto killed more than 30 people. (Correo 

del Sur, 2019b.) Once again, the polarization was made all too visible and many Bolivians 

realized that the struggle for democracy and peace was far from over.  

 



Interim rule and new elections 

 

When Áñez took power, she positioned herself as a sort of democratic savior who would 

oversee the democratic transition process. Her intentions, however, came into question after 

she decided to run for elections due to take place in October 20204, despite having claimed 

back in December that it would be dishonest for her to run (Europa Press, 2019b). Many of 

her critics believe she has overstepped her mandate by making several policy changes 

including renegotiating gas contracts with Brazil, severing relations with Cuba and Venezuela 

while building up relations with the US, and persecuting members of the former MAS 

government (Schipani, 2020). Polls released in March 2020, conducted by the research centre 

Ciesmori, show that Luis Arce –  MAS’ new candidate and former Minister of Economics and 

Public Finance from 2006-2017, handpicked by Morales – is in first place with 33% of the vote. 

This lends credence to the claim that MAS possesses a loyal base of one-third of voters 

(Piérola Gómez, 2020). In second and third place in the polls are Mesa and Áñez with 18% and  

17% respectively. (Bolivisión, 2020) What remains clear is that the top three candidates, along 

with the fact that Evo Morales is running for senate, demonstrates a continuum of old-style 

politics with a lack of youth, indigenous and female representation. Of the six major political 

alliances/parties, Áñez is the only female presidential candidate. There are only three 

indigenous people represented, all of them running for vice-president (Marco Antonio Pumari 

for Creemos, David Choquehuanca for MAS and Tomasa Yarhui, an indigenous woman, for 

the Freedom and Democracy Party. Pumari is the youngest of the presidential/vice-

presidential candidates at 39 years old.  

  

 

 

The Importance of Media 

 

The power of New Media 

 

As of 2018, Bolivia recorded 9.6 million mobile phones connected to the internet. That 

amounts to 84.6% of the population (ATT, 2019). Even if we assume that some people have  

more than one mobile phone that is still a significant majority of people connected to the  

internet, especially compared to 2011, when only 30% were online (Quiroz, 2017, 62).  

According to a 2017 report by AGETIC, a government agency, 94% of internet users utilize  

Facebook on a regular basis, 91% use WhatsApp and 40% use YouTube. (AGETIC, 2017, 77)  

It is important to mention that there is a stark contrast between internet access in capital  

cities (62 % of the total) versus small towns (21%) and rural areas (17%). (Ibid, 56) In rural  

areas, people tend to listen to the radio more than in urban areas. (Ibid, 13) News on the  

 
4 Due to the global pandemic the elections have been postponed on more than one occasion. October is the 

month foreseen for the elections as of August 2020 when this thesis was completed. 



radio is similar to social media in that it is more independent. While television channels  

financially rely on government-paid propaganda, radio and social media can operate more  

freely, but the downside is that they have less credibility as almost anyone can emit  

information via local radio or internet and they are not subject to scrutiny of larger  

organisations. (Torrico & Villegas, 2012, 40) The difference, however, is that radio stations  

are limited to their localities and do not have nearly as much capacity as social media to  

spread information.  

 

This rapid increase in exposure to information has not been met with proportionate top-down 

attempts to educate citizens on how to navigate this vast, untamed, virtual territory. The FPP 

has been the only organisation to actively engage in media literacy. Other organizations have 

tried to teach digital literacy or computer literacy, in other words made efforts to show 

teachers and students how to use computers and mobile phones via what they call TICs 

(Technologies of Information and Communication), but even that has been limited. (George 

Reyes & Veytia, 2018). In the AGETIC study, 80% of respondents claim to use the internet to 

search for information on government entities (AGETIC, 2017, 153). If internet users are not 

taught how to discern fact from fiction when looking up information, they are susceptible to 

misleading or false information and fake news that is rife on social media sites like Facebook, 

Whatsapp or Youtube, used widely by the population.  

 

On the supply-side, more efforts have been made to control misinformation. In light of the 

elections in October 2019, two Bolivian organisations, the FPP and the Center for Research in 

Economic and Social Reality (Ceres) together with a number of independent media outlets 

and academic institutions, launched the online platform Bolivia Verifica, based in La Paz. In 

Cochabamba a similar platform was launched called Chequea Bolivia. Their aim was to combat 

the rise in fake news that notoriously accompanies election campaigns by fact-checking online 

news articles that spread like wildfire through Facebook, Twitter and WhatsApp. Based on a 

model that was successfully implemented in Argentina and Mexico, news is revised and 

placed in one of four categories: true, false, deceitful and non-verifiable. (Chambi, 2019) 

Dubious news is either spotted by one of the journalists that work in the fact-checking 

platform (usually as a response to a piece of information’s widespread circulation on social 

media) or sent by members of the public. The fact-checking platforms tried to gain visibility 

through social media advertisements and appearance on television talk shows so that more 

people would turn to them to verify news sources, but they struggled to reach a majority of 

the Bolivian population (Interview 1E, 2019; Interview 2E, 2019) 

 

The amount of misinformation in the media is known to increase during election periods but 

this phenomenon has become significantly worse with the prevalence of social media (Allen 

et al.). Because of the rapid increase in internet connectivity, the 2019 elections were the first 

general elections where the majority of the country was exposed to  floods of false 



information through social media. Out of the 450 viral5 news pieces fact-checked by Bolivia 

Verifica from July to December, 282 were deemed false or misleading. (Castillo, 2020) The 

amount of fake news that circulates on social media (mainly WhatsApp and Facebook) is very 

difficult to determine and fact-checking platforms are not able to keep up with all the 

misinformation. What makes it even more complicated is that there is no effective way to 

control the spread of fake news without censorship or limits to free speech. Forwarded and 

shared messages on WhatsApp are encrypted meaning their source cannot be traced. On 

Facebook, dozens of fake accounts and bots were reported by media organizations, some of 

them pretending to be the political candidates or parties running in the elections (Amurrio, 

2019). The difficulty to curb the spread of fake news has led the Chequea Bolivia team to turn 

their attention towards education in the form of media literacy, which had previously only 

been focused on by the FPP (Interview 2E, 2019).  

 

Media and State Relations 

 

It didn’t take long after MAS took power in 2006 for the relationship between the state and 

media to turn sour. On his first day in office, Morales made a speech where he criticized the 

press for portraying him in a bad light and protecting their economic interests by supporting 

his opponents (Grebe, 2007). In 2011, the MAS government approved new 

telecommunications legislation that placed two-thirds of broadcast media in the hands of the 

state with the pretext that it would allow for more representation of indigenous communities 

(Vaca, 2011). Those broadcasting networks that are not directly tied to the government are 

still dependent on them for media advertisements which are an important source of media 

revenue. (Roth, 2019) Some media outlets accused the Morales government of withholding 

advertising if they criticized the government. (ibid) At times, journalists have felt their lives 

threatened with several incidents of TV journalists being physically attacked by supposed 

delinquents without further investigation on the matter. (Torrico & Villegas, 2012, 68)  

Though print and online media outlets are financially more independent, with many of the 

major outlets being privately owned (for example El Deber in Santa Cruz, Pagina Siete in La 

Paz, and Correo del Sur in Sucre), some news companies have felt “economically 

asphyxiated”, claiming the government has pressured their funders to stop financing them. 

(Vasquez, 2019b.) The lack of freedom of expression is not limited to Morales government. 

Just days after Áñez took power, her newly appointed Minister of Communication Roxana 

Lizárraga, threatened to take “pertinent actions,” including “deportation,” against journalists 

who “commit sedition” (Roth, 2019).  

 

Perhaps these restrictions to freedom of expression can be attributed to cultural and 

educational factors. Three studies by the National Media Observatory and UNIR Foundation 

 
5 Viral is defined as networked news stories that spread online mostly through social media in a much faster 
and wider manner than other news stories. (Al-Rawi, 2017) 
 



found that people view the right to information as a right that is applicable to journalists 

rather than a civic right (Torrico & Villegas, 2012, 24). In an interview with one of the directors 

of the UNIR Foundation who is also a journalist – Erick Torrico – he explained the complexities 

of legislation on freedom of expression (Interview 7E, 2019). The UNIR Foundation along with 

a couple of other organizations tried to bring legislation to the Bolivian parliament in order to 

concretize more specific laws on the right to information for civil society as opposed to only 

journalists. They also called for distributing more information to the public to educate them 

more on the topic. These proposals were never given any attention by the government, 

however and even some journalist organizations were opposed to tampering with journalistic 

rights that are considered sacred since they have been in place for decades (ibid). 

 

 

Education: Two Reforms in Two Decades 

 

2010 ASEP Reform 

 

The Avelino Siñani - Elizardo Perez (ASEP) Reform, ratified four years after the MAS 

government came to power, sought to decolonize education. For the MAS administration and 

indigenous activists, the previous education system was considered a ‘system of mental 

colonization in which the white elite imported and imposed their allegedly “superior” 

Western models of schooling and knowledge.’ (Strom, 2011) Shortly after the law was passed, 

eight Indigenous Education Councils (CEPOs) and the Ministry of Education met to discuss the 

regional curricula that would be applied in conjunction with the new national curriculum. 

(ibid) The curricula were designed to include the language, culture, territory, and context of 

their peoples at the regional level. The long and winding path from paper to practice was 

predicted by scholars who considered the necessary process of teachers unlearning their 

colonial and “civilizing” education very challenging (Talavera, 2011; Galindo, 2011). 

 

Besides being heavily influenced by the decolonial theories and indigenous epistemologies, 

the reform was also guided by critical pedagogical theories. In the training program known as 

PROFOCOM (Complementary Formation Program), the Ministry of Education’s effort to 

update educators on the new curriculum, one of the essential readings in the program was 

Freire’s Pedgogy of the Oppressed (1968). The objective of PROFOCOM was to train teachers 

to be “critical professionals, reflexive, and self-critical”. (MdE, 2013, 3) How this translated 

into practice will be discussed in later chapters of this thesis. Like the reform before it, the 

way that teachers interpreted the ASEP reform, not only determined how well thought-out 

the reform was but it  would also have a significant role in its implementation. 

 

1994 Reform 

 



To understand the current education system in Bolivia it is necessary to go back to the 1994 

education reform. Though the MAS government was adamant to distance themselves from 

the “colonial” 1994 Reform, it is undeniable that the ASEP represented a certain level of 

continuity from its predecessor, even if it was more revolutionary in their proposals (Cajías 

de la Vega, 2013). The 1994 reform proposed the promotion of indigenous education and 

“interculturality” with a bilingual curriculum introduced to teach children Spanish along with 

Aymara, Quechua or Guaraní (depending on the region) (Contreras & Talavera, 2003, 1). 

Sanchez de Lozada’s vice-president, Víctor Hugo Cárdenas, a specialist in pedagogy, oversaw 

the multicultural Educational Reform. (Hylton and Thomson, 2007, 99)  The main goals were 

to be more inclusive towards indigenous communities, make learning more efficient, 

encourage popular participation by involving parents more and modernizing the curriculum 

to bring in relevant topics such as gender equality. (Lopes Cardozo, 2011, 89) Some critics of 

the reform saw it as a project to “undermine the role of unionized schoolteachers” and “give 

a participatory democratic profile to a government fundamentally set on liquidating 

remaining state enterprises and opening up the country to foreign capital.” (Hylton and 

Thomson, 2007, 99) In any case, the implementation of the reform was interrupted by 

Sanchez de Lozada’s political crisis amid the water wars and gas wars at the beginning of the 

21st century (Yapu, 2013, 134).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Empirical Chapters 
 

This section of the thesis will present the data analysis. The first empirical chapter focuses 

on the first sub-question, the second empirical chapter focuses on the second sub-question 

and the third chapter focuses on the third and fourth sub-question. The first two chapters 

will deal with government discourse and practice, and the teachers’ response to this. The 

third and fourth question will hone in on teachers experience with CML in the classroom. 

 

 

1. MAS GOVERNMENT ENGAGEMENT WITH CML 

 

“Educational topics need to be prioritized. Education is synonymous with liberation 

and development, synonymous with liberation in the scientific and technological aspect.” 

-Evo Morales, June 2019   

 

 

Introduction 

 

This section explores the conceptualization and implementation of CML by the MAS 

government, mainly through the MoE, both on paper and in practice. Here, the ASEP reform 

is analysed along with other publications by the Presidency and MoE. Also, analysis of 

interviews with MoE officials, both from the PROFOCOM department and the Secondary 

Education department, are included here.  

 

Government Familiarity with CML 

 

There is no information on any of the government websites or social media pages* (Facebook, 

YouTube and Twitter) about the government implementing media literacy, even though this 

intent was stated by the director of the Secondary Education department in the MoE. During 

our interview, he said the goal he and the FPP hoped to achieve was for the teacher training 

institutes (Normales) to give teachers media literacy training: 

 

“I think that media literacy should be incorporated in the teacher-training schools. Not 

only in the area of communication and language, rather it should be a subject with 

cross-sectional content, spanning the foundations of the curriculum.” (Interview 6E, 

2020) 

 

 
* This applies to both during the time MAS was in power to after they resigned and the transitory government 

took power. 



Despite the enthusiasm, no steps have been taken in this direction. This branch of the MoE 

supported the FPP by providing them with what one FPP director called “institutional 

support” (Interview 1E, 2019). When asked to elaborate further the director said that the MoE 

provided them with physical spaces in government buildings to carry out their CML 

workshops. In 2017 the Ministry of Education signed an agreement with the FPP that lasted 

until 2022, in which the FPP was asked to develop a methodological and theoretical plan to 

implement media literacy in teacher training schools. However, this was never followed up 

by the government according to the FPP directors (ibid). Moreover, the FPP did not have the 

financial means to carry this out on their own.  No economic assistance was provided by the 

government however so the FPP is still struggling to achieve the goal of a universalized media 

literacy teacher-training with limited resources.  

 

The Promotion of Digital Literacy 

 

Equating media literacy to merely digital literacy (or computer literacy) was something I 

encountered when speaking to employees in NGOs, universities and in the government. The 

government has given digital literacy much more attention than CML, at least on paper. The 

two employees from the PROFOCOM department that I spoke to did not know of the concept 

except for a basic definition of reading the news in the classroom and discussing it (no use of 

the word critical or reflection). When I mentioned media literacy to one of these PROFOCOM 

coordinators, he said that there was no such project within the MoE but that there were more 

efforts to expand digital literacies, in other words, teach students how to utilize technology. 

Three yearly reports on the ‘The State of Information and Communication Technologies’ were 

published from 2017-2019, funded by the Ministry of the Presidency, AGETIC and UNFPA. The 

MAS government even issued a new decree in 2013 titled ‘Regulations for the Development 

of Information and Communication Technologies’ whereby the State “takes on the 

responsibility as policy to implement the strategies for incorporating knowledge and 

application of new technologies of information and communication”. (Aduana Nacional, 

2013) This implementation is outlined in the decree as investment in infrastructure to 

improve broadband access across the country coupled with knowledge-sharing by promoting 

technological know-how across different sectors (health, governance, business and 

education) (Ibid). 

 

In the education sector, this commitment to integrate technology is visible in two ways. 

Firstly, the increase of computer rooms in schools. A majority of teachers I interviewed told 

me about this development in the schools they worked at as did the PROFOCOM coordinator 

(Interview 5E, 2019). Two teachers complained that the computers were not being used 

because there was limited internet connection (Interview 8T, 2019; Interview 11T, 2019), a 

grievance that is backed by a journalist and FPP director included in the study: “The MAS 

government gave schools computers that did not work well and on top of that they gave them 

to schools without internet access or without the electrical sockets needed to charge the 



batteries.” (Interview 1T, 2019) An article from a national newspaper also reported several 

schools in Cochabamba had computers but no internet (Opinión, 2017). Secondly, since 2011, 

a TIC workshop is included in the Normales curriculum. The preliminary content of the 

workshop is available online in an extensive document (150 pages) published by the MoE that 

covers five themes: 1) TICs in Education - a brief history of technological evolution and its 

widespread applications in society today; 2) The computer as an educational resource - the 

practical uses of a computer e.g. Microsoft Word; 3) Media as an educational resource – an 

overview of the press, radio, TV and internet; 4) Internet Connectivity as an educational 

resource – emails, search engines; and 5) Managing teaching resources with the internet – 

making web pages, using chats and video conference to communicate.  

 

There is no mention of the term media literacy but themes 1) and 3) mentioned above do 

briefly address the necessity of interpreting information and media in a critical way. 

“Educators must help their students to go from being passive receptors to active and critical 

receivers. (pg.86)” This call appears five times in theme 1 and five times in theme 3 but there 

is no elaboration on how teachers should guide their students to discern fact from fiction or 

what steps they should take to be more critical when absorbing information. So, even though 

the TIC workshop document urges teachers to be critical and reflexive, they do not delve into 

how they should develop their critical-thinking skills. Rather, there is more of a surface-level 

engagement with CML that echoes the critical pedagogical language used in the ASEP reform. 

This Freirean influence at the level of discourse and the interpretation of said influence in 

practice will be discussed in detail in the next section.  

 

 

 

Freirean Influence in Government Discourse 

 

Though there is an absence of the implementation of CML practices, the ASEP reform notably 

engages with critical pedagogical theory (MdE, 2010). The Freirean underpinnings of the 

reform fit into the wider decolonial project initiated by the MAS government that sought to 

liberate itself from neoliberal globalization practices rooted in colonialism. The fifth clause of 

the first section of the reform already lays out the decolonial direction of the reform: 

“education is unitary, public, universal, democratic, participatory, decolonial and of high-

quality.” Through the development of critical consciousness, the reform makes explicit its 

intention to transform these deeply-rooted colonial norms.  

On nine different clauses, the language used in the reform document is very similar to the 

language used in Pedagogy of the Oppressed and other critical pedagogical literature. 

  

1. “[Education] is pedagogically liberating because it promotes people becoming 

conscious of their reality in order to transform it, developing their personality and 

critical thinking.” (pg. 7) 



2. “Implement policies and programs for integral literacy and post-literacy of an 

intracultural, intercultural and multilingual character…of permanent education 

processes oriented at integral training, critical thinking and transformative action 

of society.” (pg. 11) 

3. “Guarantee democratic access to knowledge, with critical and reflexive meaning.” 

(pg.24) 

4. “Train teachers to be critical, reflexive, self-critical, motivated, innovative, 

investigative; committed to democracy, social transformations, [with] the full 

inclusion of all Bolivians”  (pg. 29) 

5. “Train teachers to be scientific, productive and critical in a way that guarantees an 

integral human development, capable of articulating universal science and 

technology with the local knowledge and wisdom that contribute to the 

betterment of intellectual production .” (pg. 33) 

 

Out of these nine clauses, the term critical consciousness appears four times: 

 

6. “Develop integral training of people and strengthening of social critical 

consciousness of life and in life to Live Well (Vivir Bien), linking theory with 

productive practice.” (pg. 8) 

7. “Contribute to developing integral training and critical consciousness of social and 

indigenous movements, civil organisations and food producers, with policies, 

plans, programs and educational projects directly linked to daily life, sustained in 

intercultural relations and conceptions for social and communitarian 

participation.” (pg. 18)  

8. “Train professionals with the social commitment and critical consciousness to 

become capable of resolving their problems and transforming reality articulating 

theory, practice and production.” (pg. 24) 

9. “Train professionals with a vocation for social commitment, critical consciousness 

and self-criticism of their sociocultural reality, the capacity to create, apply, 

transform science and technology articulating the knowledge and wisdom of the 

indigenous and campesino cultures.” (pg. 29) 

 

In these excerpts of the ASEP reform, there is a noticeable pattern of engaging with critical 

consciousness in order to work towards social justice. This is most visible in the desire to 

represent indigenous communities and re-learn their cultural practices, making references to 

Vivir Bien and recovering “the knowledge and wisdom of the indigenous and campesino 

cultures (9).” This is directly linked to the decolonial outlook of the reform which demands 

social transformation in order to empower the indigenous cultures that had been oppressed 

for hundreds of years under colonial rule. In five of the nine clauses above, social 

transformation is stated as the goal for a democratic society. Transformative action and social 



justice are also considered goals for critical pedagogists  (Freire, 1970; Giroux, 1983; McLaren, 

2010; Apple, 1995). 

 

The two officials I interviewed from the MAS government’s MoE also held this Freirean 

conception of developing critical consciousness in order to reflect critically on power 

structures and use this reflection to change one’s reality. This critical pedagogical language is 

clear in their desire for education to engage in praxis, in other words, turning theory into 

action: 

 

“There is no point of thinking critically but being conservative in my actions. I can make 

a critical, reflexive and analytical speech but my daily practice keeps being the same. 

So we have to put in practice action, reflection, action, [with the last action] being 

new, not the previous action.” (Interview 6E, 2020) 

 

“We are trying to work on the idea of being more productive in recovering the identity 

of the teacher, a phase that is much more reflexive…that seeks not only to recover the 

“object” but also to transform it.” (Interview 5E, 2019) 

 

The second comment is referring to the administration’s efforts to restore pride in indigenous 

identities among teachers, who are then expected to transmit this pride to their students 

(Interview 5E, 2019). Again, there is a focus on critical consciousness for social justice, which 

aligns directly with the government’s decolonial and socially progressive agenda. This call to 

“recover the identity of the teacher” is also linked to the importance of teachers as 

transformative agents developed by Freire, Shor, and Giroux amongst others, with the belief 

that teachers need to be empowered in order to address oppressive structures (colonial and 

neoliberal structures in this context).  

 

Freirean Influence in Government: Praxis 

 

This critical consciousness is put into action with the Productive Socio-Community Project 

(PSP) within the curriculum. The PSP is a series of school-planned activities that respond to 

necessities and problems in the community. All school years from first grade in primary school 

to the last year of high school (called 6th of secondary school) take part in the PSP activities as 

part of their curriculum. The PSP was practiced in all subjects from language subjects to 

science and humanities. In the social studies textbook used by students in their last year of 

high school (as part of the compulsory curriculum), there is a template for the PSP structure 

in one of the first pages: first a necessity or problem is identified; then a title is formed based 

on this issue and then activities are planned out where tasks are allocated amongst students, 

a timeline is made and a budget is set; finally the project is executed (La Hoguera Texto 

Escolares, 2018). 

 



On the MoE website there is a PDF presenting the purpose of the PSP and steps to carry it out 

(MoE, 2018). The goals of the PSP are identified as political and educational with the former 

being to transform reality in realms such as agriculture, cultural identity and community life 

(ibid, 3). The latter refers to the strengthening of wisdom and knowledge-construction related 

to life. The concept of the PSP is very closely related to Freire’s concept of praxis, considering 

the emphasis on working with the community to bring about change. The second and third 

empirical chapters will look at teachers’ experiences with the PSP but it suffices to say here 

that teachers’ perceptions were positive even if they did lack funds to carry out projects.  

 

 

The Limits of the MAS Government’s Critical Consciousness 

 

Self-criticism and criticism of government institutions is necessary for a healthy democracy 

according to critical pedagogical thought. However, this is rarely the case in practice, even for 

a government that promotes this type of pedagogy as the MAS government did. When 

explaining why teachers had been slow at accepting the ASEP reform, this PROFOCOM 

coordinator said the following:  

 

“A majority of teachers had positioned themselves against the indigenous as a result 

of an environment that denied the internal cultural reality of the country. It’s a form 

of internalised colonialism. Despite coming from poor backgrounds, from the fields, 

because of the internal social forces and social hierarchy, they would deny their own 

origin, their family, their roots and that happened to teachers. I think teachers are the 

true incarnation of these processes because they have had to leave rural areas to 

workas teachers in a space with mestiza families that denied the indigenous. If there 

is one space that has been very prejudiced with respect to the indigenous, it has been 

school teachers.” (Interview 5E, 2019)   

 

The language is similar to that used by decolonial and post-development scholars, critical 

theorists and critical pedagogists. The belief that education should be decolonial in nature. 

Freire writes, “One of the gravest obstacles to the achievement of liberation is that oppressive 

reality absorbs those within it and thereby acts to submerge men’s[/women’s] 

consciousness.” 

 

The Social Studies textbook included in the analysis demonstrates that in the classroom the 

promotion of critical consciousness is one-sided in that it favours a positive image of the MAS 

government.  The book is separated in three different units: 1) The National Revolution, 

origins and effects of nationalism in Bolivia; 2) Colonial Imperialism in Bolivia, Military 

Dictatorships, Democracy, Pseudo-revolutionary Governments from 1982 to the end of 20th 

Century; and 3) Social Movements and Organizations in the Construction of the Plurinational 

State. Staying true to the decolonial nature of the reform, the textbook covers topics that 



challenge colonial structures. On the face of it, the content appears to invite students to 

reflect in a critical and fair-minded way on historical events and social phenomena that had 

not been included in the country’s national education curriculum until then. At the end of 

every chapter, a small green box with the word “activity” asks students to discuss and form 

their own opinion about the topic at hand. However, on closer inspection, some of the 

questions leave very little room for starting a discussion from a neutral standpoint. One 

example is the activity following the chapter on the Morales administration and 

achievements: “Individually, write about the projects that have been conducted in our 

country and the social laws that benefit the majority of the population. We will read these 

out loud in class and discuss amongst each other.” The textbook is an official publication 

commissioned by the MoE under the MAS government. Considering the fact that the MAS 

government is openly socialist, there is little doubt that their social laws are intended to 

benefit the majority. However, the claim that the social laws do benefit the majority of the 

population is questionable, because there is plenty of evidence suggesting that while 

standard of living improved under MAS, many people, especially in rural areas, still lack basic 

services like running water, health and formal education (World Health Organization, 2017). 

This is backed by my own observations and encounters with people in different parts of the 

country who told me they were disappointed with the MAS government who granted 

universal health care and education to all Bolivians but did not invest in these services (see 

context session for references). There were many protests that occurred over these 

grievances.   

 

Another example of this type of bias can be observed in the chapter discussing “The Modern 

Oligarchy and the Power of Transnationals in the National Economy”. In line with Freire’s work 

and critical theory, there is a deeply critical view on the global economy and the injustices of 

capitalism. Yet, when speaking about the West’s opposing powers, namely China, and how 

the MAS government has preferred to prioritize business with them over Western countries, 

this is hailed as the right decision: “The current relation with China is paradoxically becoming 

one that allows for its own interests and credit conditions to be subdued.” In other words, 

Bolivia is not succumbing to the harsh credit conditions of the neoliberal powers. Nothing else 

is said about it. One would think there might be room for criticism about the second largest 

economy in the world wielding vast amounts of power but that is not the case. There aren’t 

any criticisms about the Morales administration in the social studies textbook, but unlike 

previous Bolivian governments they do criticise the international economic system and 

previous governments.  

 

The government workers I spoke to for this study didn’t express criticism about the MAS 

government. The director of the Secondary Education department lamented that the FPP was 

not able to expand their work and train more teachers but did not criticize or even raise the 

point about how the ministry could have provided more economic resources to aid in their 

efforts. Moreover, when discussing the shortcomings of the ASEP reform, rather than 



attributing it to poor planning or any other reason they blamed the colonial mentality that 

was perpetuated under the pre-Morales governments. This is expressed in the quote above 

where the PROFOCOM coordinator said, “If there is one space that has been very prejudiced 

concerning the Indigenous, it is school teachers” The fact that he pinpointed this setback as 

the only obstacle to the reform’s implementation suggests either a lack of self-criticism on a 

personal level, limited spaces within government institutions for officials to be critical about 

the government, or a combination of both.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The government’s conceptualization and practice of CML is very much rooted in a social 

justice point of view, namely through critical pedagogical principles of empowering the 

oppressed through critical consciousness and transforming this into praxis. This is evident in 

the discourse used by the government as well as the Socio-productive Project. Meanwhile, 

the CML practice of learning how to produce media content and analyze news/information 

sources critically are ignored by the government. Though the FPP has attempted to include 

CML in the education agenda, minimal attention has been afforded to teaching the subject 

by the MoE. Rather than directing the critical pedagogical discourse of the reform towards 

more practical and critically-engaging CML teachings, the government sought to promote 

citizen empowerment through computer literacy. The government’s promotion of critical 

consciousness does not overlap with its desire to cultivate digitally-literate students. There is 

a lot of unexploited potential in the joining of these two worlds, which according to Kahn & 

Kellner (2005) can be manifested in many forms including,‘engaging in discussion groups and 

collaborative research projects, creating websites, producing innovative multimedia for 

cultural dissemination and cultivating novel modes of social interaction and learning’(p. 245). 

If used correctly, computers and phones can encourage active participation in the production 

of culture in a way that is empowering for students.  

 

The lack of self-criticism and a more objective reflection of the MAS government is also 

notable upon analysis of the Social Science Textbook and discourse of MoE staff. Being critical 

of power structures is at the base of CML and critical pedagogy and though there is significant 

criticism of the international order, there is an absence of criticism on the national 

government’s 14 year-rule under MAS. This suggests that the ASEP reform is biased to some 

extent, a perception backed by teachers’ experiences during their PROFOCOM training. As 

will be discussed in the following chapter, because the reform was politicized by the 

government, the ambitious plan to transform the education system was received with 

scepticism on behalf of teachers.  

 

 

 



2. HOW TEACHERS PERCEIVE THE GOVERNMENT’S CRITICAL PEDAGOGICAL 

TEACHINGS 

 

Introduction 

 

In the first chapter I examined how the MAS government conceptualized CML through 

discourse and practice. This chapter analyses how teachers reacted to the critical pedagogical-

inspired teachings of the government through the PROFOCOM training program. The 

education system’s interpretation of CML was filtered to teachers predominantly through this 

program. Teachers were asked about their experience in PROFOCOM, whether they learned 

critical thinking skills, and whether the training aided them in teaching media literacy in the 

classroom. It is important to note that the sample of teachers used in this study is not 

representative of all Bolivian public teacher experiences. They were chosen precisely because 

they were exceptional for having undertaken the FPP workshops and being chosen by the 

foundation to spread media literacy teachings in their communities.  

 

Overview of Teachers’ Experiences with PROFOCOM  

 

Of the 12 teachers interviewed, seven of them viewed PROFOCOM as a somewhat positive 

experience with many elements to be improved on. All of these seven recognized that there 

were some beneficial elements of the training but did not hold back on criticizing it. 

Meanwhile, four of the teachers saw it as a waste of time, a form of indoctrination or both. 

Finally, one of the teachers did not take part in PROFOCOM because during the year of 

trainings they had temporarily left the school teaching system for one year. This teacher 

remarked that once they went back to the education system, they were not treated as well 

as other teachers for not having the training credentials. Despite not undertaking the training, 

this teacher heard negative experiences from many colleagues and concluded that the 

training was not useful for other teachers: 

   

“They say it’s compulsory. But let me tell you that I learned everything by reading. I 

was able to apply it much better than other colleagues from my school. And the result 

was much better than other teachers who had undertaken PROFOCOM.” (Interview 

11T, 2019) 

 

Two different teachers joked that they called the training program SOFOCOM (play on words 

with the adjective that means suffocating in Spanish) (Interview 9T, 2019; Interview 10T, 

2019). These teachers did not understand the point of PROFOCOM and wondered why time 

was being taken from their weekends to discuss topics about which they felt they were not 

learning anything. 

 



“They forced us to do it. If we didn’t do PROFOCOM they would remove us from the 

school system, so what teacher would want to be left jobless? Everything Evo Morales 

did, almost everything was forced. PROFOCOM was a joke because most of the 

teachers, the facilitators, did not have a good command of the topics. So, what did 

they do? We were forced to read and explain all the work that they had to do, us 

teachers would end up doing it, whether we understood [the topic] or not.” (Interview 

14T, 2020) 

 

It is possible that the MoE was attempting to teach teachers through “problem-posing 

education” and were trying to veer away from the conformist and traditional “banking 

education”. In problem-posing education the teacher is not depositing knowledge to the 

student, but rather they are in a dialogue, learning from each other. Perhaps the PROFOCOM 

trainers were trying to create such a space for dialogue. This is not explicit in the reform 

documents or in my interviews with coordinators, but it does fall in line with the language 

used by the MoE employees and the ASEP reform document that mentions the need for 

reflection and criticism in class. A PROFOCOM coordinator told me how the goal of retraining 

teachers was not only unlearning colonial ways of thinking but also “transform it so there is 

pertinence for bringing in bigger debates to other processes, greater reflections and greater 

capacities for the teachers.” (Interview 5E, 2019) This was said in the context of  transforming 

the role of what it means to be a teacher. In any case, it seems that they were not successful 

in transmitting this notion to the teachers. When I asked one teacher if it was possible that 

the PROFOCOM trainer was following Freire’s problem-posing practices they replied that they 

genuinely thought that the trainers had no idea about what they were talking about 

(Interview 15T, 2020). 

 

This teacher along with the other four who had a purely negative experience with 

PROFOCOM, were also very critical of the government in general. The five teachers believed 

that the government was corrupt and didn’t fulfil their promises. These teachers and others 

who had positive things to say about PROFOCOM said they were hopeful about the MAS 

government when the party first won the elections but quickly grew disillusioned as time 

went by and their power became more consolidated. There is certainly a correlation between 

teachers’ political perspectives and their respective critiques of PROFOCOM. However, the 

casual direction was not made clear when speaking to the teachers. They may have been 

influenced by their already negative perceptions of the government in their criticism of 

PROFOCOM or they may have also become fed up with the MAS government because of the 

training.  

 

“I don’t know if you support Evo Morales but he is the most corrupt man because 

when he entered office, everyone had the hope that he would truly change things but 

instead of changing them, things have gone from bad to worse. Indigenous people still 

suffer from poverty, they still suffer from hunger, they still suffer from the cold, and 



no one does anything or says anything. The only interest is filling their pockets.” 

(Interview 14T) 

 

This lack of trust in the government went beyond economic corruption with one teacher 

questioning the true intentions of the education reform: “the dumber we are the more 

manageable we are, isn’t that right? That is what the reform intends.” (Interview 8T, 2019).  

 

Even those teachers who had some positive takeaways from PROFOCOM readily criticized the 

behavior of the MAS government as authoritarian. One of them was sure that MAS had 

committed electoral fraud, a suspicion that was also shared by all of the civil society experts 

I interviewed. Another teacher told me how their daughter, a 21 year-old university student, 

had opened their eyes about the dangers of a fourth MAS term. This teacher reiterated what 

their daughter said: “Who can stay in power for so many years? He should have left before!” 

(Interview 12T, 2019). Of the twelve teachers, only two of them didn’t have anything negative 

to say about MAS. They were also the ones with least criticisms against PROFOCOM. These 

two teachers also happened to benefit professionally from the MAS government institutions, 

one having served as a PROFOCOM administrative worker and the other having collaborated 

on numerous occasions with the MoE and ascended as the headmaster of a school (Interview 

13T, 2019; Interview 19T, 2020).  

 

The seven teachers that had a somewhat positive experience in the program all agreed with 

the intended goal of PROFOCOM but were not happy with how the subjects were taught. 

They were disappointed at the low quality of teaching, shortage of teachers, and a lack of 

meaningful discussion, as well as the collective sentiment that the PROFOCOM trainers were 

unprepared. Two teachers’ perspectives depict this: 

 

“Terrible, it was terrible for me. Because the people who led the courses were not 

prepared and improvised with us. They would say, ‘what was this again? Let’s read 

this, what does this mean?’ And in the end, whoever taught the classes always ended 

up learning with us.” (Interview 8T, 2019) 

 

“Honestly, the PROFOCOM was really bad. Because they didn’t teach us absolutely 

anything. Even the trainer, who was supposedly our teacher, would make us sit down 

and read. The class was from 8-1 and they would make us read from 8 until 10:30/11. 

We would read the whole book and then we ourselves would have to explain our 

experience. I never spoke in class and then suddenly the class would end. It was a self-

training, our experiences and what we had understood from the book more or less.” 

(Interview 15T, 2020)  

 

The FPP director and journalist that I interviewed was not surprised that many teachers were 

not on board with the ASEP reform, as well as previous education reforms from former 



governments (Interview 1T, 2019). He attributed the lack of willingness on behalf of teachers 

to adopt education reforms in Bolivia’s recent history to poor-quality teacher-training. This in 

turn is a result of insufficient funds for the education system. The unprepared teachers were 

most likely a result of the limited resources to train teachers. The government struggled to 

hire teachers for PROFOCOM to keep up with the growing classrooms: 

  

“When [PROFOCOM] opened to all teachers [as opposed to just primary school], the 

flaw was that the very facilitators who taught us were improvised, contracted…they 

were paid three months later...so there was no support for them.” (Interview 10T, 

2019) 

 

When asked about their PROFOCOM experience, only one of the teachers had positive 

comments to say about their trainer. At the other extreme, another teacher from the same 

town claimed that their trainer was “terrible” (Interview 14T, 2020). Such inconsistencies of 

opinions did not point to any region-specific problem. 

 

 

PROFOCOM and Politicization of the Reform    

 

Most of the teachers that recounted their appreciation of including indigenous cultural 

teachings in the curriculum were still very critical of the government. On the one hand, they 

recognized the importance of having a government that promoted indigenous values but on 

the other, they were very suspicious of the political interests that were being espoused 

through the reform. A teacher who had also worked as a PROFOCOM facilitator talked about 

their experience of being trained and also criticized this politicized aspect of the reform. 

According to this teacher, many of the teachers participating in the training were disillusioned 

by this politicized aspect: 

 

“When receiving my diploma, they played videos praising socialism and communism. 

People here noticed that and didn’t want that anymore. They didn’t want to continue 

anymore, or they would protest, ‘why would you teach us this?’, ‘we already know 

this story, what is it that you want to show us? That this government is doing good.’ 

Then everything blew up last year [referring to election unrest] so the program fell by 

the wayside.” (Interview 16T, 2019) 

 

For the most part, teachers were disappointed at the superficiality of the discussion as well 

as a lack of reflection on the literature and on social issues. As far as social issues go, one 

teacher remembers discussing current events like the price of the dollar going up and the fake 

news surrounding this event. The only piece of literature that almost all teachers remember 

reading was Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, but as accounts of teachers in previous 

paragraphs show there was a very weak attempt at dissecting and discussing the information:  



 

“There wasn’t so much critical thinking. If it had been that way something would have 

changed in the education system. Rather, it was about the indigenous communities, 

their customs and traditions, the Pachamama. A good side to all of this is that we read 

Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed. That is something that was worth reading 

because they fed us his theory to the T…They just told us “read it”, nothing else. It 

would have been nice to discuss it but us teachers had to read and then they gave us 

exams, but nothing else. We didn’t discuss it but we really should have.” (Interview 

14T, 2019) 

 

This focus on indigenous communities, their customs and traditions, and the Pachamama was 

well-received for the most part by teachers since a majority of them identified with either 

Aymara or Quechua origins and were happy to learn the respective indigenous language of 

their regions. Four of the teachers identified strongly with their indigenous culture as a result 

of their upbringing and grew up speaking an indigenous language. Five teachers were proud 

of their indigenous backgrounds and though they had not adopted the culture in their daily 

life they were enthusiastic about learning Quechua or Aymara (depending on the region they 

lived), which was a requirement for many language teachers with the new education reform 

in 2010.  

 

The remaining three teachers loosely identified with their indigeneity but thought that the 

government had taken it too far with the decolonial rhetoric. They suspected this was a form 

of subtle indoctrination and considered that the discourse used in PROFOCOM was in line 

with the government’s broader political agenda. Rather than promote independent thinking, 

one of these teachers felt that the government was feeding them a set ideology, only one side 

of the coin.  

 

“There were readings. Everything that was incorrect in the texts they gave us was in 

favor of politics. Every day they would bring up all this stuff that is now in fashion 

about valuing what is ours, the theories of Pachamama, the indigenous peoples, 

speaking in Aymara or Quechua.” (Interview 8T, 2019) 

 

One of these teachers who did not have affinity to any particular indigenous group, 

considered that there were more pressing problems in Bolivia that needed to be addressed, 

specifically the issue of machismo. This teacher claimed that their own female students had 

suffered and/or been exposed to domestic violence, sexual abuse, grooming, and teenage 

pregnancy amongst other issues that were not being addressed. This teacher grew frustrated 

at the line of thought promoted by the government and considered their strict stance 

hypocritical:  

 



“They talk a lot about integration, harmony, holistics, how to materialize it but they 

would concretize it in their own way so you weren’t able to go out of this line of 

thought, because if you got out of their line of thought you would get bad grades. So, 

if you thought what you actually believed, because obviously some things were not 

logical since we are not children… and they would make us read books about how we 

were still enslaved.” (Interview 9T, 2019) 

 

When I asked if this teacher could further elaborate on the line of thought in PROFOCOM: 

 

“How we have to hate half of the world because of imperialism and I don’t know 

what…in that way you are already degrading yourself because in my view there is no 

imperialism. Who is the other? Which is the imperialist country?” (ibid) 

 

For many decolonization scholars, imperialism, specifically Western imperialism from North 

America and Europe, still very much exists. This view holds that imperialism is still practiced 

through capitalism and globalization, perpetuating colonialism. The MAS government 

identified colonialism and imperialism (which they sometimes used interchangeably) as one 

of the major threats to Bolivia’s interests in their discourse. This is perhaps best summed up 

in a speech Evo Morales made on Decolonization Day (made official by his government in 

2011 to be celebrated on October 12th) where he claimed, “with the pretext of democracy 

and freedom, the USA wants to invade and ransack the natural resources of our countries. 

That is why we will always fight against colonialism and imperialism” (HispanTV, 2018). 

Though the MoE attempted to transmit this struggle against imperialism and colonialism to 

the teachers through PROFOCOM and the new curriculum, most teachers were not moved by 

the rhetoric, especially since it depicted the MAS government as a sort of savior. As will be 

shown in the next section, some of the teachers interviewed were able to separate the 

aspects perceived to be ideological with the educational aspects which they could benefit 

from and apply to their own classrooms.  

 

 

PROFOCOM teachings applied in the classroom 

 

The critical pedagogical teachings resonated with most of the teachers and they showed 

appreciation for the inclusion of Freire’s works in their training even if they lamented that his 

ideas were not engaged with properly. Even teachers that were openly against the MAS 

government and what they stood for tried to extract something positive (amounting to half 

of the sample). This suggests that the teachers included in the research who were very critical 

of PROFOCOM were not necessarily averted to the reform’s principles but were suspicious of 

the government exploiting certain theories and struggles (critical consciousness and 

indigenous pride) to strengthen their political power. The critical readings served as a point 

of reflection and inspiration for two of the teachers: 



 

“There is a special language with nature as well, and Paulo Freire talks about that too. 

The oppressed is the one whose demands are least listened to and is also the one who 

has the most reasons to be able to tell the truth about society and that is very correct.” 

(Interview 10T, 2019) 

 

“The program did help a lot for the teachers to see education in a different way, with 

another mentality. For example, now you’ve seen how the situation has been in our 

country, always promoting something. It seemed like they were putting us [teachers] 

as the drivers of the carriage. They were making us see only one political direction. 

But the communication and all of that was good. So there were advantages and 

disadvantages [of the reform] at the same time.” (Interview 16T, 2019) 

 

Even though these two teachers were very critical of the government and the ideological 

nature of the PROFOCOM teaching, they set aside these criticisms to try to take away 

something useful from the reform. Especially this idea of “immersing ourselves in the 

problems of the community” was something I noted that several of the teachers appreciated 

when talking about the PSP. Though they didn’t explicitly mention their appreciation, four 

other teachers talked about how they engaged with social issues in their community through 

the PSP activities and that the students felt stimulated by this experience. More on the 

benefits of the PSP will be discussed in the third chapter but for this section which looks at 

teacher’s perceptions of the reform’s implementation through PROFOCOM, it is worth noting 

that the PSP was well-received by the teachers included in this research and it allowed them 

to integrate CML more easily in their teachings.  

PROFOCOM versus FPP Workshops 

 

In comparison, the FPP workshops were viewed as beneficial by the twelve participants 

interviewed, all of whom spoke fondly of the specialists that held the workshops and their 

expertise. The PROFOCOM training was compulsory while the workshops were not, and 

PROFOCOM was conducted on a much larger scale, across the whole country so this  might 

suggest the difficulties in uniformly launching such a wide-ranging program. Most of the 

teachers remember the FPP workshops as being very stimulating and they all felt they learned 

a lot. Meanwhile, a majority of the interviewed teachers felt there was not enough intellectual 

stimulation in their PROFOCOM training and little engagement with the ideas of critical 

consciousness that were introduced to them in the classes. This will be elaborated on more 

in the next section but it is worth connecting this observation to the wider debates in media 

literacy. State-run, bottom down, large-scale programs risk becoming inefficient, politicized 

and unorganized. In the words of Aronowitz and Giroux (1991), few school reforms are able 

to push against the “profound commitment of schools to reproduce the prevailing system of 

social power” (p. 181). The independent, social-critiquing nature of CML risks being lost in 

nation-wide reforms, even if they are more likely to reach more school children.   



 

Conclusion 

 

The teachers’ experiences depict a mostly negative experience with PROFOCOM training. 

Overall, a majority of teachers claimed to have learned very little if anything at all. The strong 

aversion that some of the teachers felt against the government may have played a part in 

influencing their memory of PROFOCOM. Though PROFOCOM was heavily criticized, there 

were some positive aspects. These positive aspects can be pinpointed to the literature, 

namely Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, and to the celebration of indigenous identities, 

that had previously been neglected. Most of the teachers were not able to get over the 

politicized nature of the reform and in some cases were angry or frustrated that they felt an 

obligation to attend the training. Paradoxically, teachers felt that while they were being 

taught about the necessity to engage critically with their reality in their PROFOCOM training, 

they were simultaneously discouraged from criticizing the MAS government, a powerful 

player in shaping the reality of these teachers and their communities. Relating back to the 

theory, the fact that the reform was deemed very political reflects the risk outlined by 

Aronowitz and Giroux that state-implemented critical pedagogy tend to be more politically 

biased. In comparison, the teachers’ experiences with the FPP workshops were much more 

favorable, with the 12 teachers claiming to have benefitted from learning a lot in a way that 

could also be applied in their classroom. The next chapter will analyze how teachers 

conceptualize CML in order to better understand their motivations in teaching it. When 

contrasted with the first two chapters, the following chapter will also provide a more 

enlightened understanding of the tensions between the interviewed teachers and 

government institutions.  

 

3. ROOM TO MANEUVER THAT COMMITTED TEACHERS HAVE TO CARRY OUT 

THEIR PRACTICE 

 

The final empirical chapter analyses interviews with the twelve teachers, examining their 

perceptions on CML and their experiences teaching it. The first part of the chapter will answer 

the third sub-question, covering how teachers conceptualize CML. They conceptualize their 

practice mainly based on the influence of the FPP workshops. The way that teachers 

conceptualize and practice CML is important for the second part of this chapter which looks 

at the room teachers have to maneuver in their motivation to teach CML. The second part of 

the chapter will lay out these teacher motivations, putting forward the positive aspects that 

encourage teachers to teach CML and then contrasting them with the restrictions they face 

on a sociocultural, economic and political level.    

 

The previous two chapters combined with this chapter will provide insight on the differing 

views of teachers conceptualization of CML versus that of the political power structures (the 



MAS government at the time of research), which in turn will help answer the main research 

question on teacher agency to teach CML in the Bolivian context.  

 
How teachers practice CML in the classroom 

 

The ways that teachers engage in teaching CML varies from teacher to teacher, with some 

focusing predominantly on one aspect while others split their time more evenly on different 

methods. Diagram 1 shows a visual representation of the teachers’ overall conceptualization 

of CML based on their answers to why they thought teaching CML was important and what 

CML activities they did in the classroom. The diagram shows how the teachers in question 

integrated CML activities in the classroom, visualized by overlapping circles. It also depicts 

how much time they dedicated to each of the aspects of CML according to their accounts on 

classroom activity. I thought it was useful to have a visual aid to make more sense of what 

CML aspects teachers engaged with most and how they conceptualized the practice. 

 

  

 

 

All of the teachers cited activities conducted in the classroom that were useful for increasing 

access to information, namely teaching students how to search for information (online but 

also in libraries). This experience encompasses all the CML activities that they conduct in their 

classrooms. It is depicted in the diagram as the overarching base of CML activity. The second 

largest circle in the diagram is media production. All teachers mentioned media production 

and gave examples of a wide range of content they created (explained in detail later on). 

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      

     
Increase  
Access to  
information 

  Media Production 

Reflecting on 
Social Issues 

Analyzing 
News/fake 

news 

Community 
Engagement 

Diagram 1: Teacher Experience of Teaching CML and the overlap between different purposes. 



Another common expression of CML from the interviewed teachers was using CML to reflect 

on social issues, mainly through the PSP. This overlapped with production as teachers 

encouraged students to produce media addressing social issues. Analyzing fake news was also 

a go-to exercise for language teachers and it sometimes overlapped with production since 

students learned how media could be manipulated in its creation. It also overlapped a little  

bit with reflecting on social issues because students were asked to question the motives and 

interests behind media messages and their producers which in turn led to the questioning of 

power structures and the influence they hold over public opinion. Lastly, community 

engagement was also used as an expression of CML but to a lesser degree. It overlaps with 

media production and social issues as students were tasked with interviewing people in the 

street about different social issues like domestic violence and poverty.  

 

 

Media Production 

 

Since the ASEP curriculum is very demanding, all the teachers have had to use their ingenuity 

in order to integrate CML with the curriculum’s topics. By far the most employed method is 

the production of media content. In a workshop the FPP organized in 2017 on producing 

videos, the teachers learned how to film videos through their phones in a more professional 

way with the help of a renowned NGO called Taller Tele Kids. They also learned how to edit 

the videos on a free online video editor and script-writing techniques. Many of the teachers 

referred to these workshops as very inspiring and informative.  

 

“If the FPP hadn’t taught us how to operate cinematographic elements we wouldn’t 

have been able to shoot a video. But the foundation taught us. We were even able to 

make a film because we gained all the knowledge with experts. They came from 

Spain…he was Spanish and she was Venezuelan, from Telekids. They are specialists in 

that.” (Interview 17T, 2019) 

 

Not only were the teachers enthusiastic about teaching their newly-acquired knowledge to 

their pupils but according to two-thirds of the teachers, the pupils themselves were very 

excited about being able to produce content and learn how to use different online apps to 

edit their creations. This is very useful from a CML perspective, since many scholars point out 

how important it is to master new media (videos, podcast, etc.) in order to empower and 

expand one’s voice in the digital age (Hobbs, 2001; Buckingham, 2005).  

 

“By doing the activities they concentrate. The students develop their creativity, they 

carry out the video that they think is best. Obviously with content that raises 

awareness. So they are very productive because honestly, if I sent you one of the 

videos they made, for example there is one about human trafficking so it is very 



interesting isn’t it? It’s short but they adapted it to say, “watch out for people like 

this”” (Interview 15T, 2020)  

 

A majority of teachers were aware of the role of video production in improving their students’ 

digital literacy, which after all is an essential component of CML. These three teachers also 

elaborated on the fact that such experiences boost student confidence and make them feel 

like they have more autonomy since they are producing the content themselves and 

producing it with a purpose. The idea of using technology ‘for the greater good’ resonated 

with the students according to these teachers. This ties into Jenkins’ work on ‘participatory 

culture’ which fosters an online space where youngsters can feel their contributions matter 

as active participants of media as opposed to passive consumers (Jenkins et al, 2006; Jenkins 

et al, 2015). Such expressions of creativity are not only limited to video production, but also 

print and digital newspapers and radio shows: 

 

“Yes, the [newspaper] has a name that the students made up. It’s called United School. 

They chose the name. We also worked with radio. We have a small… I don’t know 

what it’s called but we call it radio capsules…small radio capsules that we called, ‘Do 

you want to get to know me? Tune in!’ So we have some recordings that they did 

based on some themes of their day-to-day life.” (Interview 11T, 2019) 

 

Teachers were also motivated to engage in media production thanks to the contests 

organized by the FPP: Reporter for One Day, The Interview that I Always Dreamed of and 

Mobile Reports. This incentivized the students and teachers to participate with the chance of 

winning prizes or at least some form or recognition with awards. For example: 

 

“In 2015 when we won Reporter for One Day…They made the effort of making a 

newspaper, like an informative bulletin on a certain topic. And the [FPP] told us no, 

you can’t do it like this, it has to be more alluring. So we worked harder. They would 

send me information like that, what they expected more or less so I would send it to 

them again and they would correct it. So we would edit it all together and send it back 

to Carlos Portugal [the director of FPP] and he would say, “pay attention to this… 

correct it like this… add this” and then we won. The students won a tablet and some 

acknowledgements.” (Interview 9T, 2019) 

 

The incentive of contests by the FPP shows how they influenced the way teachers engage 

with CML. The feedback on videos was also very much appreciated by several of the teachers 

who wanted to learn and improve their production skills. Teachers told me however, that 

these contests had taken place with less frequency in the past couple of years which the FPP 

directors would later tell me that it was due to lack of funds. When asked about the lack of 

contests in recent years, one teacher said: 

 



“It would be convenient to hold these contests and activate them more. The 

workshops as well. Through these contests the students motivate themselves and try 

to do it…they make an effort. When I tell them we are going to participate in a national 

contest they practice their creativity more. They search for the necessary mechanism 

and develop their creativity.” (Interview 15T, 2020) 

 

The process of creating goes beyond creating news content, extending more generally to 

creative art forms. Teachers use poetry, drawings, comics, music and animation to address 

social issues that inflict their communities and sometimes their personal lives. Some teachers 

showed me videos, songs and poems by students on issues such as domestic violence, sexism, 

sexual abuse and drug addiction. In figure 3, part of a comic is depicted that shows a girl asking 

her friend why she is consuming drugs if she knows how harmful it is to which the girl replies, 

“I feel like nobody in my family loves me and that they all hate me.” Narcotic and alcohol 

abuse is a problem that most teachers found very concerning in their schools so addressing it 

in class was considered necessary to raise awareness. Four of the teachers told me that these 

expressions of creativity are not necessarily focused on developing critical consciousness, 

rather they are important to help the students express themselves, voice their concerns, 

and/or learn to communicate with audiovisual content.  

 

Reflecting on Social Issues  

 

All the teachers with the exception of one found it very useful to integrate social issues with 

media production. Social issues are addressed in the secondary school curriculum both 

through the PSP activities but also in the textbook content which includes social issues such 

as gender inequality and discrimination. Therefore, teachers considered it a good opportunity 

to practice media production for learning and communicating these issues: 

 

“The patriarchy…For example, we made songs…hip hop. We have a CD that the 

children sang. First we taught them about rhymes, according to the curriculum 

Figure 3: A screen shot from a comic created by students about drug-abuse (Teacher 11T, 2019) 

 



content. This problem was not integrated in the PSP. But there was indeed a lot of 

problems with sexism in the school. And moreover, not to be mean, but in the rural 

areas this problem is more acute so we made songs and the children drew…The 

younger kids made drawings about violence.” (Interview 11T, 2019)  

 

This teacher recounted with sadness how some of the younger kids’ drawings about violence 

were traumatizing and graphic, denoting images of sexual violence and domestic abuse. The 

teacher  deduced that these were problems experienced by the children at home. Though 

this teacher tried to help the students by talking to them about the problems they were facing 

at home, they ultimately felt powerless to do anything, saying that the role of the man in the 

household is ‘essential’ for Bolivian rural families. The only thing this teacher said they could 

do was analyze this problem further with the students, trying to make the male students put 

themselves in the shoes of females.  

 

Community Engagement 
 

The production of media and analysis of social issues is in turn also linked to the view that 

media literacy is about sharing information with the community, or at least a group of people. 

This desire for community engagement was addressed by half of the teachers. Community 

engagement ranges from sharing creations with students from other classes/years to going 

on local radio stations to interviewing people on the street:  

 

“We went out to the street, with the topic of empathy to be able to talk to people, 

know how to address themselves. And for example, they say, “I am going to interview 

you as though it were a conversation, about your job, how much do you earn, how do 

you sell”…They could say no but it all depends on how you ask them…. It was very 

interesting and I liked it.” (Interview 10T, 2019) 

 

The goal of community engagement in CML theory is what many scholars pinpoint as the 

point of inflection between media literacy and CML. It is directly linked to collective citizen 

empowerment, which is necessary to achieve social transformation (a critical pedagogical 

notion that CML scholars adopted as explained in the theoretical framework). Half of the 

teachers explicitly realized the importance of engaging with the community both for the 

students as individuals and for the local communities to progress by creating spaces where 

people can work together. As individuals, three of the teachers explicitly mentioned what a 

difference it makes when students are exposed to other members of the community who can 

serve as role models and provide them with vocational inspiration. One of these teachers 

recounted their students’ experience visiting local journalists on a radio show: 

 

“Yes, they love believing they are journalists. For example, they went to interview the 

DJs of a local radio program El Radio La Bruja, a known radio here. They went to 



interview and meet the Sapo and the Bruja. And the students asked them, “do you 

prepare your script before coming on the program” and all sorts of questions like that. 

And it was really beautiful.” (Interview 12T, 2019) 

 

This teacher went on to say that after the visit, the pupils – who were all female – made 

comments about wanting to be like the journalists. The teacher also said that it was an 

empowering experience for the students from a feminist point of view since they were very 

inspired by the director of the radio show being a woman. Moreover, the director made a 

comment about the “women being in charge” and “giving orders to men” which was received 

very well by the pupils who looked up to this empowering attitude. This teacher along with 

three others shared how they thought it was very important to instill leadership skills in their 

female students since they had seen how many of their female pupils became teen mothers 

or married early without any career aspirations (Interview 8T, 2019; Interview 9T, 2019; 

Interview 12T, 2020; Interview 14T, 2020).  

 

Efforts to engage children in the community were also done on a more micro level, within 

their own schools. One of the teachers told me how they were excited about starting a theatre 

program in their school to immerse the children in social issues –namely on the topics of 

bullying, drug abuse and gang violence – and have them perform to their families and other 

pupils:  

 

“We are working to advance a contemporary theatre, a theatre in Bolivia where we 

act and make short films based on what the students want. Now, for example, I am 

going to work with the referred short films, for them to engage with the topic of Non 

Violence. The plays go along with their topic.” (Interview 13T, 2019) 

 

Again, these expressions are relevant for CML because they provide a space for students to 

engage with social issues while making their voices heard and developing their creative skills. 

Such skills can prove useful in their daily lives for communication but also for their careers.   

 

Analyzing news sources 
 

Analyzing news stories critically, verifying fake news and learning how to spot fake news 

sources is a major point of focus for teachers. All of the teachers claimed to have addressed 

the topic of fake news in class, which is not surprising considering there was a workshop in 

2019 about the dangers of fake news and how to educate against it. In some cases when they 

produce media, they learn directly and indirectly how media can be manipulated and thus 

have a visual, practical way of analyzing media content. At times, the analysis was political 

too as half the teachers told me they examined the veracity of news sources covering the 

Chiquitania forest fires. One teacher recounted how they asked their students what the 

government was doing about the fires and the class concluded that the government was not 



doing anything to extinguish them because they wanted to use the land for agriculture 

(Interview 15T, 2020). The link between verifying news sources critically and understanding 

about the wider structural problems of the country, in other words, reflecting on the reality 

in which they live was also reflected by another teacher: 

 

“Since we are living these times of change, one has the power in their class to teach 

students how to reflect, to value, to criticize. What is happening around them in their 

environment? I use news a lot, let me tell you… And each student contributes, 

analyzing, and we see that reality is not as we make of it, isn’t that so? It’s a different 

reality. I really like working with the news. They live what is happening on a daily basis. 

(Interview 8T, 2019)  

 

This teacher’s experience along with a majority of others reflect how students are also very 

keen on learning about current affairs. The heavily mediatized and polarized political situation 

in Bolivia surrounding the 2019 elections was a topic of great interest to children even if they 

were not old enough to vote. While in La Paz, I noticed that there were a lot of conversations 

among young people and older people alike and people from different socioeconomic 

backgrounds on what were the news sources and television channels that were biased and 

which ones could be most trusted. This made them more critical of different news sources 

and mass media that they were exposed to. One teacher described their interactions with the 

students on these issues: 

 

“So they immediately understand and indicate, for example, how some television 

channels exaggerate things. So that is what they consider fake news. “Like what 

channels?”, I ask them.  And they reply directly, “Channel 13” or “Unitel”. “Why”, I 

ask. “Teacher, it’s a fact. When the event happened they flip it around. They 

exaggerate it or reduce it.”” (Interview 13T, 2019) 

 

The overarching principle of these media literacy teachings is to increase the access to good-

quality information and for the children to learn how to navigate information spaces to 

extract facts from news. As one teacher put it: “They have to learn to research and know the 

sources they can use. For example: interviews, the library. Sometimes I show them first-

person news stories. We are studying reports now so I teach them how to do surveys” 

(Interview 11T, 2019). 

 

The teachers claimed to have learned a lot from the FPP workshops about media literacy and 

used this acquired knowledge in their classrooms. When asked what led them to attend the 

first FPP workshop, most teachers said they were curious when they saw flyers or 

announcements in their hometowns and wanted to gain more know-how about media and 

technology. The initial push to attend is therefore attributable, at least to some extent, to 

their motivations as educators. The next section will examine these motivations in greater 



depth and pinpoint the factors that facilitate these teachers’ motivations versus those that 

constrain them.  

 

 Teacher Motivations in Teaching CML 

 

“If we can reach ten students that is already good. It goes creating a domino effect. 

And not only us here in Potosí. In the other departments they were very, very 

motivated because you don’t just do the course and forget about it, you know? 

Rather, you bring it all together and go improving it.” (Interview 18T, 2019)  

 

The quote above is a very clear example of the motivations that teachers feel in teaching CML 

and the sense of purpose that it gave them. When speaking with teachers, they were never 

explicitly asked what their motivations were on certain topics relating to teaching CML. They 

themselves chose to share their opinions and thoughts on teaching media literacy when 

talking about their experiences. When analyzing the data, these motivations were grouped in 

what were identified as two major camps:  

 

1) Modernization: The necessity of keeping up to date with technology. In order to teach 

children how to navigate the digital world, teachers themselves must also adapt to the 

present. 

 

2) Critical development: Do their part as teachers to nurture active, informed, 

independent citizens with a critical mindset  

 

When coding the interviews, these two trends were noticeable in almost all the interviews 

with teachers. Both of these motivations follow logically from the CML work conducted in the 

classroom and can be said to be a driving force that inspires them to teach CML. These 

motivations were also principles of the FPP, which became evident after speaking with FPP 

directors and reading the content on their website as well as the practical guide that they 

published for teachers and students. In the opening letter of this guide, the FPP director 

writes, “New information and communication technologies have a transcendental influence 

in configurating the habits of new generation. It is thus necessary to reflect on the literature 

and how this pedagogy can stimulate the creation and maintenance of this habit.” On the 

FPP’s media education website, educamedios.org, the about us section describes media 

literacy as “a useful, dynamic and accessible tool to improve the quality of teaching and attain 

better-informed citizens that are conscious of their rights and obligations.” These two 

excerpts align with the teacher’s key motivations above, motivations that they believed would 

improve the well-being of their students and grant them a better future. These motivations 

in turn facilitated their agency as teachers since the work they did with CML fulfills them. 

 

https://educamedios.org/


Working with CML in the classroom gave teachers a greater sense of purpose. Teaching CML 

in and of itself was the main factor that contributed to a greater sense of agency for teachers.  

The 12 teachers recounted experiences where they felt proud and fulfilled as a result of seeing 

how their students progressed through CML activities. The students’ enthusiasm also 

motivated them and this was visible by the excitement in their voice as with this teacher who 

remembered with fondness how motivated her students were: “They become motivated! 

That is what pleases them, the motivation of aspiring and verifying. It motivates them to be 

taken into account, that all the work they do is not only to present but that it permeates in 

their life (Interview 16T, 2020). Here the teacher appreciates several pedagogical goals of 

CML: motivating students to pursue a vocation, helping students to see the importance of 

verifying information, making the students feel like they are being heard, and impacting the 

students with teachings that goes beyond the four walls of the school (Hobbs, 1998). This 

sentiment was also relayed by another teacher who with a huge smile and eyes lit up, said 

“as a language teacher there is nothing more beautiful than producing [news] reports, that 

the students learn to research and that they learn what sources they can use” (Interview 11T). 

Again, there is a sense of fulfilment in seeing students develop their critical thinking skills to 

be prepared when they go out into the ‘real world.’ 

 

 

1) Modernization 

 

Modernization in this context only refers to keeping up to date with technology, and in a 

couple of cases also with being less socially conservative on topics that affect youth (e.g. use 

of contraceptives). When asked what sparked this teacher to attend the first FPP media 

literacy workshop they went to:  

 

“Why does it interest me? Because we are in the technological world! So we have to 

make changes, plenty of changes in our form of teaching, to provide them with 

internet in the world that surrounds them. So we cannot continue with the old-

fashioned ways, we cannot. This whole thing with media literacy is like a right that 

everyone should have to communication. For everyone to access in the same 

conditions.” (Interview 8T, 2019) 

 

Yet another teacher applauded the FPP workshops for their efforts in teaching about 

technology: 

 

“The depth of it is first to teach them how to use [technology]. It’s like a car. You have 

to know the rules and how to drive it. You have to learn driving skills and know what 

you are doing. Once you mastered that, you can drive. It seems like the [students] 

must possess this critical thinking. It’s about the capacity of analysis, self-mastery and 

self-control that they have.” (Interview 18T, 2019) 



 

What was also very motivating and empowering for teachers was when they could teach CML 

to their colleagues. The FPP’s intended goal is after all, for the small group of teachers to 

transfer their knowledge and motivation to other teachers. The teachers I interviewed were 

conscious of this responsibility and took it on proudly. Three teachers told me with an excited 

and confident tone of voice, how their colleagues are finally paying attention to the need for 

CML thanks to all the misinformation that came out during the very contentious elections and 

the period of social unrest that followed (Interview 12T, 2019; 16T, 2020; 19T, 2020).  One 

teacher seemed to have a lot of dedication to teach colleagues how to verify news and 

produce videos, saying that she would invite colleagues to her house if they needed further 

explanation  

 

One teacher was particularly vocal about helping their students learn how to inform 

themselves online about sexual reproductive health and rights, despite other colleagues in 

their school not engaging in these topics:  

 

“I talk a lot to my students, boys and girls. They listen to me and I explain contraceptive 

methods to them. They have seen videos, they have researched. I heard that there is 

a teacher called Teacher Marlene …she talks about how us women have to learn to 

value ourselves, to keep moving forward. So, yes, there are teachers who talk about 

these things but only about 3 or 4 of us out of almost 60 teachers address technology.” 

(Interview 9T, 2019) 

 

This teacher, who is very passionate about female empowerment, uses online information to 

educate pupils on issues surrounding this topic. This link between increasing access to greater 

quality of information and engaging with social issues is addressed by CML organizations that 

provide informative resources on social justice issues for students, teachers and parents (see 

NAMLE, Center for Media Literacy, Common Sense Media, etc.).  

 

Teachers recognized the importance of teaching children about the dangers of technology 

and how to manage our use of it correctly so that we don’t suffer the negative consequences 

of it. Most of these teachers realized that there is no use in sheltering children from 

technology. They are going to use it anyway so might as well teach them how to use it 

properly. This teacher, in particular, remembered the words of one media literacy educator 

who led a workshop in 2014: 

 

“Renata Hoffman, in the first workshop I went to, she told us, [on technology] “this is 

intelligent but we can use it, we can incorporate it into our lives and see how we can 

manage it and we shouldn’t be scared of it.” So, from then on I started. I also have the 

Tik-Tok application in my phone and sometimes with my daughters we see what is 



trending…so we see that at least students could do positive things with technology 

because they have a phone and it’s there.” (Interview 10T, 2019) 

 

Finally, another teacher also recognized this importance to combat phone addiction, urging a 

more critical approach to this inevitable globalized phenomenon: 

 

“Now that we are in the 21st century, everything that is communication is incredible. 

We have learnt a lot from the workshops. They served me a lot because we are in this 

global world. We are globalized in our management of current communication; we 

can even call it robotized because there is no critical analysis.” (Interview 17T, 2019) 

 

This criticism made by this teacher on a lack of critical analysis is the same one formulated by 

Kellner in calling for a movement towards “techno-literacy” that engages effectively in modes 

of multimedia communication, and away from merely “computer literacy” (Kahn and Kellner, 

2005, 246). 

 

 

2) Critical development 

 

All the teachers realized that adopting a critical mindset towards the way technology is used 

is necessary. However, this willingness to expand their critical thinking skills goes beyond 

media and technology, to all aspects of society. The 12 teachers held this value. Even when 

they referred to it from a technological point of view, they emphasized the importance of 

reflexivity in all information that is being digested. When asking a teacher what motivated 

them to teach media literacy, they replied: 

 

“That is what we hope for, that students see the need for it and prioritize it, reflect on 

what is to come in the future of their reality. Everything is at the vanguard of 

technology; it is important for them to know how to use this technology for good. Use 

it well and share it with other people, with everyone who surrounds them. For them 

to be critical and reflective according to what is to come in our panorama, our 

livelihoods, the day-to-day life we live here. So, we always strive to do better.” 

(Interview 16T, 2019)  

 

One teacher was very adamant about this motivation, more specifically on the desire for 

students to have a diverse set of opinions and think for themselves, not just regurgitate what 

other people say. This teacher made this point on several occasions: “I always tell them to 

respect each other and themselves. When I give my opinion I say “this is my opinion, I think 

this”. Because I can even cause problems between them.” (Interview 12T, 2019) 

Distinguishing opinions from facts is a crucial part of media literacy (Digital Resource Centre, 

Centre for News Literacy; Luke, 1997) . Teacher’s motivation to teach students to be 



respectful of others’ opinions but also critically constructive is also necessary for their future 

as it helps them practice how to engage and communicate with others. This teacher went on 

to say: “If we don’t teach our students that they must know, analyze, reflect, criticize in a 

constructive way then we don’t know where they will get to.”  (Interview 12T, 2019) The word 

constructive here is key since it emphasizes the potential role young people have in 

contributing and progressing their community. 

 

Most teachers recognized that the purpose of school goes beyond the four walls of the 

classroom. It serves to prepare the students not just in their academic pursuits but also in 

their life: 

 

“When I started off as a teacher, I said that everything I did in class has to serve them 

for their life. Because I need to teach them how to investigate. In the last years of 

school, I don’t give them the text. They themselves have to bring topics and we do it 

in the class. They research, they do it and then they present it. And then we put it in 

practice. I don’t give them everything already prepared. They have to do it 

themselves.” 

 

This teacher and most others were passionate about their students developing a critical 

mindset in order to prepare them to go out into the real world and improve their future. There 

was a real desire on behalf of teachers to turn their students into active citizens within their 

communities. Freire’s idea of praxis resounds in the teachers’ accounts. The topics they 

engaged with in their classrooms were not to remain static but to be cultivated into some 

form of purposeful actions, whose fruits might take several years to bear.  

 

 

Teacher Restrictions in teaching CML 

 

After laying out the motivations that give committed teachers more room to maneuver in 

teaching CML, this section will explore those factors that constrain or restrict their room to 

maneuver. Teacher restrictions have been analysed and grouped into three camps. Just as 

teacher autonomy provokes positive emotions like fulfilment, teacher restrictions lead to 

teachers expressing more feelings of outrage, frustration, embarrassment, impotence and 

sadness.  

 

Socio-cultural Restrictions 

 

The advance of technology in all aspects of daily life (home, school, work, social life etc.) is 

addressed in two opposing ways by the school administrations of the teachers interviewed. 

Either (1) they have a very liberal phone-use policy whereby students (and sometimes 

teachers) are distracted by their phones and find it difficult to stay off their screens, or (2) 



they are very against the use of mobile phones and view it as a sinful, corruptive device. 

Neither of these extremes have made an effort to teach the importance of addressing how to 

use mobile phones safely. The nefarious effects of digitalized populations – low attention 

spans, “zombification” of social spaces, exposure to the dark web  – were brought up by some 

of the teachers who were legitimately concerned about their students’ futures. This 

phenomenon of rapid digitalization is not exclusive to Bolivia and is happening all over the 

world. One teacher, in an outraged tone, described how even in meetings with other teachers 

they have to scold other teachers to turn off their phones or change it to silent mode: “how 

can I tell the children to put their phones on silence or to put their phones away if the teachers 

don’t even do it! One only has to go around the school hallways and peek through the 

windows to see how many teachers are really teaching and how many are on their phones 

Whatsapping all day” (Interview 18T, 2019). This teacher’s tone of voice was slightly angry 

and annoyed, almost stupefied at the bad example being set by the teachers. Concern was 

felt but also impotence by this teacher and others who considered this problem to be too 

widespread to face. Agency here is slightly constrained as they felt that their motivations to 

teach about the harmful effects of technology were being undermined. 

 

What is unique about some of the teachers’ experiences and my field observations is the 

second reaction mentioned, in other words, the efforts of many school administrators, 

teachers, parents and others to shelter students from technology. Perhaps this has happened 

as a result of the sheer speed of mobile phone access increasing across the country. In any 

case, these efforts to curb technological use have not been successful since a grand majority 

of pupils have access to phones. From the teachers’ point of view it is also detrimental to their 

media literacy teachings, which advocates a responsible, informed use of technology. The 

four teachers who experienced this felt that they were being constrained from teaching their 

classes the way they wanted to. One teacher described how every time they wanted to use 

mobile phones in the classroom they had to ask permission from the headmaster. The teacher 

reinacted the conversation: “I want to use X number of phones. I want to teach them 

everything I learned. It is easier to use a phone than a computer since all of them have it.” To 

which the headmaster replied, “no.” The teacher, who seemed very frustrated recounting this 

experience, then said, “so we can’t do anything about it. We can’t do anything! It’s terrible!” 

(Interview 8T, 2019) In the case of the other two teachers who experienced this restriction, 

they had to ask permission from the pupils’ parents to use mobile phones which was also 

constraining since this sometimes took very long and was time-consuming for the teachers. 

One teacher explained to me how this request to ask for permission was stipulated by the 

MoE who publishes updated resolutions every year and that it is up to the headmaster 

whether it is applied or not.  

 

When visiting a school in a rural village of the La Paz region, I was present for an end-of-

school-year speech made by the headmaster. In his speech, he compared phones to the devil, 

saying it was “turning us into sinners”. The parents, other teachers and students nodded in 



agreement as he pointed to his phone and claimed that this was the culprit for tearing many 

families apart. As opposed to seeing technological use as a reflection of society, this 

headmaster believed society was morally deteriorating because of technology. Indeed, three 

of the interviewed teachers told me how they faced backlash from other teachers and/or 

their school headmasters for teaching media literacy and using phones in their class for 

activities. This is also reflected in the quote from Interview 11T in the previous section: “I 

think most teachers are scared of the media.” Though it is difficult to tell how widespread this 

fear is, it is clear a restricting factor for teachers to teach CML.    

 

According to two of these teachers, they faced more issues with the parents who protested 

when they found out that the children were using mobile phones for classroom activities. One 

teacher, who sounded fed up of the situation, described how “it is is very difficult to confront 

the parents in my school. They think that using phones is harmful. Whenever we want to go 

out and film a news report I have to face the parents. I struggle with the parents and even 

with my own colleagues who think that I shouldn’t be using mobile phones” (Interview 12T). 

This again constrains the teachers from being able to act more freely in teaching CML.  

 

Political Restrictions  

 

The effect of political restrictions mainly comes from the time restrictions that teachers face 

when trying to integrate media literacy with the demanding curriculum. Not only did most of 

the teachers criticise the huge increase in curriculum content but they also expressed 

frustration at not being trained nearly as well as they should have been for the updated topics 

and subjects. A few of the teachers recounted how they were expected to learn either Aymara 

or Quechua on their own with a textbook provided by the MoE. On top of being Spanish 

language teachers, they were suddenly expected to teach the indigenous language as a 

separate subject. Two teachers from the same town also told me about their struggles with 

having to learn English and teach it at the same time (Interview 10T, 2019; 13T, 2019). 

Another teacher said that the ASEP reform put pressure on teachers to perform beyond their 

specializations: “The reform has become more political and it’s a huge mess… and not only 

for us language teachers. If we look at biology or chemistry, the teachers are bewildered 

because they are faced with things they have never done before. There is an astrophysics 

Olympics but in the school they don’t even know what that means.” Most teachers recounted 

that the curriculum was too demanding in that sense and thus time consuming. 

 

Some teachers were still very confused about certain aspects of the curriculum and criticized 

the abstract, non-conformist reform for making their workload much more difficult. Teachers 

were asked to grade students on four elements: ‘being’, ‘knowing’, ‘deciding’ and ‘doing’ 

(Interview 19T, 2020). In some cases they were even more abstract: “How can one grade 

honesty from 1 to 10? In the ‘being’ aspect we have to quantify principles, ethical values, 

morality, etc. How can we quantify love?” (ibid). This teacher, who sounded very frustrated 



and quite annoyed at the situation, went on to say that many teachers invented grades for 

these concepts. This teacher and their colleagues felt that they couldn’t take the ASEP reform 

seriously.  

 

There are also political restrictions that arise as a result of a lack of government funding in 

educational institutions and relevant training for media literacy. As one journalist who also 

works in the FPP told me: 

 

“One of the great problems with all the governments is that education reforms are 

very interesting but they don’t convince the teacher to begin with. One of the first 

problems is the deficient training of teachers. I bet you that if we do a workshop on 

[news] verification in a Normal where the teachers are trained, they are the ones that 

least know. So one of the greatest gaps is that, the training of teachers is bad.”  

 

Indeed, more teacher training may make teachers feel more motivated since they might feel 

more confident about what they are teaching and that they can transmit more knowledge to 

their students.  

 

 

Economic Restrictions 

 

For the most part, teachers were able to get by despite the limited economic resources that 

their schools provided them with to practice CML in the classroom.  This is due to the fact that 

most students had access to phones, with all teachers telling me that between 70-100% of 

their students aged 14 and above had phones or would borrow their parents phones for CML 

activities. Because most of the teachers’ schools were based in big towns and cities, student 

access to phones is not representative of their overall experience. One teacher who taught in 

the fourth largest city of Bolivia, Cochabamba, told me that all of his 37 students had phones 

(Interview 13T, 2019).  

 

Phones were used by all teachers in the classroom both to produce videos and to search news 

stories to critically analyze. To search for news, teachers told me that phones sufficed. 

However, for CML production, four of the teachers expressed a desire to have better-quality 

cameras to be able to film more professional videos. Also, because most students did not 

have laptops or access to printing, they were not able to use the materials that they needed 

to produce school newspapers. For example, one teacher told me how their students 

complained when the teacher told them to print out their news stories, reenacting what the 

students said, “we don’t have computers at home! Internet is expensive!”. In this sense they 

felt impotent as teachers to help their students engage with CML.  

 



One teacher in particular was very keen on using theatre to address issues surrounding 

gendered violence, teen pregnancy and machismo. This teacher felt impotent to carry out this 

project because they weren’t able to garner any financial support to buy filming equipment, 

props, costumes or a stage. When they proposed this idea to the school headmasters they 

said it was a great idea but were not willing to give any funds to support it. With great sadness 

in their voice, this teacher told me that the situation of their students, who were all female, 

was one of precarity. They told me how many of their students suffered situations of sexual 

violence and a few of them had fallen pregnant due to lack of education on contraception. 

This teacher believed that through investment in film and theatre for their students, they 

would become more empowered since they would be able to tell their stories to a wider 

audience.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

All teachers seem to have really resonated with a central principle of CML: it is not merely 

something that people learn, rather something that people do. To quote Barton and Hamilton 

(1998) “like all human activity, literacy is essentially social, and it is located in the interaction 

between people” (p. 3). The fact that almost all teachers interviewed used media literacy to 

address social justice issues corroborates with the notion that CML is necessary to engage 

with political and social injustices. This focus on community and social action is essentially 

what distinguishes critical media literacy from media literacy. CML scholars agree it is 

dangerous for media education to be politically neutral (Ligocki, 2017, 5). The teachers 

engaged with issues ranging from sexism and indigenous empowerment to drug abuse and 

environmental degradation. Even though these issues were also promoted by the ASEP 

curriculum through course content and the PSP, some of the teachers, especially those who 

were anti-MAS, used this as an opportunity to criticize the government. In answering the third 

research question on how teachers conceptualize and perform CML it is necessary to highlight 

this point on teachers’ critical mindset towards power structures. 

 

All the different forms of interpreting media literacy by the teacher is reflective of the lack of 

consensus in the CML literature on which interpretations and practices are most useful for 

educators to enable in the classroom (Hobbs, 1998; Potter, 2010). The logical choice for many 

teachers to engage with creative production suggests that the debates in the CML movement 

over whether it is worthwhile to engage in production are not always as contentious in 

practice. These teachers were able to work with the resources available to them, albeit 

limited, to produce content that, according to their experiences, was very beneficial to their 

students. The fact that most students have mobile phones and were able to learn how to use 

apps to film and edit content made media production accessible in the classroom. The 

teachers were also able to integrate production with other CML topics like  fake news analysis, 

reflecting on social issues and community engagement. To further answer the third research 



question it is thus important to take into account their pragmatism and what resources are 

available for them. 

 

This brings me to the fourth research question. The factors that facilitate teachers room to 

maneuver is dictated by their motivations. These motivations are a result of the fulfillment 

they feel from teaching CML to their students and on some occasions their colleagues. The 

fact that teachers feel more motivated when other colleagues also become interested in CML 

shows the importance of collaboration in the educational environment (depicted in the 

teacher agency section of the theoretical framework).Though they never explicitly referred 

to themselves as transformative agents, the way the teachers recounted their experience 

suggests they are really keen in making a difference in their students lives and even in some 

cases, their communities. Teachers felt particularly inspired by two key motivations: 1) 

keeping their students (and in some cases colleagues) up-to-date with technology and social 

issues, and 2) nurture active, informed, independent citizens with a critical mindset. These 

motivations were fostered to a large part thanks to the FPP workshops.  

 

There were also factors that constrained teachers’ room to maneuver. These were political, 

sociocultural and economic. All of these were environmental factors resulting from the 

complex intertwining of different structural dimensions. Relating back to the theoretical 

framework, it is important to highlight these environmental constraints to agency when 

highlighting the Bolivian context. Even though the experiences of teachers differed between 

schools and towns, some of the factors applied to all cases such as economic restrictions and 

political restrictions arising from the heavy course content. The concluding chapter will 

provide more insight to these environmental constraints.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CONCLUSION 
 

This chapter provides concluding remarks for the study by concisely answering the four sub-

questions and main research question. Final reflections and recommendations, which include 

suggestions for future research, are also laid out in this section.  

 

Answering sub-questions 

1) How does the government conceptualize CML? 

Interviews with MoE officials and document analysis revealed that the government 

conceptualizes CML in two identifiable ways:  

i. According to critical pedagogical principles that are rooted in social justice 

theories inspired by Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970). Critical 

consciousness and praxis are engaged with in the reform through language 

such as ‘reflection’, ‘self-criticism’ and ‘transforming one’s reality’. This 

view is translated in curricular practices primarily through the Productive 

Socio-Community Project (PSP) 

ii. The promotion of digital or computer literacy by installing more computer 

rooms in schools, adding a digital literacy workshop in the Normales 

teacher-training curriculum and issuing a new decree in 2013 titled 

‘Regulations for the Development of Information and Communication 

Technologies’.  

This focus on computer literacy (ii.) is necessary in the digital age but it is deemed too 

technical by some CML scholars (Kahn and Kellner, 2005, 246) who call on a more critical 

view of the media. This is paradoxical for the Bolivian context considering there is 

engagement with critical pedagogical thought (i.). However, the discourse in the MoE 

(ASEP reform document, PSP guides and PROFOCOM) uses very abstract and conceptual 

language that does not lay out clear instructions of how critical pedagogy can be practiced. 

The same applies to the PSP initiative. Even though it presents a very promising 

framework for taking action in the community, this study found hardly any practical steps 

on how to do this listed in the curriculum documents. This non-concrete way of explaining 

is a limitation of critical pedagogical theory (Gore, 1993) and the Bolivian interpretation 

of it is no exception. The MoE was too technical on the one hand, and too abstract on the 

other, pointing to a lack of attention to CML practices that focus on producing content for 

citizen empowerment and civic engagement as well as analyzing news sources critically 

and reflecting.  



2) How do the teachers engaged in CML perceive the implementation of the education reform 

through the PROFOCOM teacher-training program?  

Most of the teachers had a negative experience with PROFOCOM, which was the major 

way that the ASEP reform was transmitted to the teachers. A majority were disappointed 

with the training, lamenting that their trainers had little experience and were badly 

prepared. Those who wanted to engage with the literature found the classroom analysis 

very superficial and devoid of any real discussion. Some of the teachers criticized the 

reform for being too political and this correlated with teachers who were very critical of 

the government in general. A few of the teachers were determined to look on the bright 

side and take something positive away from the training that they could use in the 

classroom (namely, Freire’s book Pedagogy of the Oppressed).  

When comparing the PROFOCOM training to that of the FPP there is a very noticeable 

difference between the overall enjoyment and appreciation of the program. All teachers 

were satisfied with the FPP and wanted to continue as opposed to most of their 

experiences with the PROFOCOM training. This difference corroborates with the warnings 

of certain CML scholars against implementing critical pedagogical policies at a state level 

(Aronowitz and Giroux, 1991; Hobbs, 1997). To avoid national level reforms becoming too 

political, being insensitive to cultural peculiarities, and inefficient, the government should 

include civil society organizations in the planning and implementation processes of 

education reforms. The participation of teachers, parents associations, NGOs, journalists, 

and other member of civil society, allows for more voices to be heard, and subsequently 

more peoples’ needs being met. This is the essence of participatory democracy, which has 

been advocated by more and more development scholars in recent years (Sen, 2008, 

Foreword). 

 

3) How do teachers engaged in teaching CML conceptualize and exert their practice? 

The teachers included in the study practice CML in a multitude of ways. The practice of 

teachers align with core CML principles (see CML section in theoretical framework). The 

overall expressions that these teachers recounted from their classroom experience are as 

follows (starting with the most common): 

i) Media production – media here is not just news content (newspapers, news 

reports, radio programs) but also forms of art expressed through poems, videos, 

songs, drawings, and comics. Most of these creative endeavors have a deeper 

meaning to them that reflect on social issues. Production is also a useful exercise 

to see the power of manipulation in videos, photos and other news content. 



ii) Analyzing news and spotting fake news – exercises that dissect news sources are 

very relevant for language teachers who can easily integrate them into their 

classes. They can combine these with social issues too.  

iii) Reflecting on social issues – this was addressed in the different forms of CML too. 

The PSP is a useful space to reflect on social issues so many teachers used the 

opportunity to do so.  

iv) Community engagement – this was the least employed of the methods but also it 

is the most difficult to carry out because it requires forging networks with groups 

outside of the school.  

4) What factors shape teachers’ room to maneuver when teaching CML? 

Teacher Motivations 

The data analysis identified two major motivations that influenced teachers: 

1) Modernization: The necessity of keeping up to date with technology. In order to teach 

children how to navigate the digital world, teachers themselves must also adapt to the 

present. 

2) Critical development: Do their part as teachers to nurture active, informed, 

independent citizens with a critical mindset  

Teachers’ motivations were key in determining the teachers’ room to maneuver and vice-

versa. The practice of CML made teachers feel very motivated and even empowered at 

times which in turn provides them with greater impetus to teach CML. Their motivation is 

bolstered by the change they see in their students over the years but even just the short-

term excitement their students feel when they carry out CML activities in class. The 

enthusiasm of the students was also very fulfilling for teachers. Moreover, when teachers 

are able to share what they learned with their colleagues it opens up their room to 

maneuver for two reasons: 1) they feel more support and solidarity within their education 

environment, and 2) they can take on a role that gives them more purpose and makes them 

feel as though they are making a difference to their community. This falls in line with the 

teacher agency literature that recognizes the enhancement of agency teachers experience 

when engaging with issues of social justice and feeling that they can act constructively 

regarding these issues (Archer, 2000; Thompson and Pascal, 2011; Pantic, 2017).  

Teacher Restrictions 

• Socio-cultural restrictions – characterized by either 1) a fear or aversion to 

technology by other teachers, headmasters and parents or 2) phone addiction 

amongst their students, teachers and parents that makes them feel powerless. 

• Political restrictions – predominantly a result of the very demanding curriculum 

and coursework that leaves teachers with very little time to dedicate to CML. Also, 



the grading system is very abstract and teachers could be sanctioned for marking 

students down. Pressure is put on teachers to perform as transformative agents   

• Economic restrictions – consists of a lack of resources for teachers to be able to 

effectively teach CML in class. Though some of the teachers were content with 

using mobile phones, others wish they had more equipment to be able to have 

more impact with the work they create. These economic constraints are also 

political 

 

Answering the main research question 

 

How do teachers engaged in teaching CML exert agency in teaching the subject within Bolivia’s 

wider context of education reform, elections and increased access to technology? 

 

In order to answer the research question, I will start with the second part of the question that 

addresses the wider context. The implementation of the ASEP Education Reform was mostly 

considered a constraining factor for teachers who were not satisfied for the most part with 

the PROFOCOM training, which they deemed too political. Also, most teachers recounted how 

the curriculum developed from the ASEP law was very demanding and had unrealistic goals 

that the teachers could not meet. These unrealistic objectives proved very time consuming 

and sometimes were a source of stress for the teachers who didn’t know how to meet the 

requirements of what they considered to be abstract rubrics. The positive side of the 

PROFOCOM training and the reform was not overlooked by most teachers who benefitted 

from the PSP and an introduction to critical pedagogical concepts.   

 

As for the elections, the high proliferation of misinformation that circulated during the 

elections and social upheaval that followed, reinforced the need to teach media literacy. This 

thus facilitated overall the interviewed teachers’ agency to teach CML. Some of them proudly 

recounted how they felt that their CML knowledge was even more valid and other teachers 

suddenly became interested in what they had to say regarding CML practices. NGOs like 

Chequea Bolivia also took more notice of the importance of CML. This may lead to more 

funding in the near future, either through governmental or non-governmental means. 

 

Bolivia’s rapid increase in access to technology, namely mobile phone access, both facilitated 

and constrained teacher agency. The fact that most students had mobile phones made certain 

CML exercises like media production and news verification a lot more accessible for students 

and teachers. However, the fact that mobile phone access had skyrocketed with little 

awareness of the negative effects of the internet was also alarming for the teachers’ who 

lamented the unhealthy use of mobile phones. This led some headmasters, parents and fellow 

teachers to adopt a censuring attitude to mobile phones which in turn restricted some of the 

teachers’ from using technology for CML purposes. Despite having mobile phones, some 



teachers felt constrained by a lack of economic resources to carry out their productions. This 

was a political grievance too since the government did not invest in CML, rather focused on 

computer literacy to make students more economically productive.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4:Visual Summary of Empirical Findings 

 

Figure 3 depicts a spectrum between motivations and restrictions, adding a more layered 

dimension to the linear conceptual scheme presented at the start of the thesis. The 

conceptual scheme provides a surface level explanation on the relationship between teachers 

as transformative agents, the ASEP reform and critical theories. This diagram aims to provide 

a richer, more complex representation with teachers as transformative agents taken as a focal 

point.  

 

The government’s implementation of the ASEP reform is considered mostly a restriction for 

teachers who want to feel like they are transformative agents, with a small part of it being on 

the motivations side since the PSP is a motivating initiative. The political and economic 

constraints are mainly factors arising from the MoE as depicted on the visual.  Meanwhile, 

technology is considered mostly a motivator. The restrictions that do exist with technology 

Motivations              Restrictions 

Blue = motivations that facilitate agency; Yellow = Restrictions that 
constrain agency; Green = overlap between motivations and restrictions 
Grey = Bolivian contextual factors 
Arrows = influence e.g. CML influences FPP  



are sociocultural. Lastly, the controversial elections in some cases – combined with 

technology – served to instill the importance of teaching CML. However, the ‘elections’ circle 

is relatively smaller than the other contextual factors because the influence on overall teacher 

agency was minimal.  

 

CML and the FPP are viewed as very motivational drivers, placed on the left side of the 

spectrum. The PSP is motivational too but since it only covers a small component of CML 

teachings it is not all the way on the left of the spectrum between motivations and 

restrictions. Critical pedagogy is in the middle since the theory motivates teachers and 

inspires interesting projects like the PSP. However, because of the ASEP reform applying some 

elements of CP that are not practical for teachers (e.g. too abstract instructions and too much 

pressure on teachers as transformative agents), it also constrains teachers somewhat.  

 

Teaching CML provided many teachers with a sense of purpose and motivation which further 

motivated them to dedicate their time to teaching the subject. They saw very positive results 

in their pupils and also in themselves, as they were also wary of how much they were learning 

in the FPP workshops and in the classroom with their pupils. These teachers were conscious 

that they had the responsibility to spread their valuable CML knowledge to their pupils and 

to other teachers. Even though there were some cases where other teachers showed little 

willingness to learn CML due primarily to cultural constraints, there was still plenty of 

enthusiasm and determination on behalf of the twelve teachers to teach the subject. They 

took it upon themselves to be agents of social change, without explicitly mentioning these 

words, by engaging with community issues and empowering their students to be informed,  

critical and active citizens.   

 

 

Recommendations 

 

The recommendations are based on the teachers’ desires that were expressed during our 

interviews. They are directed towards the Ministry of Education and FPP. The intention is not 

to criticize their work, since they have both engaged with critical theories in a very admirable 

way, rather they are merely intended as suggestions. Almost all the recommendations require 

directing more funds to educational goals, which I realize is easier said than done. As a 

research student with relatively little professional experience I do not pretend to know what 

course of action is best since I have limited knowledge on managing projects.  

 

Firstly, teachers and students would benefit from more investment in the school system in 

resources that can facilitate CML teachings with equipment such as laptops, video cameras, 

theatre props, etc. Second, there was a widespread desire for the FPP to relaunch their 

production competitions in schools since the teachers interviewed were adamant about how 

their pupils had been very motivated when they participated in these competitions. Also, it is 



important for teachers and students to receive feedback for the work they submitted as well 

as acknowledgement of their participation. Third, the teachers’ experiences with PROFOCOM 

suggest teachers are more motivated when trainers engage with the literature being 

presented. This may require better-qualified teacher-trainers who can better prepare, inspire 

and motivate the teachers. Fourth, after speaking to people from the FPP and one of the 

coordinators in the MoE about their halted plan to teach CML in the Normales, I hope that 

this plan is reignited since many teachers and students could benefit from it. At the moment 

there are only computer literacy workshops which is important but does not delve deep 

enough into the nature of the media and the necessity to be critical with information that is 

received. It would be more beneficial to involve different organizations in civil society to have 

a plurality of voices contributing to CML content and teaching. Finally, The PSP was a gratifying 

experience for the teachers I interviewed as it invites students to engage with problems in 

their community. More funding into these initiatives would allow these projects to flourish 

and encourage more youth-led change.  

 

 

Further research  

 

• It would be interesting to compare the experiences of teachers who attended FPP 

workshops with teachers who didn’t to research the impact of NGO-based CML 

programs  

• Conducting research into the experience  of students would be very insightful to better 

see what the effects of teaching CML are. This could then be compared to the 

experience of teachers.   

• CML perspectives of parents and school headmasters would also be interesting to see 

since they are also important stakeholders in teaching CML in the classroom 

• There is an absence of research on community engagement in CML and the effects 

that this has on young people in the long-term. It might be enlightening to follow up 

on these effects or to compare students from different schools. 

 

Final Reflections 

 

I would like to make clear that even though in my analysis I am critical of PROFOCOM and the 

ASEP Reform, I admire the project of decolonization that was undertaken by the government 

and the MoE officials tasked with implementing the reform. The goal of this research was not 

to discredit the reform in any way but to examine the motivations and challenges this group 

of teachers faced when teaching CML. Whatever party comes to power in the upcoming 

elections, I hope they invest and dedicate time to promoting critical media literacy in the 

education system. The lack of focus on CML is not just the case in Bolivia but in most countries 

in the world, in the global north and south (Kellner & Share, 2007, 61).  
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Perez. Temas Sociales, 31. La Paz. 265-273. Available online: 

http://www.scielo.org.bo/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S0040-

29152011000100011&lng=es&nrm=iso 

 

Tisdell, E.J.,  Stuckey, H.L., Thompson, P.M. (2007). “Teaching Critical Media Literacy in Adult 

and Higher Education: An Action Research Study,” Adult Education Research Conference. 

http://newprairiepress.org/aerc/2007/papers/102 

 

UNICEF (2015) Situation of Children and Adolescents Regarding Education. UNICEF 

http://unicef.org/bolivia/03_UNICEF_Bolivia_CK_-_concept_note_-_Education_low.pdf  

 

Vásquez, T.A. (2019a, September 11) La Asamblea ciudadana declaró "desastre nacional" por 

los incendios en Bolivia y crecen las protestas contra Evo Morales. Infobae, Retrieved from 

http://infobae.com  

 

Vásquez, T.A. (2019b, May 3) La guerra de Evo Morales contra la prensa: periodistas dejan su 

trabajo por presiones del Gobierno. Infobae, Retrieved from http://infobae.com  

 

Vaca, M. (2011, July 29) Bolivia: el estado aumenta el control sobre los medios. BBC, Retrieved 

from http://bbc.com/mundo  

Van der Heijdena, H., Geldens, J., Beijaard, D. & Popeijus, H., 2015. Characteristics of 

teachers as change agents. Teachers and Teaching, 21(6), p. 699.  

Vongalis-Macrow, A. (2007). I, Teacher: re-territorialization of teachers' multi-faceted agency 

in globalized education. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 28(4), pp. 425-439. 

Walsh, C. (2012) “Other” Knowledges, “Other” Critiques: Reflections on the Politics and 

Practices of Philosophy and Decoloniality in the “Other” America. Transmodernity: Journal of 

Peripheral Cultural Production of the Luso-Hispanic World. 1:3. 11-27. 

 

Webber, Jeffrey R. (2011) From rebellion to reform in Bolivia : class struggle, indigenous 

liberation, and the politics of Evo Morales. Chicago, Ill Haymarket. 

 

https://revista.drclas.harvard.edu/book/new-bolivian-education-law
https://opendemocracy.net/
http://www.scielo.org.bo/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S0040-29152011000100011&lng=es&nrm=iso
http://www.scielo.org.bo/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S0040-29152011000100011&lng=es&nrm=iso
http://newprairiepress.org/aerc/2007/papers/102
http://unicef.org/bolivia/03_UNICEF_Bolivia_CK_-_concept_note_-_Education_low.pdf
http://infobae.com/
http://infobae.com/
http://bbc.com/mundo


Westbrook, N. (2011) Media Literacy Pedagogy: critical and new/twenty-first-century 

literacies instruction. E–Learning and Digital Media. 8:2. 154-164.  

 

Yapu, M. (2013). “Veinte años de educacion en Bolivia: dos reformas y algunos temas de 

investigacion social”. T’inkazos, 34. 131-152.  

 

Zuazo, M. (2009) ¿Cómo nació el MAS? La ruralización de la política en Bolivia. Fundación 

Ebert Stiftung. La Paz.  

 


	Abstract
	Acronyms
	Introduction
	Outline of Thesis
	Research Questions
	Methodology
	Epistemological and Ontological Position
	Unit of Analysis & Sampling
	Methods
	Interviews
	Observations
	Document analysis

	Data Analysis
	Methodological Reflection
	Data Quality
	Limitations

	Positionality and Ethical Considerations
	Positionality
	Ethical considerations


	Theoretical Framework
	Critical Theory
	Critical Pedagogy
	Critical Media Literacy
	Teacher Agency

	Conceptual Scheme
	The Bolivian Context
	A brief history
	Politics: change or more of the same?
	MAS takes power
	Elections: Field Observations of the campaign and aftermath

	The Importance of Media
	The power of New Media

	Education: Two Reforms in Two Decades
	2010 ASEP Reform
	1994 Reform


	Empirical Chapters
	1. MAS GOVERNMENT ENGAGEMENT  WITH CML
	Introduction
	Government Familiarity with CML
	The Promotion of Digital Literacy
	Freirean Influence in Government Discourse
	Conclusion

	2. HOW TEACHERS PERCEIVE THE GOVERNMENT’S CRITICAL PEDAGOGICAL TEACHINGS
	Introduction
	Overview of Teachers’ Experiences with PROFOCOM
	PROFOCOM and Politicization of the Reform
	PROFOCOM teachings applied in the classroom
	PROFOCOM versus FPP Workshops
	Conclusion

	3. ROOM TO MANEUVER THAT COMMITTED TEACHERS HAVE TO CARRY OUT THEIR PRACTICE
	How teachers practice CML in the classroom
	Media Production
	Reflecting on Social Issues
	Community Engagement
	Analyzing news sources

	Teacher Motivations in Teaching CML
	1) Modernization
	2) Critical development

	Teacher Restrictions in teaching CML
	Socio-cultural Restrictions
	Political Restrictions
	Economic Restrictions


	Conclusion

	CONCLUSION
	Answering  sub-questions
	Answering the main research question
	Recommendations
	Further research
	Final Reflections

	Bibliography

