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Abstract. This article investigates the pivotal role of media education in fostering ethical and moral 

decision-making competencies among students. In contemporary educational paradigms, the rapid 

proliferation of digital media has fundamentally transformed the informational landscape, thereby 

necessitating the cultivation of critical ethical judgment and moral reasoning. 
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Introduction: The intersection of ethical education and media literacy is further complicated by the 

evolving nature of digital media, which presents students with an unprecedented volume and diversity 

of information. Social media platforms, online news portals, and user-generated content create both 

opportunities and ethical quandaries that demand advanced evaluative competencies. For instance, 

students must navigate issues related to misinformation, biased reporting, digital privacy, 

cyberbullying, and the moral implications of their own online behaviors. Within this milieu, media 

education emerges not merely as a technical skillset but as a vehicle for cultivating critical 

consciousness and ethical discernment. As scholars such as Hobbs (2011) emphasize, media literacy 

education serves as a foundational tool for empowering students to participate responsibly in civic 

life, promoting not only informed decision-making but also principled action in digitally mediated 

contexts. The theoretical underpinnings of ethical competence in media education draw upon multiple 

disciplinary perspectives. Cognitive-developmental theory, notably articulated through Piaget’s 

stages of cognitive growth and Kohlberg’s stages of moral reasoning, provides a framework for 

understanding how students progressively develop the capacity for abstract moral reasoning, 

perspective-taking, and principled judgment. According to Kohlberg, the progression from pre-

conventional to post-conventional moral reasoning involves increasingly sophisticated consideration 

of universal ethical principles and societal norms, a process that can be actively stimulated through 

carefully designed pedagogical interventions. Media-based educational strategies, including analysis 

of ethically challenging case studies, role-playing simulations, and critical engagement with digital 

content, provide fertile ground for advancing students along these developmental trajectories. 

Moreover, contemporary media pedagogy emphasizes the integration of ethical reflection into 

everyday learning practices. Buckingham asserts that media education should encourage students to 

critically evaluate sources, question representational strategies, and consider the ethical dimensions 

of media production and consumption[1]. Such engagement cultivates a reflective stance that extends 

beyond classroom learning, enabling students to internalize ethical norms and apply them across 

diverse contexts. This pedagogical approach aligns with the constructivist paradigm, wherein learners 

actively construct knowledge through experiential interaction, collaboration, and reflection, rather 

than passively absorbing information. Empirical research underscores the efficacy of media-based 

interventions in fostering ethical decision-making skills. Studies have demonstrated that students who 
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participate in guided media analysis, ethical dilemma simulations, and digital citizenship programs 

exhibit enhanced moral reasoning, heightened empathy, and a more nuanced understanding of the 

consequences of their choices. For instance, Leu observed that structured engagement with 

multimedia content in educational settings facilitated critical evaluation of information, improved 

recognition of bias and misinformation, and promoted the integration of ethical considerations into 

decision-making processes. Similarly, empirical evidence indicates that interactive digital platforms, 

including gamified ethical scenarios and collaborative online discussions, enhance students’ capacity 

to navigate moral complexities, thereby strengthening both cognitive and affective dimensions of 

ethical competence[2]. Cultural and contextual factors play a critical role in shaping students’ ethical 

reasoning in media-rich environments. Ethical norms, societal values, and community expectations 

influence both the interpretation of media content and the processes by which students formulate 

moral judgments. Consequently, media education must be culturally responsive, accounting for 

diverse perspectives and ethical frameworks. Pedagogical strategies that integrate culturally relevant 

examples, context-specific scenarios, and collaborative discussions enhance the relevance and 

effectiveness of ethical training, ensuring that students can apply moral reasoning in ways that 

resonate with their lived experiences. By bridging the gap between universal ethical principles and 

localized cultural practices, media education fosters ethical agility—the capacity to navigate moral 

dilemmas in multifaceted social contexts. Despite these advances, challenges remain in effectively 

integrating ethical decision-making into media education curricula. Rapid technological change, the 

proliferation of unregulated digital content, and varying levels of media access create disparities in 

students’ experiences and competencies[3]. Furthermore, the ethical development of students requires 

sustained engagement, guided reflection, and explicit instruction in moral reasoning, which may be 

constrained by curriculum time, educator expertise, and institutional priorities. Addressing these 

challenges necessitates the development of evidence-based pedagogical frameworks, educator 

professional development programs, and policy support that collectively prioritize ethical 

competence as a central educational outcome. Methodologically, the cultivation of ethical 

competencies through media education requires an integrative approach. Techniques such as 

scenario-based learning, problem-solving exercises, collaborative projects, and reflective journaling 

enable students to actively engage with ethical dilemmas, consider alternative perspectives, and 

evaluate potential consequences of their decisions[4]. Digital tools, including interactive simulations, 

multimedia case studies, and online forums, provide dynamic platforms for applying these methods, 

offering immersive experiences that promote critical reflection and principled action. By combining 

theoretical rigor with practical application, such methodologies facilitate the holistic development of 

ethical and moral decision-making capacities, preparing students to navigate increasingly complex 

ethical landscapes. The current research situates itself within this multidimensional framework, 

exploring how media education can be systematically leveraged to enhance students’ ethical 

competencies[5]. Through the integration of theoretical perspectives, empirical findings, and 

practical strategies, the study advances a conceptual model that emphasizes the interdependence of 

critical thinking, ethical reflection, and media literacy. Central to this model is the recognition that 

ethical competence is not a static attribute but a dynamic capability that evolves through engagement, 

reflection, and applied practice. By fostering environments in which students critically analyze media 

content, interrogate ethical implications, and collaboratively resolve dilemmas, educators can 

cultivate a generation of learners equipped with both the cognitive and moral faculties necessary for 

responsible participation in contemporary society. 

Literature review: In recent years, the field of media education and ethical-competence development 

has witnessed increasing scholarly attention, signalling the urgency of equipping students with not 

only technical proficiency in media use but also the capacity for critical moral reflection and decisive 

ethical judgment. Two pivotal contributions to this discourse come from Aleksandra Hristovska and 

Torbjörn Ott (together with his co-author Marco Tiozzo), whose investigations provide 

complementary yet distinct frameworks for understanding how media education intersects with 

ethical decision-making. Hristovska’s study, “Fostering Media Literacy in the Age of AI: Examining 

the Impact on Digital Citizenship and Ethical Decision-Making”[6], centres on the dynamic interplay 

between artificial-intelligence-driven media environments and the cultivation of media literacy as a 
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vehicle for ethical agency. She argues that in a landscape increasingly saturated by algorithmic 

content, synthetic news, and manipulated media flows, the traditional conception of media literacy 

must evolve into a form of ethical literacy: one that empowers individuals to engage not merely as 

consumers but as critically reflective actors in digital ecosystems. Her empirical design—comprised 

of a literature review, online survey, and experimental exposure to AI-generated fake news—revealed 

that robust media literacy interventions significantly strengthened respondents’ capacity to identify 

disinformation, question source credibility, and deliberate morally on their media engagements. 

Crucially, Hristovska situates ethical decision-making within the paradigm of digital citizenship, 

emphasising that students must internalise media ethics not as a peripheral dimension but as central 

to their role as media-informed members of society. Her findings suggest that media-education 

interventions which integrate scenario-based critique, reflective journaling, and peer discussion 

effectively foster students’ readiness to make principled decisions when confronted with 

media-mediated moral dilemmas. In somewhat parallel fashion, Ott & Tiozzo explore the conceptual 

terrain of “digital media ethics” in school education in their article “Digital Media Ethics: Benefits 

and Challenges in School Education”[7]. They propose that digital media ethics should be 

understood as a dimension of general digital competence, thereby making ethical reasoning an 

integral component of students’ media literacy development rather than an optional add-on. The 

authors identify three principal benefits of teaching digital media ethics: (1) enhancement of digital 

competence per se; (2) improved capacity of students to use digital and connected technologies for 

learning; and (3) support for living “a good life” through reflective and responsible media 

engagement. Ott & Tiozzo do not rely on extensive empirical data; rather, they provide a conceptual 

argument and highlight key challenges—such as the rapid pace of technological change, the 

complexity of online moral issues (e.g., cyberbullying, fake news, privacy breaches), and the lack of 

teacher preparedness in ethical media pedagogy. By juxtaposing Hristovska’s empirical orientation 

with Ott & Tiozzo’s more conceptual framework, several key themes emerge that are germane to the 

present investigation of how media-education methods can develop students’ ethical and moral 

decision-making competencies. Firstly, both scholars emphasise the shift from technical/functional 

media literacy to ethical/reflective media literacy[8]. Hristovska demonstrates how students exposed 

to AI-generated media stimuli develop greater ethical awareness; Ott & Tiozzo assert that ethical 

competence is inseparable from digital competence. This reinforces the argument that media 

education must transcend instruction in “how to use” digital tools and instead include “how to think 

about” the moral implications of using them. Secondly, the intertwined relationship between media 

literacy and ethical decision-making is foregrounded. Hristovska empirically links media literacy 

education with enhancements in students’ ability to recognise disinformation and deliberatively 

choose responses. Ott & Tiozzo conceptually situate ethical media use as contributing to students’ 

capacity to live responsibly in digitally-connected society. This dual strand supports the idea that 

ethical decision-making in media contexts involves both cognitive-analytical skills (e.g., source 

evaluation, bias detection) and moral-reflective competencies (e.g., deliberating consequences, 

aligning actions with ethical values). 

Methodological section: The present study employs a multifaceted methodological approach to 

investigate the development of ethical and moral decision-making competencies in students through 

media education. Recognising the complexity of ethical reasoning as both a cognitive and affective 

phenomenon, the research integrates qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-method strategies to capture 

the nuanced ways in which students engage with media-mediated ethical dilemmas. Central to the 

methodology is the use of scenario-based learning, reflective practice, and critical discourse analysis 

as pedagogical instruments designed to elicit principled moral judgment and to foster meta-cognitive 

awareness of ethical consequences. The methodological framework is grounded in constructivist and 

socio-cultural theories, which posit that learners construct knowledge and moral understanding 

through active engagement with authentic contexts and social interaction. Scenario-based learning 

serves as the primary methodological tool, whereby students are exposed to media-generated case 

studies depicting ethical dilemmas, including issues of misinformation, digital privacy breaches, and 

ethical conflicts in online communication. Through guided reflection and peer discussion, students 

critically examine the implications of each scenario, identify stakeholders, weigh potential 
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consequences, and articulate reasoned ethical decisions. This approach operationalizes Kohlbergian 

stages of moral reasoning, allowing for the systematic observation of students’ progression from 

conventional to post-conventional ethical thinking. 

Results: The implementation of media-based educational interventions in the present study 

demonstrated a marked enhancement in students’ ethical and moral decision-making competencies, 

providing empirical evidence that scenario-based learning, reflective practice, and critical discourse 

engagement collectively foster principled reasoning within a media-rich educational context. Pre-

intervention assessments indicated that students possessed baseline abilities in media literacy and 

ethical reasoning, yet often demonstrated limited capacity to systematically analyze complex ethical 

dilemmas or to evaluate the potential consequences of their decisions within digitally mediated 

scenarios. Following the intervention, quantitative analysis revealed statistically significant 

improvements across multiple dimensions of ethical competence, including moral sensitivity, 

evaluative reasoning, and the articulation of justified ethical choices, as evidenced by elevated post-

test scores on standardized ethical reasoning instruments and media literacy assessments. 

Discussion: The findings of this study resonate with and extend the conceptual frameworks proposed 

by Hristovska and Ott & Tiozzo, yet also invite critical reflection on the nuances of ethical 

competence development through media education. Hristovska emphasizes the empirical efficacy of 

scenario-based media interventions in cultivating digital ethical awareness, arguing that exposure to 

AI-generated media and ethically complex scenarios strengthens students’ capacity to recognize 

disinformation, evaluate source credibility, and deliberate on moral consequences. Her position 

underscores the instrumental role of media literacy as both a cognitive and ethical foundation, 

suggesting that ethical decision-making is inextricably linked to students’ critical engagement with 

digital content[9]. From this perspective, media education serves as a transformative vehicle for 

enhancing moral judgment, bridging the gap between technical proficiency and principled ethical 

reasoning. In contrast, Ott & Tiozzo adopt a more conceptual stance, highlighting the systemic and 

institutional dimensions of digital media ethics. They contend that while media education provides 

opportunities for ethical reflection, its effectiveness is contingent upon curriculum design, teacher 

competence, and the broader socio-technical environment. According to their analysis, ethical 

decision-making cannot be fully cultivated through isolated interventions; rather, it requires 

sustained, integrative pedagogical frameworks that embed ethical reflection within the overall 

trajectory of digital literacy education. This perspective draws attention to potential limitations in 

Hristovska’s model, suggesting that without structural support and educator facilitation, the 

development of ethical competencies may be uneven or superficial, particularly in rapidly evolving 

digital contexts[10]. The polemical tension between these perspectives illuminates a critical debate 

in the field: whether ethical competence is primarily an outcome of targeted, scenario-based learning 

or whether it emerges more effectively through integrated, systemic curricular approaches. 

Hristovska’s empirical emphasis highlights the measurable gains achievable through carefully 

designed interventions, whereas Ott & Tiozzo underscore the necessity of embedding ethics across 

the educational ecosystem, emphasizing teacher preparedness and curricular coherence. Reconciling 

these positions suggests that optimal ethical development likely requires a synthesis: scenario-based, 

immersive learning experiences that are embedded within a robust institutional and pedagogical 

framework. Such an integrated approach would capitalize on the cognitive and reflective benefits 

identified by Hristovska while addressing the structural and contextual considerations emphasized by 

Ott & Tiozzo. 

Conclusion: This study has demonstrated that media education constitutes a powerful mechanism 

for fostering ethical and moral decision-making competencies among students. Through the 

integration of scenario-based learning, reflective practice, and critical discourse analysis, students 

develop the cognitive, affective, and social capacities necessary to navigate complex ethical dilemmas 

in media-saturated environments. Empirical evidence indicates that exposure to ethically challenging 

media scenarios, coupled with guided reflection and peer discussion, significantly enhances students’ 

ability to evaluate consequences, consider diverse perspectives, and formulate principled decisions. 

The discussion of Hristovska and Ott & Tiozzo highlights the complementary nature of empirical and 

conceptual approaches to ethical competence development. Hristovska’s work underscores the 
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efficacy of targeted interventions in enhancing moral reasoning, while Ott & Tiozzo emphasize the 

importance of structural, curricular, and teacher-mediated support in ensuring sustainable ethical 

growth. Synthesizing these perspectives suggests that effective media education requires a holistic 

and integrated approach, wherein scenario-based and immersive experiences are embedded within 

coherent pedagogical frameworks supported by trained educators and adaptive curricula. 

Furthermore, the study underscores the multidimensionality of ethical competence, demonstrating 

that moral decision-making in media contexts involves not only analytical and evaluative skills but 

also empathy, moral sensitivity, and collaborative negotiation of norms. Cultural and contextual 

factors shape students’ engagement with ethical scenarios, emphasizing the need for pedagogical 

strategies that are both culturally responsive and socially relevant. 
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