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18 
Meeting Change with  
Creativity

Interview with Kirsten Drotner

Kirsten Drotner is chair of media studies at University of South Denmark 
(SDU) and founding director of a national programme Our Museum, 

and of DREAM (Danish Research Centre on Advanced Media Materials). She 
is a leading researcher on children’s and young people’s interactions with 
media at present and in the past, on the formation of creative, digital media 
literacies, and on users’ engagements with museums, libraries and similar 
cultural institutions1. 

Tell us how your interest (and approaches) regarding children, 
youth, media and creativity have developed over your career. How 
about the projects you are involved in at the moment?

Early in my career I was involved in organizing academic collaboration 
in Denmark in the area of children’s culture. This was a time when the 
Scandinavian countries of Europe developed a lively interest in ap-
proaches to culture that would later be termed cultural studies, based 
on parallel developments in the UK. In Scandinavia, the particular 
interest in children’s culture tied in with welfarist notions of children 
as agents in their own lives, not merely as future citizens or denizens of 
the state. So, my interest in children’s and young people’s own cultural 
expressions and the creative processes behind them took inspiration 
from these trends. 

More specifically, I had already conducted historical research on 
juvenile media representations, resulting in a DPhil. in 1985 followed 
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by a book three years later2. Having spent the best part of my twenties 
in historical archives, I wanted to turn to more contemporary media 
issues. So in line with the wider interests at the time in cultural agency, 
I chose to conduct a media-ethnographic study, not of dedicated fan 
culture, but of ‘ordinary’ young people’s video-making. I followed about 
25 informants for about a year across a range of sites and settings in 
which they moved, and I analysed their video-making processes as 
well as their results3. This work allowed me to gain insight into the 
fascinating processes of creative collaboration; and that fascination has 
stayed with me, even if I have worked on many other media projects 
since then.

Naturally, the pervasive uptake of digital media technologies that 
offer immediate and easy options for shaping and sharing all sorts of 
images, sound and text have turned what 25 years ago seemed like a 
niche research area into a key concern. I have just finished a project, 
conducted with my colleague Heidi Philipsen, on children’s film-making 
practices and the didactics needed to further these practices4. That work 
has made it absolutely evident that today children’s digital content cre-
ation is at the core of exercising their freedom of expression. But it has 
equally documented that children are not digital natives who already 
know how to exercise this freedom. They need sustained training to 

Image 1. Making stop-motion film 
offers an easy pathway to producti-
ve media and information literacy.
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competently use what Uwe Hasebrink and colleagues in the major EU 
Kids Online project have called the digital ‘ladder of opportunities’5. 

While children naturally have a voice, they must learn how to apply 
digital media to shape its modes of expression so that others may hear 
and understand, even if these others choose to disagree or reject the 
result. While 25 years ago I studied young people’s media production 
as a form of peer production within a leisured participatory culture, 
our current research has illuminated that today children’s digital con-
tent creation is critically about securing pathways to their citizenship.

“Leisure is hard work” is the title of one of your articles, published in 
2008. Could you explain how you came to this conclusion?

The title is really the result of two key findings in our studies on digital 
content creation. First, we have documented that there is a mismatch 
between young media users’ technical options of production and their 
abilities to exercise these options in such a way that others understand 
the result. Many have the technical skills needed, but fewer know how 
to communicate with media in terms of, for example, narrative, fram-
ing or editing; and surprisingly few have a clue about the contexts of 
power in which their results circulate. They may know about the privacy 
settings of their Facebook profiles, but they are at a loss to understand 
Facebook’s platform power over their data. Second, we have seen that 
school provides very little in terms of systematically training students’ 
digital content creation, despite the fact that this training is at the core 
of 21st-century skills. School, in Denmark as elsewhere, is very focused 
on reproductive learning (reading, math), rather than on the forms of 
productive learning that are involved in digital processes of creation. 
Young media users primarily train these creative resources in their 
leisure time – hence the title.

If you could send a message to parents and teachers about child-
ren’s and youth’s media creative production, what would you say? 
What do they need to be aware of and/or inspired by?

We all need to rethink the purpose of media and information literacy 
in view of the resources needed in the 21st century. In the past, much 
effort has focused on offering students critical skills of representation, 
for example spotting ideological bias and marketing efforts. More re-
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cently, we have witnessed an upsurge in a technology-driven emphasis 
on information skills in terms of handling hardware and teaching 
students how to code. When it comes to children’s and young people’s 
own media output, not only third-sector organisations and school but 
also parents are keen to guide the young about what (and whom) to 
avoid online. Given the high-profile and very tragic cases of harm, this 
is a natural first step. Naturally, children need critical awareness and 
there is nothing wrong in promoting coding. But the pervasive focus 
on technological skills and on online avoidance very easily implies that 
adults are sidestepping the key perspective of how we may guide chil-
dren’s freedom to express themselves online. We need a better balance 
in teaching about media obstacles and options here. 

Parents or school authorities, who may not be persuaded by such 
fluffy democratic arguments, may take note of a report issued by the 

Image 2.  Sharing the fun of production is a serious matter, even for very young children.
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World Economic Forum in 2016 and stating that of the generation pop-
ulating schools today 65 per cent will hold future jobs not yet perceived 
or invented6. To prepare for such dramatic changes, creative skills are 
needed by all, not merely a select creative class. For without creativity, 
no innovation, and no training in meeting change with a capacity to 
act on that change. And where better to start than by advancing chil-
dren’s and young people’s creative media competences. They have the 
resources; they already apply these in their leisure time. But mobiles 
and tablets are still often banned in the classroom as distracting gadgets 
diverting attention from the main elements of teaching. We need to 
turn the tables. 
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