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Abstract: In many early childhood education contexts, greater attention has been 
given to academic readiness and measurable learning outcomes, while opportunities 
for engaging with social issues, ethical questions, and critical inquiry have received 
comparatively less emphasis. As concerns have grown regarding the narrowing of 
educational aims, increasing attention has been given to interdisciplinary approaches 
that foster critical, ethical, and socially informed forms of learning. Within this context, 
this study introduces the MESH Pedagogical Module, an interdisciplinary module 
that integrates Media Literacy, Ethics, Sociology, and History and is designed to 
support children’s critical thinking, media literacy, and ethical understanding. Using 
a mixed-method design with a sample of 117 children, the study examined changes in 
children’s critical thinking, media literacy, and ethical understanding following the 
implementation of the module. Findings indicated significant gains in critical thinking 
scores among children in the experimental group. Changes related to media literacy 
were more limited, although teachers reported emerging awareness of digital content 
and increased questioning of media messages. Teacher interviews also revealed 
developments in children’s ethical understanding, particularly in their sensitivity to 
fairness, cooperation, and respect for others. Taken together, the findings highlight 
the potential of integrating media literacy, ethics, sociology, and history into early 
childhood curricula to create opportunities for interdisciplinary inquiry, dialogue, 
and reflection. 
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Introduction 

In recent years, early childhood education (ECE) has increasingly reflected broader educational 
priorities that emphasize technical skills, scientific inquiry, and measurable learning outcomes, leading to 
the growing prominence of STEM-oriented approaches (Su & Yang, 2024; Wan et al., 2021). At the same 
time, some scholars have expressed concerns that broader educational aims, including ethics, social 
understanding, and democratic participation, may receive less attention in curriculum and practice 
(Roberts-Holmes & Moss, 2021; Sims, 2017). In his widely discussed essay Forget STEM, We Need MESH 
(2019), Tim Wise -a prominent advocate for social justice in education- proposed a paradigm shift. He 
argued that education systems should move beyond a narrow focus on technical skill development and 
foster learners’ capacity to think critically about media, ethical issues, social realities, and historical 
narratives. To this end, Wise (2019) introduced the MESH, calling for the integration of (M)edia literacy, 
(E)thics, (S)ociology, and (H)istory as core components of curricula to better equip learners for complex 
social realities and democratic participation. 

While humanistic traditions in education have historically emphasized nurturing free, critical, and 
socially responsible individuals (Nussbaum, 2010), the second half of the twentieth century marked a shift 
toward neoliberal priorities, aligning education with labor market demands and global economic 
competition (Ball, 2012; Roberts-Holmes & Moss, 2021; Sims, 2017). This instrumentalist turn placed 
increasing emphasis on measurable outcomes and economic competitiveness, raising questions about how 
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broader educational aims related to ethics, citizenship, diversity, and social justice might be sustained 
within educational practice (Mertala, 2024; Moss & Urban, 2020). It is within this context that Wise’s call 
for MESH can be viewed as both a pedagogical proposal and a reflection on contemporary educational 
priorities, encouraging renewed discussion about the role of media literacy, ethics, sociology, and history 
in education. 

Building on Wise’s critique and our earlier conceptualisation of MESH as a pedagogical orientation 
for ECE (Aydın & Toran, 2026), we present the MESH Pedagogical Module and outline its theoretical 
foundations, pedagogical structure, and domain-specific learning components. Grounded in the 
integration of media literacy, ethics, sociology, and history, the module is designed to support young 
children’s critical thinking, media literacy, and ethical understanding. The present study examines 
outcomes associated with the MESH Pedagogical Module and explores how children experienced and 
demonstrated critical thinking, media literacy, and ethical understanding during implementation in ECE 
settings. 

Background and Rationale 

UNESCO’s Global Citizenship Education (2015) approach frames education as a process that goes 
beyond the transmission of knowledge by engaging children in global and local issues while equipping 
them with the awareness and skills needed to address contemporary challenges (Eurydice, 2017). These 
challenges have become increasingly complex in digitally mediated societies, where children encounter 
diverse forms of information, social interaction, and participation from an early age. Digital media’s rapid, 
personalized, and immersive nature presents new challenges, while its long-term effects on young children 
remain insufficiently understood. Richards et al. (2015) highlight significant consequences for mental 
health and well-being, including issues such as cyberbullying, noting a critical research gap for younger 
children. Furthermore, digital media increasingly shapes public opinion and political discourse through 
targeted content, raising concerns about potential manipulation (Guess et al., 2023; Tapsell, 2020). These 
findings underline the need to integrate media literacy education to support children as critical participants 
in a digitally driven society. Recent theoretical advances reinforce this need by conceptualizing digital 
platforms as virtual microsystems, developmental settings situated within Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 
systems model, where children actively engage with others through technology and construct meaning 
from digitally mediated experiences (Navarro & Tudge, 2023). 

The increasing presence of media in children’s daily lives underscores the urgency of developing 
media literacy from an early age, not just as a skill, but as a foundation for equity and inclusion. As Cannon 
et al. (2020) argue, despite young children’s frequent engagement with digital media, opportunities to learn 
about, through, and with media remain limited. This absence restricts their ability to understand and express 
their rights and hinders meaningful participation in cultural and democratic life. Framing media literacy 
as a rights-based issue closely aligns with sociological thinking, which helps us understand how social 
structures, inequalities, and group dynamics shape individual experience. As Wise (2019) points out, 
without a sociological imagination, it becomes difficult to recognize how systems of power and privilege 
function. Introducing children to these perspectives may support early opportunities to explore how social 
relationships, institutions, and cultural norms influence everyday experiences. Historical perspectives may 
further enrich these discussions by encouraging children to consider how narratives are constructed and 
interpreted across time and context. Through shared inquiry and dialogue, children can encounter different 
viewpoints and begin to recognize that meanings are shaped through listening, response, and engagement 
with multiple voices (Pascal & Bertram, 2009).  

Taken together, these perspectives highlight the interconnected nature of media literacy, ethics, 
sociology, and history, suggesting that contemporary educational challenges may benefit from approaches 
that bring these domains into dialogue. Their relevance becomes particularly apparent when considering 
the ways in which digital platforms have given rise to new forms of social interaction and participation 
shaped by distinct social dynamics and digital behaviours (Lupton, 2015; Marres, 2017; Selwyn, 2019). 
These perspectives provide a rationale for MESH as an interdisciplinary pedagogical orientation. 
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Conceptual Foundations of the MESH Pedagogical Module 

The MESH Pedagogical Module is based on our earlier conceptualisation of MESH as a pedagogical 
orientation for ECE (Aydın & Toran, 2026). The module brings together media literacy, ethics, sociology, 
and history around common themes and questions that invite children to explore, discuss, and interpret 
the world around them. This interdisciplinary orientation is informed by perspectives that view ECE as a 
context in which children learn to participate competently and responsibly in their communities through 
engagement with social, cultural, and civic issues (Casley et al., 2024; Licardo & Sraka Petek, 2025). In 
MESH, critical thinking, media literacy, and ethical understanding are closely intertwined, as children are 
encouraged to examine information, consider different perspectives, and reflect on the social and ethical 
dimensions of everyday experiences. The following sections outline the role of each domain within the 
MESH Pedagogical Module. 

Media Literacy 

Media literacy is commonly defined as the knowledge and skills that help individuals critically 
understand and use media (Jeong et al., 2012). Critical thinking is widely regarded as one of its central 
components (Xie et al., 2019), as it enables individuals to evaluate media messages with critical awareness 
and engage with media actively and responsibly. Within the MESH pedagogical orientation, media literacy 
is conceptualised as a process of critical thinking and inquiry through which children explore how media 
messages are created, interpreted, and circulated (Aydın & Toran, 2026). Accordingly, picturebooks, 
animated films, advertisements, and digital content are treated as cultural texts that convey particular 
meanings, assumptions, and perspectives. Children are regarded as active participants who draw on their 
own experiences to interpret, question, and discuss the messages they encounter. 

Research suggests that when digital media are used within child-centred pedagogical approaches, 
children often engage with media content in interactive and creative ways. With teacher support, they can 
move beyond passive consumption and use play, discussion, and collaborative exploration to reinterpret 
and extend digital content. Vidal-Hall et al. (2020) found that practitioners’ participation in children’s 
digital play supports meaning-making processes through which children reinterpret and expand digital 
texts in line with their interests and developing understandings. Similarly, Gerigk et al. (2025) 
demonstrated that young children's ability to understand media representations, symbols, and signs can 
be developed through systematic educational activities. In addition, Eyal and Te’eni-Harari’s (2025) 
systematic review identified hands-on activities, active learner participation, sufficient duration, age-
appropriate content, and critical thinking as common features of effective media literacy interventions. 
Accordingly, within MESH, media literacy provides a foundation for questioning, interpreting, and 
discussing media messages in ways that support children's critical engagement with contemporary media 
environments. 

Ethics 

Within the MESH pedagogical orientation, ethics is conceptualised as a dimension of children's lived 
experiences, encompassing the everyday dilemmas, conflicts, and decisions that emerge through their 
interactions with others (Aydın & Toran, 2026). How children interpret, evaluate, and make sense of these 
experiences can be understood through the concept of ethical understanding. Ethical understanding refers 
to the knowledge and skills required to identify ethical concepts, recognise different ethical perspectives, 
and apply ethical thinking to everyday issues and problems (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and 
Reporting Authority, n.d.). In educational contexts, it involves understanding ethical concepts and issues, 
developing ethical inquiry skills, and fostering ethical values and dispositions (Bleazby, 2020). Ethical 
understanding also involves developing a personal and social ethical perspective that helps individuals 
navigate context, conflict, and uncertainty while recognising the impact of their values and actions on 
others (Lorié, 2023). 

Recent research on the development of ethical understanding in early childhood suggests that this 
process is closely related to multiple developmental domains, including empathy, understanding 
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intentions, perspective taking, moral reasoning, responsibility, and prosocial behaviour. Inquiry-based 
studies have shown that children's ability to discuss ethical dilemmas, justify their views, and make sense 
of social rules can be supported through structured dialogue (Arda Tuncdemir et al., 2022; Unal & Gunes, 
2024). Similarly, research focusing on empathy and executive functioning indicates that children's capacity 
to consider the intentions, consequences, and effects of actions on others forms an important cognitive and 
emotional foundation for ethical understanding (Baker & Liu, 2021; Baker & Woodward, 2023; Du et al., 
2024). Studies using stories, picturebooks, and narrative-based approaches further suggest that children 
can develop more concrete understandings of ethical concepts such as honesty, empathy, responsibility, 
care, fairness, and courage through characters’ experiences and social relationships (Betawi, 2023; Chen et 
al., 2025; Yalçın, 2021). 

Taken together, these studies suggest that ethical understanding develops through social 
interactions, dialogue, narratives, and everyday experiences. In line with this perspective, MESH 
approaches ethics as an everyday practice of reasoning about fairness, care, responsibility, and social 
relationships. Research shows that young children can distinguish moral concerns from social conventions 
and question unfair treatment when inequalities become visible (Killen et al., 2018; Smetana, 2006). Within 
MESH, ethics is therefore positioned as a domain of inquiry in which children are encouraged to discuss, 
question, and reflect on ethical issues emerging from stories, play experiences, and social interactions. Such 
experiences also provide opportunities to consider different perspectives. 

Sociology 

The sociology component of MESH serves as a lens through which children can examine the social 
structures, roles, and relationships that shape their everyday lives. Within this perspective, children are 
encouraged to ask questions such as: Why is this done this way? Who makes the rules? Who benefits? Could it be 
otherwise? Such questions encourage children to recognise how relationships, norms, and social structures 
shape everyday life (Aydın & Toran, 2026). 

In ECE, sociological learning is often addressed through areas such as social studies, citizenship, 
democracy, children's rights, anti-bias education, social justice, and digital citizenship. Across these areas, 
children are viewed as active participants who can interpret, question, and engage with social life. 
According to the U.S. National Council for the Social Studies (2019), children can explore social concepts 
such as family, school, community, culture, economy, diversity, and equality through their everyday 
experiences. Similarly, Rosenberg's (2020) review highlights cultural diversity, human rights, community, 
and social justice as recurring themes within the literature. Research in anti-bias education further suggests 
that young children can engage with concepts such as identity, difference, prejudice, discrimination, and 
justice through carefully scaffolded pedagogical approaches (Banko-Bal & Akman, 2025; Nguyen, 2022). 
Studies focusing on citizenship and democracy have likewise shown that children can develop meaningful 
learning experiences related to rights, responsibilities, decision-making, and social participation (Kükürtcü 
& Erkan, 2022; Marsh et al., 2020; Sotiropoulou et al., 2022). 

Drawing on this literature, sociology was incorporated into the MESH Pedagogical Module as a 
domain that encourages children to explore the social structures, relationships, and norms shaping 
everyday life. Within the module, sociological inquiry is connected with the questioning of media 
representations, ethical reflections on fairness and responsibility, and the analytical processes associated 
with critical thinking. In this way, children are invited to engage with social issues through questioning, 
interpretation, and discussion. 

History 

Within MESH, history is approached as a domain of interpretive inquiry that encourages children to 
explore how the past is represented, understood, and connected to contemporary life (Aydın & Toran, 
2026). Children are encouraged to explore whose stories are told, which voices are made visible, and how 
narratives about the past can be connected to contemporary life. Research in ECE suggests that young 
children can experience historical learning as a process of making sense of concepts such as time, change 
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and continuity, evidence, and historical identity. Fardi (2022) argues that historical time can be developed 
through children's efforts to connect the past, present, and future, sequence events, and recognise change. 
Similarly, Skjæveland (2017) found that teacher narratives, project work, and experience-based activities 
can support the development of historical consciousness in young children. More recent research suggests 
that historical learning in early childhood can be supported through cultural heritage, local history, and 
museum–school partnerships (Yücesan et al., 2023). For example, Dunn and Wyver (2019) demonstrated 
that museum experiences can help children establish connections between the past and the present. 

Taken together, these studies suggest that historical learning in early childhood can support 
children's efforts to make sense of the past through connections with their families, communities, and 
cultural environments. Children often encounter the past through family stories, museum experiences, 
cultural heritage, and a range of narratives. As a result, historical learning can also involve reflecting on 
how the past is represented, which experiences are emphasised, and how different perspectives are 
reflected in historical narratives. Within MESH, history is therefore positioned as an interpretive and 
inquiry-oriented domain that encourages children to explore connections between the past and the present. 

Method 

This study consisted of two interconnected phases: the development of the MESH Pedagogical 
Module and the evaluation of outcomes associated with its implementation using a concurrent embedded 
mixed methods design. Accordingly, this section first describes the development process of the module 
and then presents the intervention study. 

Development of the MESH Pedagogical Module 

The MESH Pedagogical Module was developed within the context of ECE in Türkiye. Preschool 
education is guided by a national curriculum that emphasizes holistic development and learning through 
play (Turkish Ministry of National Education, 2024). While the curriculum promotes broad developmental 
outcomes, opportunities for sustained engagement with media literacy, sociology, history, and ethics as 
interconnected areas of learning are relatively limited. The MESH Pedagogical Module was developed as 
an interdisciplinary pedagogical module that enabled children to explore these domains through concrete, 
play-based activities. 

The design of the MESH Pedagogical Module was informed by the theoretical foundations outlined 
by Aydın and Toran (2026). Consistent with this orientation, the module drew on sociocultural perspectives 
of learning (Vygotsky, 1978), emphasising social interaction, language, and meaningful participation. 
Activities were designed to support developmentally appropriate engagement with ethical, historical, 
sociological, and media-related concepts through concrete and experiential learning experiences. 

Identifying Domain Skills and Ethical Components 

The development process began with a review of relevant literature in media literacy, ethics, 
sociology, and history within early childhood education. This review informed the identification of 
domain-specific skills, cross-cutting ethical components, and implicit learning elements incorporated into 
the module. Media literacy skills were informed by studies addressing media literacy, critical engagement 
with media messages, and media interpretation in early childhood (e.g. Eyal & Te’eni-Harari, 2024; Gerigk 
et al., 2025; Jeong et al., 2012). Sociology skills drew on literature concerning social studies, citizenship, 
democracy, children's rights, anti-bias education, and social justice in early childhood (e.g. Beneke & 
Cheatham, 2019; Nguyen, 2022; Rosenberg, 2020). History skills were derived from research on historical 
thinking, historical consciousness, cultural heritage, and museum-based learning (e.g. Fardi, 2022; 
Skjæveland, 2017; Yücesan et al., 2023). Ethical components were informed by studies examining moral 
reasoning, empathy, social responsibility, and ethical understanding in young children (Baker & Liu, 2021; 
Ball et al., 2017; Burroughs, 2018; Christner & Paulus, 2022). 

The initial module design was subsequently reviewed by three field experts to ensure conceptual 
coherence, suitability for early childhood education, and content validity. This process resulted in a final 
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framework comprising 25 media literacy skills, 18 sociology skills, 19 history skills, and 15 cross-cutting 
ethical components. Following this, corresponding domain teaching contents were identified to support 
each skill. For instance, the skill “Using fundamental media concepts in speech” is linked to the domain content 
“Fundamental Media Concepts” covering areas such as communication, media, message, mass 
communication, media sources, and news. Each content area supports multiple skills, offering rich and 
interconnected learning experiences. 

Figure 1 
Theoretical structure of MESH Pedagogical Module 

 

As visualized in Figure 1, the MESH Pedagogical Module brings together the domain skills and 
content areas of media literacy, sociology, and history within a coherent pedagogical structure. Ethics 
functions as a cross-cutting component, serving as a filter that shapes and evaluates all content through an 
ethical lens. This ethical filtering enables children to question, interpret, and connect knowledge to real-life 
social contexts. 

Structuring Themes and Interdisciplinary Integration 

After finalizing the module’s core structure, the research team conducted a comparative analysis of 
domain skills and teaching contents across media literacy, sociology, and history. This analysis identified 
shared concepts and distinctive disciplinary features to support meaningful integration. Based on this 
process, 12 interdisciplinary themes were developed (Figure 2), each designed to foster holistic learning 
experiences and prevent content fragmentation by connecting elements across disciplines. 

Figure 2 
Themes of MESH Pedagogical Module* 

 

*Note. The themes shown in Figure 2 were developed by the research team and do not represent the only possible thematic structure. 
Alternative themes may also be developed. 

The thematic structure followed two developmental principles: one progressing from micro to macro 
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environments (e.g., from family to community to the world), and another moving from simple to complex 
concepts. A historical sequence was also embedded, beginning with distant eras and gradually linking to 
present-day contexts. Importantly, this progression remained anchored in children's everyday experiences, 
personal histories, and immediate surroundings, ensuring both developmental relevance and cognitive 
accessibility. This structure enabled young learners to engage with historical and sociological ideas through 
concrete, meaningful experiences, fostering both disciplinary understanding and interdisciplinary 
thinking. 

Building upon this thematic framework, the structural map of the MESH Pedagogical Module 
(Appendix 1) illustrates how each theme is operationalized through interdisciplinary learning activities. 
The map demonstrates the alignment among media literacy, sociology, and history domain skills, and how 
these domains intersect through shared learning experiences, ethical encounters, and assessment strategies. 
Each thematic unit includes concrete, play-based activities that invite children to explore concepts such as 
identity, communication, community life, and change over time. These activities connect the abstract ideas 
of media, society, and history to children’s lived experiences. Each row represents a thematic unit 
integrating media literacy, sociology, and history skills through experiential and ethical learning processes. 
The module map visualizes how interdisciplinary objectives translate into classroom activities and 
assessments that foster critical, ethical, and socially meaningful learning in early childhood. 

Activity Design and Pedagogical Alignment 

A total of 38 activities were developed across 12 themes, all aligned with the identified domain skills. 
Each activity was structured with clearly defined components, including objectives, materials, preparation, 
invitation, implementation, evaluation, key considerations, and additional guidance. Although the 
activities were built around the MESH domains, they also integrated other areas of learning, such as 
mathematics, science, early literacy, art, and drama, to ensure a rich, play-based learning environment that 
reflects the natural flow of ECE. For example, in the Stone Age theme, a science-based activity involved 
children experimenting with smoke signals, using dry ice, food coloring, and hot water. This activity 
helped children explore historical communication methods, while also engaging in scientific reasoning and 
dramatic play. Similarly, in the Journey to America theme, the story of the Wright brothers was used as a 
springboard for designing airplanes and airports. Children constructed and tested model ships, integrating 
science, engineering, and narrative understanding through hands-on exploration. 

A key design principle in activity development was the inclusion of positive role models from both 
local and global contexts. The module featured figures such as Sabiha Gökçen (Türkiye’s first female pilot), 
Alper Gezeravcı (the first Turkish astronaut), and Nevriye Yılmaz (basketball player in the WNBA). It also 
included global figures like Lewis Hamilton (Formula 1 driver and anti-racism advocate), Grace Hopper 
(pioneering computer scientist), and historical icons such as Galileo and Neil Armstrong. These role models 
were chosen to inspire children through stories of achievement, ethical action, and societal contribution 
across different domains. 

Material Selection and Digital Enhancements 

Material selection and digital enhancements were central to the module’s design. Activities followed 
three principles: supporting play-based skill development, ensuring feasibility across diverse settings, and 
using reusable, versatile materials. To foster media literacy and digital engagement, the module included 
culturally adapted videos and original podcasts appropriate for young children. All components, including 
domain skills, content, interdisciplinary themes, and activities, were compiled into a teacher guidebook 
with QR-coded links to digital resources, enabling flexible use in both well-resourced and limited-resource 
classrooms. 

Intervention Study 

In this study, we employed a concurrent embedded mixed methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 
2018) to examine outcomes associated with the MESH Pedagogical Module. Represented as 
QUAN + qual = explain results, this study prioritized the quantitative phase in a fixed design. This 
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approach allowed for the integration of qualitative insights within a quantitatively dominant framework, 
enriching the interpretation of the implementation's outcomes and enhancing contextual understanding. 
Mixed methods research combines qualitative and quantitative approaches to provide a more 
comprehensive understanding of educational processes and outcomes than either approach alone 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Such approaches have been employed in early 
childhood intervention research to integrate quantitative evidence with participants’ experiences and 
perspectives, offering deeper insight into both intervention outcomes and implementation processes (e.g., 
Alkahtani & Althabeti, 2026; Unal & Gunes, 2024). 

Within this mixed methods framework, the quantitative component employed a quasi-experimental 
pre-test–post-test comparison group design, a commonly used approach in educational settings where 
individual random assignment is not feasible (Shadish et al., 2002). The qualitative component was 
designed to capture teachers’ perspectives on the implementation of the MESH Pedagogical Module. By 
combining quantitative and qualitative data, the study sought to examine both the outcomes of the 
implementation and teachers’ reflections on children's engagement and learning experiences. 

Participants 

Following ethical approval (Istanbul Kültür University, Number:2023/126), researchers contacted 
public ECE centers in Istanbul, Türkiye, with which they had prior relationships, explained the study’s 
purpose and procedures, and specified that teachers would implement the MESH Pedagogical Module 
after receiving relevant training. Two principals and eight teachers agreed to participate voluntarily, and 
children were included based on consent from their families. The study group distribution for the two ECE 
centers is presented in Table 1. 

Table 1  
Distribution of Centers, Groups, and Participants by Age and Gender 

ECE Center Group n Mean age (months) SD Girls Boys 

Center 1 
Experiment 31 66.2 3.51 15 16 
Comparison 29 65.8 3.42 14 15 

Center 2 
Experiment 30 66.0 3.58 15 15 
Comparison 27 65.9 3.30 13 14 

Total 
 

117 66.0 3.46 57 60 

The study involved 117 children from two ECE centers located in the same neighborhood, both 
serving families with similar socioeconomic backgrounds. All participating children were enrolled in 
classrooms serving the 60–72-month age group. As shown in Table 1, age means and standard deviations 
represent the distribution of children across the two participating centers, each of which included both 
experimental and comparison classes. To minimize group-related differences, participating classes within 
each center were assigned to the experimental or comparison condition. To prevent cross-group 
contamination, a scheduling strategy was implemented: in one center, the experimental group attended 
the morning session and the comparison group the afternoon; in the other, the schedule was reversed. 
Measures and Procedures 

This study examined outcomes associated with participation in the MESH Pedagogical Module 
through both quantitative and qualitative measures. Quantitative data were collected using the Critical 
Thinking Scale through Philosophical Inquiry (CTS) and the Problematic Media Use Measure (PMUM). 
While CTS was used to assess children's critical thinking skills, PMUM was employed as an indicator of 
media-related behaviours due to the absence of a comprehensive, validated media literacy measure for 
young children in the national context. Qualitative data were collected through the Interview Form for the 
MESH Pedagogical Module, which explored teachers’ perspectives on children's critical thinking, media 
literacy, and ethical understanding. Ethical understanding was examined solely through qualitative data, 
consistent with the conceptual foundations of MESH, which emphasise how ethical understanding 
emerges through educational experiences and everyday classroom interactions. 
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Critical Thinking Scale through Philosophical Inquiry. Critical thinking in early childhood is 
frequently conceptualised through reasoning, questioning, inquiry, and reflective dialogue (O’Reilly et al., 
2022). CTS was selected because it was specifically developed for use with young children and assesses 
critical thinking through dimensions suited to early childhood, such as inquiry, questioning, and reasoning 
(Karadağ et al., 2017). Grounded in the Philosophy for Children approach, the scale captures young 
children’s ability to engage in reasoning, inquiry, and reflective thinking. It consists of 38 items rated on a 
5-point Likert scale and comprises three subscales: Philosophical Inquiry, Language and Cognitive Skills, 
and Formulating Questions. The scale was completed by classroom teachers based on their observations of 
children's behaviors during everyday learning activities. Validity and reliability were established through 
exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses, with high internal consistency reported for the overall scale 
(α=.986). Given the study’s focus on examining overall outcomes associated with the MESH Pedagogical 
Module, total scale scores were used to represent children’s critical thinking performance. 

Problematic Media Use Measure. Children’s media behavior was assessed using the PMUM, 
originally developed by Domoff et al. (2019) and adapted into Turkish by Furuncu and Öztürk (2020). The 
27-item, parent-report scale is designed to measure problematic media use in children aged 4–11 years. 
Items are rated on a five-point Likert scale, with higher scores indicating greater problematic use. The 
Turkish adaptation confirmed the original one-factor structure through exploratory and confirmatory 
factor analyses, and demonstrated high internal consistency (α=.97). Total scores were calculated by 
averaging responses across all items. 

Interview Form for the MESH Pedagogical Module. A semi-structured interview form was 
developed to gain deeper insight into the implementation of the MESH Pedagogical Module, focusing on 
three core areas: critical thinking, media literacy, and ethical understanding. The use of teacher interviews 
was grounded in the view that ECE implementations are not merely the delivery of a predefined 
programme, but a situated process through which teachers interpret, translate, and enact programme 
components within their own classroom contexts (Ryan, 2020). The form was used in individual post-
implementation interviews with classroom teachers, conducted after the module’s completion to allow for 
holistic reflection on how the module was enacted in practice. Teachers were asked to assess children’s 
engagement and behavioral changes across the three domains, with particular attention to how these 
changes became visible in everyday classroom interactions and activities. All interviews were carried out 
by the primary researcher and lasted between 20 and 40 minutes. 

PMUM was distributed to children's families one week before the implementation of the module. 
Families were instructed to complete the scales carefully and accurately, ensuring that no items were left 
unanswered. CTS was provided to teachers with the same instructions. Pre-test data from both the 
experimental and comparison groups were collected within the designated week. The same procedure was 
repeated in the week following the completion of the module. Parents who had completed the pre-test were 
asked to fill out the post-test as well. Post-test data from both the experimental and comparison groups 
were collected within one week. 

Teacher Trainings, Implementation, and Ethical Considerations 

A structured teacher training program was developed to ensure the effective implementation of the 
MESH Pedagogical Module. Sessions introduced the module’s structure, pedagogical foundations, and key 
components, with a focus on play-based learning, interdisciplinary integration, and ethical principles. 
Through hands-on workshops, teachers explored strategies for adapting activities, using digital resources, 
and promoting critical thinking and social-emotional development. They were also trained in using the 
printed guidebook and QR-linked materials, supporting practical and context-sensitive classroom 
application. 

Following the pre-test phase, the module was implemented over 12 weeks, covering one theme per 
week. To maintain consistency, one activity was delivered per day, enabling completion of each theme 
within three to four days. The research team provided weekly on-site support to monitor implementation, 
address challenges, and observe classroom practices. Additionally, a dedicated digital messaging group, 
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including the four teachers and the research team, facilitated real-time communication and ongoing 
feedback. This structured process ensured high implementation fidelity across all planned activities. 

Particular attention was also given to ethical considerations related to children's participation (Pascal 
& Bertram, 2009). Although the activities were implemented by classroom teachers rather than members 
of the research team, teachers were encouraged to view participation as an ongoing process rather than a 
one-time decision. Training sessions addressed children's participation rights, the importance of 
recognising verbal and non-verbal expressions of reluctance, and the need to remain responsive to 
children's comfort and engagement throughout the implementation. Teachers were encouraged to adapt, 
postpone, or discontinue activities when necessary and to ensure that children could participate in ways 
that respected their interests, preferences, and levels of engagement. 

Analytic Approach 

The data analysis process involved both quantitative and qualitative procedures. For the quantitative 
component, descriptive statistics were calculated to examine the distribution, central tendency, and 
variability of each measure. Subsequently, paired samples t-tests were conducted to assess pre-test to post-
test changes within each group (experimental and comparison), and independent samples t-tests were 
performed to evaluate differences between the groups at each time point. In addition, a General Linear 
Model (GLM) analysis was conducted to investigate the main effects of the implementation while 
controlling for potential covariates and pre-existing differences. 

For the qualitative component, classroom teachers’ reflections were examined to explore children’s 
development in three focus areas: critical thinking, media literacy, and ethical understanding. Guided by 
the study objectives, interview transcripts were first organized under these predefined domains. Within 
each domain, a thematic content analysis was conducted to identify recurring patterns, classroom 
observations, and perceived changes in children’s behaviours and understandings during implementation. 
Two researchers independently reviewed the data and generated codes and subthemes within each 
domain. Subsequently, all four researchers met to compare, discuss, and refine the coding structure until 
consensus was reached. This process enhanced analytic rigour, credibility, and intersubjective agreement 
among the research team (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017). 

Results 

The results are presented under separate subheadings for each skill area: critical thinking, media 
literacy, and ethical understanding. 

Critical Thinking Skills 

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics, paired samples t-test results, and independent sample t-
test results comparing pre-test and post-test assessments of the experimental and comparison groups. As 
shown in Table 2, CTS scores in the experimental group increased by approximately half a standard 
deviation. In the comparison group, however, there were no significant differences in critical thinking 
scores. At the post-test stage, a comparison between the two groups revealed a significant difference in 
critical thinking skills (t=2.62, p<.05). 

Table 2  
T-Tests and Effect Sizes For Critical Thinking 

 Experimental (n=61)  Comparison (n=56) 
 Pre-test  Post-test    Pre-test  Post-test   
 Mean SD  Mean SD t-test d  Mean SD  Mean SD t-test d 
CTS 153.09 27.81  168.44 17.94 -5.68** .72  155.66 31.57  157.69 25.33 -.59 .08 
 Pre-test  Post-test 
 Experimental  Comparison    Experimental  Comparison   
 Mean SD  Mean SD t-test d  Mean SD  Mean SD t-test d 
CTS 153.09 27.81  155.66 31.57 -.46 -.08  168.44 17.9  157.69 25.33 2.62* .49 



MESHing the future: Re-considering early childhood education… 

338 

* p<0.05.               
**p<0.01.               

To further examine the variance in CTS scores across the experimental and comparison groups, a 
GLM analysis was conducted (Figure 3). In the GLM analysis, CTS was included as the dependent variable, 
while group (experimental/comparison) and time (pre-test/post-test) were treated as independent 
variables. The GLM analysis yielded a significant overall model for CTS (F(1,115)=9.50, p<.05). 

Figure 3  
Comparisons of the experimental and comparison groups’ CTS scores 

 

While quantitative findings indicated higher post-test critical thinking scores among children, 
teacher interviews provided deeper insight into how these changes were reflected in classroom practice 
(Table 3). 

Table 3  
Teachers’ Quotations Reflecting Children’s Critical Thinking 

Category Teacher Quotation 

Generating and Expressing 
Ideas 

T1  … there wasn’t a single child left in the classroom whose voice I hadn’t heard. 
T2 They were … more willing to express their ideas 

Inquisitive Behavior 

T2 They kept asking: ‘Why is this like that? Why don’t we do it another way? 

T3 
 … They started asking more complex questions like that., …Their questions 
deepened, … “Why can’t they find water?” They asked. 

T4  They were constantly questioning everything 
Reasoning About Causes and 
Consequences 

T4 
They’d say things like … “so how did they manage?”, They asked, “how did they 
get there? How did they cross that?” 

As illustrated in Table 3, teachers observed clear changes in children’s participation and reasoning 
patterns. Over time, children became more confident and creative in generating and expressing ideas, more 
persistent in questioning and exploring alternatives, and more capable of reasoning about causes and 
consequences in different contexts. Teachers reported that children became noticeably more confident and 
creative in generating and expressing ideas over time: 

At first, the children didn’t really offer many comments or ideas... By the end of the process, I can say there wasn’t a 
single child left in the classroom whose voice I hadn’t heard. (T1) 

This year, I noticed that they were more active, more thoughtful, and more willing to express their ideas… (T2) 

According to the teachers, the module helped reduce children's fear of being wrong and fostered a 
more open attitude toward diverse perspectives. This shift allowed them to express their ideas more freely. 
Teachers highlighted a notable increase in children’s inquisitive behavior, with more frequent use of “why” 
questions in response to both classroom activities and everyday situations: 

 For example, “Why is it like that? Why did we remove that?” They were constantly questioning everything, almost 
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all of them. I mean, they were generally in a constant questioning mode. (T4) 

They kept asking: “Why is this like that? Why don’t we do it another way?” (T2) 

… They started asking more complex questions like that. (T3) 

Teachers also emphasized the role of the module’s integrated structure in shaping children’s 
thinking processes. Activities that linked different countries, cultures, or historical events appeared to 
spark children’s curiosity, prompting them to reason about causes and consequences and to explore deeper 
layers of meaning. 

 They became more sensitive about things like ancient times. They’d say things like, ‘Oh, they didn’t have this—so 
how did they manage?’ That’s critical thinking too, even in its simplest form. (T4) 

“Oh really? Why can’t they find water?” they asked. “Don’t they have fountains? Doesn’t their water flow?” Their 
questions deepened. Even while washing their hands, they’d say, “Some people don’t have water,” or “Let’s not 
waste it.” This awareness began to emerge. (T3) 

During the activity about Spain, I showed them on the map how ships sailed out to discover new places. They asked, 
“How did they get there? How did they cross that?” I’d say their awareness of other countries grew. (T4) 

These examples illustrate that children’s critical thinking was often intertwined with ethical 
awareness, as they began to demonstrate empathy, fairness, and concern for others while reflecting on 
social and historical contexts. 

The reflections shared by teachers reveal that the domain skills emphasized in the program, such as 
questioning the realism of advertisements, generating ideas about social change and development, and 
reasoning about the origins of historical and cultural elements, directly contributed to children’s critical 
thinking. These findings demonstrate the integrative potential of the MESH pedagogical orientation, in 
which media, ethical, sociological, and historical dimensions collectively foster children’s engagement in 
critical reasoning. In addition to the domain skills, one teacher emphasized the importance of the reflection 
phase in each activity, stating:  

The questions in the reflection phase after the activity were especially valuable in terms of critical thinking… I tried 
not to skip those parts because they really brought out the children’s critical thinking. (T3)  

This highlights the significance of the module’s structured design in supporting children’s thinking 
processes. 

Media Literacy 

Table 4 summarizes the descriptive statistics along with the results of the paired samples and 
independent samples t-tests comparing the pre-test and post-test scores of the experimental and 
comparison groups. In the experimental group, problematic media use significantly decreased from pre-
test to post-test (d=–.32). However, no statistically significant difference in problematic media use was 
found between the experimental and comparison groups at the post-test stage. To gain a deeper 
understanding of the variance in PMUM across the groups over time, GLM analysis was performed (Figure 
4). 

Table 4  
T-Tests And Effect Sizes For Problematic Media Use 

 Experimental (n=61)  Comparison (n=56) 
 Pre-test  Post-test    Pre-test  Post-test   
 Mean SD  Mean SD t-test d  Mean SD  Mean SD t-test d 
PMUM 1.91 .68  1.73 .47 2.52* -.32  1.77 .57  1.73 .55 .40 -.05 
 Pre-test  Post-test 
 Experimental  Comparison    Experimental  Comparison   
 Mean SD  Mean SD t-test d  Mean SD  Mean SD t-test d 
PMUM 1.91 .68  1.77 .57 1.18 .21  1.73 .47  1.73 .55 -.04 -.00 
* p<0.05.               
**p<0.01.               
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Figure 4  
Comparisons of the experimental and comparison groups’ PMUM scores 

 

In the GLM analysis, PMUM scores were included as the dependent variable, while group 
(experimental/comparison) and time (pre-test/post-test) were treated as independent variables. The 
analysis indicated that the overall model was not statistically significant (F(1,115)=1.88, p>.05). 

The quantitative findings suggested that behavioral change related to problematic media use may 
be limited within the scope of a short-term program. Therefore, teacher observations provided valuable 
insights into the pedagogical depth of the media literacy (Table 5). 

Table 5 
Teachers’ Quotations Reflecting Children’s Media Literacy 

Category Subcategories Teacher Quotation 
Creative Engagement 
with Media 

 T1 …they began creating their own ideas. 

Questioning Media 
Messages 

 T1  … We learned to question what’s accurate and what’s not—that 
awareness wasn’t there before. 

 T2 
One child said, ‘Sometimes something I don’t want to see comes 
up, and I go straight to my mom.’ I think there’s been a kind of 
awareness developing in that area. 

Challenges in 
Developing Media 
Literacy 

Family-related 
challenges 

T3 … I wish families could have supported us more … 

T4 
… the lack of media literacy among families reflects on the 
children … 

Teacher-related 
challenges 

T4 …Honestly, I wouldn’t call myself media literate either. 

Children’s 
Perspectives on 
Media 

T4 They’d just laugh and treat it like a joke 

As shown in Table 5, teachers noted that the MESH Pedagogical Module supported children in 
developing an initial awareness of digital content and its underlying messages. However, they also 
emphasized that media literacy remained a challenging domain for young children. T1 observed that 
concepts like true vs. false news, reliable information, and critical engagement were new to many children. 
While most initially struggled to grasp what news was, they gradually began to share simple yet creative 
ideas: 

At first, they just imitated me… Then they began creating their own ideas. For example, during an activity on false 
news, they made a weather report claiming it was snowing, even though it wasn’t. (T1) 

Activities focused on safe internet use seemed particularly engaging for children, and teachers 
observed the beginnings of a shift toward critical inquiry. Children began questioning content they 
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encountered and sought adult input more frequently: 

I think safe internet use was the most engaging topic. We learned to question what’s accurate and what’s not—that 
awareness wasn’t there before. Now they ask things like, “What does this song say? Is there a bad word in it?” They’re 
curious. (T1) 

One child said, “Sometimes something I don’t want to see comes up, and I go straight to my mom.” I think there’s 
been a kind of awareness developing in that area. (T2) 

Despite these promising developments, many teachers felt that progress in media literacy was 
constrained by the limited involvement of families. Teachers consistently emphasized that children’s 
media-related behaviors are heavily shaped by home environments, not just school-based 
implementations: 

Unfortunately, when it comes to media use… I wish families could have supported us more in this area. (T3) 

Parents hand them a device and open YouTube... I think the lack of media literacy among families reflects on the 
children ...  Honestly, I wouldn’t call myself media literate either. (T4) 

Some teachers reported that children found it difficult to critically evaluate digital content and often 
dismissed questionable material as a joke. This suggests that their ability to interpret and assess media 
messages is still in the early stages of development: 

They’d just laugh and treat it like a joke—they didn’t think of it as false news or question whether it was right or 
wrong. (T4) 

In summary, the MESH Pedagogical Module supported the emergence of basic media literacy 
awareness among children. Teachers observed early signs of critical engagement with digital content, such 
as questioning certain information and expressing curiosity about its accuracy. However, they also noted 
variability in children’s responses and emphasized the important role of family environments in shaping 
media-related behaviors. Although the module integrated media literacy across all activities and included 
25 domain skills, teachers referred only to two domain skills of media literacy in their reflections: creating a 
media resource for a specific purpose and distinguishing between reliable and unreliable sources of 
information. These observations point to a selective focus on particular aspects of media literacy within 
classroom practice. 

Ethical Understanding 

Teachers’ observations were used to examine children’s emerging ethical understanding, 
particularly their awareness of fairness, sensitivity to others, and ability to distinguish right from wrong. 
These behaviors, as noted throughout the program, offered important insights into how children made 
sense of ethical concepts in early learning settings (Table 6). 

Table 6  
Teachers’ Quotations Reflecting Children’s Ethical Understanding 

Category Teacher Quotation 

Distinguishing Right from Wrong 

T3 I’ve noticed my children saying things like, “That’s not fair.” 

T2 
They began using phrases like, “What you did was wrong; doing it this way 
is better.” 

T1 … the idea of distinguishing right from wrong resonated most. 

Cooperation and Shared 
Responsibility 

T2 They really saw why cooperation was necessary… 
T3 Especially the weeks when we had cooperative games… (T3) 

Sensitivity and Empathy T1 
They made things like elevators for swings and slides. (drawings for children 
with disabilities) 

Respect for Diversity and Cultural 
Understanding 

T3 They were becoming more respectful of other cultures… 

Understanding Credibility and 
Truthfulness 

T1 Credibility stood out, knowing what’s true or false… 
T2 … we focused on what to do when something is wrong, and how to fix it. 

Sensitivity to Historical and Cultural 
Values 

T3 
What struck me most ethically was their growing sensitivity, … ancient times 
or the values and cultures of other countries. 

T4 I’d say sensitivity was the area where they grew the most. 
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Inconsistent Sensitivity T4 
…being kind to someone with a disability, but not necessarily toward a peer., 
We still have challenges with rules and limits 

As shown in Table 6, teachers observed multidimensional growth in children’s ethical 
understanding. The MESH Pedagogical Module provided meaningful opportunities for children to 
encounter, discuss, and act upon ethical concepts through both language and practice. However, ethical 
sensitivity did not develop uniformly across all children; classroom dynamics, competitiveness, and 
individual differences sometimes constrained the consistent demonstration of ethical behaviors. One of the 
most frequently observed ethical tendencies was children's growing ability to distinguish between right 
and wrong. Teachers reported that this awareness began to extend beyond the activities themselves and 
appeared in children's everyday social interactions. 

I’ve noticed my children saying things like, “That’s not fair.” Just hearing them use that kind of language... it really 
motivated me. (T3) 

They began using phrases like, “What you did was wrong; doing it this way is better.” (T2) 

Cooperative, group-based activities were also perceived to support children’s ethical understanding. 
Teachers observed that children experienced collaboration not just as a practical task, but as a shared 
responsibility that required ethical engagement: 

They really saw why cooperation was necessary. For example, when one child held the ball from below and the other 
from above, it never moved properly. They had to keep adjusting it, and through that, they understood why working 
together was the right way. It had a positive effect. (T2) 

Especially the weeks when we had cooperative games… (T3) 

Another key ethical understanding identified by teachers was children's growing sensitivity to 
others’ needs. Activities focusing on the experiences of people with disabilities appeared to encourage 
empathy and a sense of ethical responsibility. 

They made things like elevators for swings and slides. (T1) 

However, not all children developed this sensitivity equally. One teacher pointed out that while 
children showed awareness towards individuals with visible differences, such as disabilities, they were 
sometimes less tolerant or patient with peers who simply learned more slowly: 

There’s an understanding of being kind to someone with a disability, but not necessarily toward a peer who is slower 
or struggles more. (T4) 

Teachers also reported gains in broader ethical orientations, such as respect for other cultures. 
Activities that introduced different countries and cultural practices appeared to expand children’s 
perspectives: 

I noticed that they were becoming more respectful of other cultures and interested in what made them beautiful. (T3) 

At the same time, one teacher noted that classroom dynamics and individual differences sometimes 
limited the development of certain ethical behaviors. While some children demonstrated strong academic 
performance, they continued to struggle with ethical behaviors such as patience, turn-taking, and tolerance: 

Some kids are so competitive, they have no concept of waiting. We still have challenges with rules and limits overall. 
(T4) 

In terms of the program’s overall ethical framework, some teachers highlighted children’s increased 
attention to credibility and truthfulness, especially regarding information and actions: 

Credibility stood out—knowing what’s true or false. In my class, the idea of distinguishing right from wrong 
resonated most. (T1) 

In some activities, we focused on what to do when something is wrong, and how to fix it. That was the ethics education 
that stood out most to me. (T2) 

Teachers also noted that the ethical component of the program extended beyond individual behavior 
to promote cultural sensitivity. This was particularly evident during activities focused on historical periods 
and the values of other societies: 
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What struck me most ethically was their growing sensitivity, especially when we explored ancient times or the values 
and cultures of other countries. The children really engaged with that. (T3) 

Looking back, I’d say sensitivity was the area where they grew the most. (T4) 

Overall, teachers agreed that the MESH Pedagogical Module provided opportunities for children to 
engage with ethical concepts through both thought and action. Sensitivity, cooperation, and the ability to 
distinguish right from wrong were among the most commonly observed ethical expressions. While some 
children expressed these through language, others demonstrated them through their behavior. However, 
the development of ethical understanding was not uniform across all children, with factors such as 
classroom composition, individual differences, and family support playing a role. These findings suggest 
that integrating ethical issues across different domains created opportunities for children to discuss 
fairness, cooperation, truthfulness, and sensitivity within everyday classroom experiences. 

Conclusion and Discussion 

This study examined the integration of media literacy, ethics, sociology, and history (MESH) into 
ECE, focusing on children’s critical thinking, media literacy, and ethical understanding. The findings 
highlight the potential of interdisciplinary, play-based approaches to support these competencies in young 
children, while also revealing the structural and contextual challenges involved in sustaining such efforts 
over time. 

Changes in Critical Thinking Skills 

The results suggest that participation in the MESH Pedagogical Module was associated with gains 
in children’s critical thinking scores. Its interdisciplinary structure provided children with varied 
opportunities to question, interpret, and reason. Activities such as analyzing media content, reflecting on 
ethical dilemmas related to fairness, inclusion, and helping others, discussing historical figures from 
cultural and societal perspectives, and comparing cultural practices across different times and contexts 
encouraged children to engage with multiple perspectives and form reasoned judgments. For example, 
children were encouraged to question whether information presented in media sources could be trusted, 
reflect on situations involving helping or excluding others, and compare how daily life, traditions, or social 
roles may have changed over time. Through these experiences, children were encouraged to justify their 
ideas, consider alternative viewpoints, and develop reasoned interpretations. 

The module’s emphasis on inquiry and collaborative dialogue created opportunities for children to 
internalize critical thinking processes, a mechanism widely discussed in sociocultural learning theories 
(Liang & Fung, 2020; Mercer et al., 2019). By structuring activities that invited children to evaluate different 
claims and perspectives, the module supported forms of reasoning associated with critical thinking (Kuhn, 
2019). In doing so, children were encouraged to consider alternative viewpoints (Aras & Aslan, 2018) and 
make logical inferences, a key component of critical thinking (Brocas & Carrillo, 2020). 

The qualitative findings provide further nuance to the quantitative results by illustrating how critical 
thinking skills manifested in children's everyday classroom interactions. Rather than being confined to 
structured tasks, children's reasoning and inquiry extended into spontaneous questioning, peer dialogue, 
and reflective moments. These observations suggest that when critical thinking is approached through 
concrete, socially meaningful content, children can engage in questioning, reasoning, and perspective-
taking within classroom interactions. This interpretation aligns with research emphasizing the role of 
classroom culture, teacher scaffolding, and interdisciplinary learning in fostering early critical thinking (ten 
Dam & Volman, 2004; Mercer et al., 2019). Taken together, the findings indicate that interdisciplinary, 
inquiry-based learning environments can support the development of critical thinking in early childhood 
by encouraging children to express ideas, ask questions, and explore multiple perspectives. 

Changes in Media Literacy 

The quantitative findings revealed a decrease in problematic media use within the experimental 
group; however, no statistically significant difference was observed between the experimental and 
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comparison groups in the post-test. This may indicate that MESH Pedagogical Module may have 
supported more reflective media engagement, even if measurable group-level differences were limited. 
Several factors may account for this outcome. First, the assessment tool targeted only problematic use, 
capturing a narrow slice of media literacy and potentially overlooking gains in critical awareness or 
interpretive skills. Second, as prior research has highlighted, young children’s media behaviors are strongly 
shaped by family routines, screen access, and household norms (Lauricella et al., 2015; Morawska et al., 
2023). Developmental differences in attention, comprehension, and self-regulation may also have 
influenced how children responded to media-related content during the implementation. 

To explore broader dimensions of media literacy, qualitative insights from teacher interviews offered 
valuable context. Teachers noted that children began to question the intent and truthfulness of media 
content, particularly in advertisements, news images, and character portrayals. These observations are 
consistent with the way media literacy was conceptualised within the MESH pedagogical orientation, as a 
process of critical thinking and inquiry through which children interpret, question, and discuss media 
messages (Aydın & Toran, 2026). Tasks such as analysing visual advertisements, comparing storybook 
messages, and reflecting on media narratives prompted children to consider who created a message, why 
it was created, whether it could be trusted, and how it might affect others. Such reflections suggest forms 
of critical engagement that extend beyond media use itself and align with contemporary understandings 
of media literacy in early childhood (Burn & Durran, 2007; Kellner & Share, 2019). These findings also 
resonate with research suggesting that children can engage with media in active and interpretive ways 
when supported through discussion, reflection, and collaborative meaning-making (Gerigk et al., 2025; 
Vidal-Hall et al., 2020). 

Taken together, the findings reflect both the potential and the challenges of supporting media 
literacy in early childhood, particularly when outcomes are shaped by developmental, contextual, and 
measurement-related factors. While measurable changes in problematic media use were limited, the 
qualitative findings suggest that children engaged with media messages in increasingly reflective and 
questioning ways during the implementation process. 

Changes in Ethical Understanding 

The findings reveal that the MESH Pedagogical Module opened up a meaningful space for children 
to explore ethical concepts in both thought and action. Ethical inquiry was embedded within collaborative 
activities, social dilemmas, and themes related to fairness, inclusion, helping others, and social 
responsibility. For example, children reflected on how responsibilities could be shared within families and 
communities, discussed the fairness of helping and cooperating with others, considered how people from 
different cultures and backgrounds contribute to society, and explored how cooperation and 
communication may have supported collective life in different historical periods. These findings are 
consistent with the way ethics was conceptualised within the MESH pedagogical orientation, as an 
everyday practice of making sense of fairness, care, responsibility, and social relationships through 
dialogue and shared experiences (Aydın & Toran, 2026). In this way, ethical understanding emerged 
through participation, interaction, and reflection, an approach supported by contemporary pedagogical 
perspectives that emphasize the role of lived experience and relational encounters in children's ethical 
reasoning (Jaffer et al., 2023; Saxena, 2019). 

Teachers’ accounts illustrate how children began to engage with concepts such as fairness, justice, 
and responsibility during both guided discussions and spontaneous peer interactions. Notably, moral 
language (e.g., “that’s not fair,” “this is wrong”) began to appear in children’s everyday discourse, 
suggesting a growing sensitivity to ethical issues and interpersonal relationships. These observations align 
with research highlighting the role of dialogue, social interaction, and reflective discussion in supporting 
children's engagement with ethical and moral issues (Arda Tuncdemir et al., 2022; Taylor et al., 2019; Unal 
& Gunes, 2024). The use of play, stories, and collaborative problem-solving activities created authentic 
opportunities for children to test, negotiate, and articulate ethical positions in real time. 

The findings also point to the complex and uneven nature of ethics in ECE. While many children 
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responded with empathy when ethical cues were clear, such as disability or visible need, teachers observed 
that similar sensitivity was not always extended to more subtle differences, including slower learning or 
emotional difficulties. These observations suggest that young children’s ethical responsiveness may 
emerge selectively, shaped by the visibility of others’ needs, the emotional salience of situations, and their 
own social experiences. These patterns suggest that children may benefit from guided opportunities to 
recognize and respond to a wider range of differences in everyday interactions. 

Exploring ethical understanding in early childhood presents methodological and conceptual 
challenges. However, children's language, actions, and emotional responses during everyday classroom 
experiences can offer important insights into how they interpret and respond to ethical situations. As 
Saxena (2019) notes, ethics may not be directly taught or measured in conventional terms, but it often 
reveals itself in children’s choices, interactions, and reflections. The present findings reinforce this 
perspective, emphasizing the value of sustained observation and experience-based pedagogies for 
understanding and supporting ethical understanding in early childhood. The findings support a view of 
ethical understanding as a relational and reflective process shaped by participation, dialogue, and care. 

Synthesis, Limits, and Further Prospects 

The MESH Pedagogical Module provided concrete, play-based opportunities for children to engage 
in critical thinking, reflect on ethical issues, and question media messages. Findings suggest that socially 
grounded experiences can support young children’s engagement with ideas related to media, ethics, 
society, and history through participation and inquiry. 

A key insight from the study is the apparent interplay between cognitive and ethical dimensions of 
children's thinking. Children’s reflections on fairness, truthfulness, and inequality suggest that ethical and 
critical considerations were often intertwined within classroom discussions and activities. This highlights 
the potential value of interdisciplinary curricula that create connections across different areas of learning. 
Related research supports this view. For example, Ulu-Aslan and Baş (2023) found that tale-based media 
activities supported both critical thinking and media literacy, while Mercer et al. (2019) emphasized the 
role of dialogue and digital tools in promoting collaborative reasoning. The present findings contribute to 
this growing body of research by illustrating how these processes may unfold within an interdisciplinary 
early childhood context. Although learning appeared to progress differently across domains, the integrated 
structure of the MESH Pedagogical Module offers a means of creating interdisciplinary learning 
experiences that encourage dialogue, inquiry, and reflection in ECE settings. 

The findings also invite reconsideration of curriculum priorities in ECE by highlighting the potential 
contribution of social science perspectives to children's learning experiences. During the development of 
the MESH Pedagogical Module, activities also incorporated elements of mathematics and science. 
Although outcomes related to these domains were not examined in the present study, their inclusion 
reflects the broader pedagogical orientation of MESH, which emphasizes connections across different areas 
of learning through interdisciplinary and socially grounded experiences. From this perspective, the 
findings raise broader questions about how different forms of knowledge can be integrated within ECE 
curricula and how interdisciplinary learning environments may support children's engagement with 
diverse ways of thinking. 

Several limitations should be noted. First, the intervention was implemented over a relatively short 
period, which may have limited opportunities for some learning outcomes to develop more fully. Longer-
term studies may provide a clearer understanding of how interdisciplinary learning experiences influence 
children's critical thinking, media literacy, and ethical understanding over time. Second, broader contextual 
factors, including family practices and community influences, were beyond the scope of the study but may 
have shaped children's responses to the intervention. Finally, teachers served both as implementers of the 
MESH Pedagogical Module and as the primary source of qualitative data. As a result, their observations 
may have been influenced by their own interpretations of children's experiences and learning processes. 
Future research could incorporate additional data sources, such as classroom observations or child-focused 
methods, to provide a more comprehensive understanding of implementation processes and outcomes. 
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Another limitation concerns quantitative measurement. The only available validated tool, the 
Problematic Media Use Measure, focused narrowly on problematic behaviors, limiting a broader 
assessment of media literacy. This reflected the limited availability of validated media literacy measures 
for young children. Similarly, ethical understanding was assessed solely through qualitative teacher 
reports. While this was a deliberate choice due to the challenges associated with examining ethical 
understanding in early childhood (Saxena, 2019), it introduced a degree of subjectivity that should be 
considered when interpreting the findings. The sample was limited to two ECE centers within the same 
neighborhood, serving families with similar socioeconomic backgrounds. While this helped minimize 
confounding variables, it reduced the transferability of the findings to more diverse contexts. Despite 
efforts to engage families, parental involvement remained limited. This may have constrained changes in 
media-related behaviors, which are often shaped by experiences and practices within the home 
environment. 

Future research should examine how interdisciplinary, humanistic approaches can be adapted 
across diverse cultural contexts, considering differences in values, media ecosystems, and educational 
traditions. Recent theory frames children’s digital environments as virtual microsystems within 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model, influencing development through digitally mediated interactions 
(Navarro & Tudge, 2023). Future studies may also explore how school-family-community collaboration 
shapes children's engagement with ethical, social, and media-related issues across different contexts. Such 
work could contribute to a deeper understanding of how interdisciplinary learning experiences are 
supported across home, school, and community settings. 
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Appendix 1. Sample Thematic Units from the MESH Pedagogical Module 

DOMAIN SKILLS ACTIVITY PROCESS 

THEMES ACTIVITIES MEDIA 
LITERACY 

SOCIOLOGY HISTORY LEARNING 
EXPERIENCES 

ETHICAL EXPERIENCES ASSESMENTS 

Theme 1 
Our Family 

My Spot of 
Responsibility 

M1: Using basic 
media concepts in 
speech  
M3: Creating a 
media resource 
for a specific 
purpose 

S1: Describing family roles 
and responsibilities 
S2: Discussing about social 
roles and responsibilities  
S3: Identifying/comparing 
diversities and differences 
within the society 
S4: Explaining the 
importance of social 
diversity and difference  
S16: Talking about the 
diverse abilities/social 
contributions of individuals 
from different 
genders/cultures/age 
groups. 

H1: Using time-related 
concepts and words 
accurately in speech 
H2: Explaining family 
characteristics by making 
connections with the past 

Dialogic reading  
Role-playing  
Media poster 
creation 

• Experiencing empathy by 
imagining what family members 
feel and do (empathy, 
understanding). Realising personal 
and shared responsibilities at home 
and in the community 
(responsibility, cooperation). 
• Experiencing fairness through 
sharing duties and helping others 
(fairness, sharing, helpfulness). 
• Valuing and respecting 
differences among families and 
cultures (respect, tolerance, 
diversity). 
• Making thoughtful decisions 
about how to share what they have 
learned with others 
(responsibility, participation, 
awareness). 
• Valuing diversity of 
celebrations and traditions 
(tolerance, cultural respect) 

Observation  
Questioning 
Reflection through group 
discussion based on the media 
poster 

Time Machine Dramatic play 

Observation  
Questioning 
Group reflection on cultural 
differences and family traditions 

Little Members of 
the Society 

Guided discussion 
Collaborative digital 
media production 

Observation  
Questioning 
Performance-based assessment 

Theme 2 
Stone Age 

Fashion and 
Wheels in the 
Stone Age 

M3: Creating a 
media resource 
for a specific 
purpose 
M4: Identifying 
what a media 
content is about  
M9: Explaining 
the narrative 
elements in a story 
M11: Expressing 

S5: Generating ideas about 
social change and 
development 
S6: Talking about the 
elements of a particular 
culture 

H3: Talking about different 
historical periods in the 
distant and recent past  
H4: Comparing similarities 
and differences between 
people’s lifestyles in the 
past and today 
H6: Generating ideas about 
how historical events have 
influenced the present 
H7: Making assumptions 

Constructive play 
Creative design 
Movement-based 
exploration 

• Appreciating cooperation 
and collective problem-solving 
while building and creating 
together (collaboration, sharing). 
• Realising the importance of 
communication and mutual 
understanding for living and 
working together 
(communication, empathy, 
respect). 
• Valuing creativity and 

Observation and evaluation 
through a matching activity on 
Stone Age patterns and 
costumes 
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Words and Tools 
in the Stone Age 

one’s own ideas 
and 
interpretations 
about the story 

about past inventions or 
discoveries 
H8: Comparing old and 
modern tools/objects in 
terms of similarities and 
differences 
H18: Describing the 
characteristics of a historical 
period/person based on 
visual/contextual clues 

Role-playing Hands-
on creation 

innovation as part of human 
progress (appreciation, curiosity, 
responsibility). Understanding that 
every discovery and invention 
serves the common good and 
requires cooperation 
(responsibility, collective benefit). 
• Experiencing respect for early 
humans’ efforts and contributions 
to today’s life (respect, gratitude). 

Observartion  
Reflective discussion 

The First Signs of 
Communication 

Science experiment 
Prehistoric cave 
painting 

Observation  
Discussion 
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