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 Module 3: Media ecosystems and the geo-strategy 
of internet
The first part of this lesson plan deals with knowledge about digital media 
ecosystems and MIL added value.

The second part of this lesson plan, the MILAB, deals with hands-on approach to 
teaching about digital media ecosystems.

A few definitions (see glossary)

  mass media
  social media
  data
  big data 
  digital divide
  open source standards

Outline

PART I Knowledge building

 1. Before digital media ecosystems
 2. Digital media ecosystems in the connected world
 3. Characteristics 
 4. Opportunities and risks
 5. Learning objectives, competences and MIL added value
 6. Evaluation
 7. Training materials 

PART II MILAB

 1. Stage 1 activities 
 2. Stage 2 activities
 3. Stage 3 activities 
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PART I (4x45min sessions) 
1. Before digital media ecosystems (20 min)

Discuss media before the digital age. Look at technologies that aid information 
sharing and communication: faster and better access + democratization. Have the 
students make a time freeze as follows:

Figure 1. Time freeze of the evolution of media
source: D. Frau-Meigs/Savoir*Devenir

In the future: transmedia convergence, AI-driven media, … and other emerging technologies 
  immersive media, game and simulation related media…

Teacher tip:
Have students work on a digital timeline maker to place local names of companies at each “age”. 
Ask students to find a free Timeline Creation Tool for this project 

2. Digital fundamentals in relation to the digital world (35 min)

  What’s new with digital era? A transborder system based on a solid infrastructure of root 
servers and data centres

 Basic internet infrastructure and geo-politics
Root servers: are the nodes that support the open system of the internet since its origins. There are 
13 in total : 10 of them are in the USA, divided between the the two coasts in order to protect the in-
formation and data integrity in case of a foreign attack; 3 of them are in countries allied with the USA 
(England/Netherlands, Sweden, Japan). 

Pre-Industrial age (Before 1850) : 
paper and printing press 

e.g.: newspapers; magazines; 
books

Industrial age -phase I (1850-
1920): sound and wire 

e.g.: telegraph, telephone

Industrial age -phase II (1920-1990): 
analogic media (cinema, television, radio) 

e.g.: motion pictures with sound;  
commercial radio and television

Electronic age (1990--): internet-
driven multimedia digital media 

(social media…)
 e.g.: Blogs, web radio, YouTube; 
Instagram; Facebook, mixed info-
entertainment platforms such as 

Netflix… 

Session 1:
45 min
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Figure 2. Root servers map
Source ; ICAAN, https://www.icann.org/resources/unthemed-pages/roberts-testimony-2001-02-14-en

Data centers: they are the surface infrastructure that enables the use of internet and all its applications 
(including the World Wide Web). They are the places where most of the industries of the world connect for 
their data processing.

Figure 3: countries counting most data centres (map available only in French) 
Source: datacentermap.com, IFRI, 2017
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3. Characteristics of the digital media ecosystem 

  Discussion: Characteristics of the digital media ecosystem according 
to you (25 min)

  (Suggested responses)
  Connecting people across borders
  Gathering data from all countries around the world, sometimes without the 

citizens of these countries knowing or accepting
  Democratizing information by spreading it widely
  Reflecting the cold war oppositions? (USA-West vs rest of the world)
  Repeating great imbalance not unlike neo-colonial situation (whole areas and continents are devoid 

of data centres)
  …

Teacher tip: 
You may want to have the students reflect on historical issues such as the Cold War (blocks, ideo-
logies;…) beyond the mass media era. You may also want the students to look at maps of colonial 
exchanges to see the logic of Empires, building infrastructures in colonized countries only to extract 
materials and minerals, hence putting the emphasis on coastal harbours… 

  Formats and layers

Internet is not just about the “physical layer” that supports the infrastructure of root servers, data centres 
and telecom operators through which information travels. There is also the “logical layer” of codes and pro-
tocols that control the infrastructure (software, apps, …) and the “content” layer that contains the informa-
tion that travels through the networks (cf Yochai Benkler, 2011). 

These layers help understand the new geo-politics created by ubiquitous networks, beyond national sove-
reignty. In particular it shows the dominant existence of a commercial internet sphere (see figure 4), with 
proprietary standards and the alternative existence of an open standards sphere (see figure 4b) that pro-
motes the information commons, that is to say the idea that information and knowledge should be acces-
sible to all.

Figure 4a: The commercial sphere of the internet
Source: D. Frau-Meigs, 2019
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Session 2:
45 min
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Figure 4b: The alternative open standards sphere of the internet 
Source: D. Frau-Meigs, 2019

4. Opportunities and risks of digital media ecosystem? 

  Discussion: (15 min) 
Exploring the Digital Divide and the question of ACCESS to 
information

A transborder and globalized access to information but also a digital divide 
Consider this Submarine Cable map of internet route (you can follow the link to see 
an interactive version.) Try to point to who has access to the internet? What do these main routes suggest 
to you? 
According to you, who controls the access to the internet and why? What countries and continents are left 
behind? Which ones benefit most from the network?

Figure 5. Internet cable routes/old commercial routes
Source: https://www.submarinecablemap.com/
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Session 3:
45 min
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Risk

Opportunities

Notions

  Discussion: (15 min) 
Exploring the heavy ecological footprint of digital media 

Mass and Social media have an environmental impact. Pollution is one of the issues with data centres (they 
are powered by fossil fuels like diesel; they are cooled in places like the bottom of the ocean or the Nordic 
countries). The same applies to the cloud, a nice metaphor that hides the infrastructure of server farms that 
depend on water for energy production and cooling. Mass media and social media are slow at converting 
to renewable energy use and many online services are increasing their emissions through the expansion 
of data centres. For instance, Loudoun County in Virginia handles about 70% of the world’s online traffic 
but its energy provider, Dominion, relies on only 3% of its energy from renewables. Therefore Dominion is 
strongly lobbying to push for fracking gas, in spite of the danger to the environment. Other forms of resis-
tance to climate change can also be explained by the geo-strategy and the economy of media, especially 
as corporate media shape the information delivered to people about the environment, including “fake” 
climate news. 

Teacher tip:
You can have the students look at the article published by J. Harris in The Guardian (July 17 2018) “Our 
phones and gadgets are now endangering the planet”. 
Retrieved from http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/jul/17/internet-climate-carbon-footprint-data-centers

  Opportunities and risks (20 min)

• Proprietary standards 
• Digital divide
• Neo colonial unbalance 
• Loss of country sovereignty
• Data trafficking across 
borders

• Information democratization
• Cross-cultural communication
• Open information commons
• Spread of culture (image, 
music,...)

• Root servers
• Data centres
• Internet layers
• Transborder spaces
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  The digital divide can be explained with the geo-politics of the internet (com-
bination of cold war and colonial legacies)

  The open source standards as alternative options and counter-balance to 
commercial proprietary standards (you need to buy the software and hard-
ware to have access to the service) 

  The digital media contribute to pollution: they have a heavy carbon footprint 
(using rare minerals, fuel fossils, water cooling…); they tend to under- or 
mis-represent issues and people related to climate change and the global 
environment 

5. Focus on cross-cultural COMMUNICATION COMPETENCE (7C) (10 min)

  This competence allows citizens and users to understand the cultural and physical infrastructure of 
the internet and to be aware of power relations and divides. It also lays the emphasis on empathy for 
others and implies tolerance, respect for dignity, as well as an awareness of the geopolitics of ex-
changing online and to engage for cultural diversity and openness.

See introduction and glossary
Source: Savoir*Devenir

Building Students’ critical thinking: AIR

• Power relations
• Digital divideANALYSE

• Layers of the internet
• Imbalance in accessINTERPRET

• Advocacy for social justice  
and access
• Advocacy for pluralism of standards

REACT

Consumption

Comprehension Creativity Critical Thinking

Citizenship
Cross-cultural 

communication

Collaboration &  
conflict(s) resolution

Summary
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  MIL competences break-down categories/indicators: MIL cross-cultural communication 
competence

Students should be able to

  MIL added Human Right value 
  Dignity
  Participation

6. Evaluation 

Discuss the digital divide: in your country. How does it compare to the neighbouring 
nations? How do you feel about it? How could you remedy the risks? 

7. Training support materials  
(see additional section to Lesson Plans)

  References to other materials and resources
  Useful links for pedagogical animation
  Glossary
  Useful software for MIL integration in learning outcomes (online resources by country) 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/10wxgYEe9O8GiSKo8kTjv8uQqpkOeHJp5_k0ytBcZsdU/edit?usp=sharing

Put media into historical and geopolitical perspective

Understand the way mass media and social media are organized, disseminate content and collect data 

Choose what types of media to use for personal/collective use

Produce and evaluate a presentation of self that respects the dignity of others

Communicate with others across borders (tolerance to ambiguity, cultural diversity…)

Session 4:
45 min
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PART II. MILAB 
(4 x 45 min sessions, according to allotted schedule for MIL)

MILAB activities are devised according to the three stages (1-beginning, 2-consoli-
dating and 3-deepening). The three stages are indicative: they can be followed as 
suggested below or used in a ‘plug-in’, modular approach depending upon the time 
allotted to MIL and/or the level of outcome desirable.

They involve several pedagogical activities including: workshops, role play, written exercises and games. 
They explore different media formats such as blogs, videos and web articles in order to build students’ criti-
cal thinking skills (AIR).

EXPLORING ACCESS and Cross-cultural communication:
Contribution to social media via tweet, post, story…

STAGE 1 (15-16):
Understanding the geostrategy of internet

  Comparison tasks 3 x 45 min

Have the students look at figure 3. Make them look for the map of the data centres in their country. 
Analyse their location, their data power, their environmental footprint.
What conclusions can be drawn: is their country richly endowed (compared to other countries such as 
USA, UK, France)? is there a digital divide inside the country? What are their feelings about it?
Have them write an advocacy letter to their local representative listing the arguments in favour of 
more access, more social justice

  Evaluation 45 min

Write a comparison between the commercial sphere of the internet (figure 4) and the alternative 
open standard sphere (figure 4b). 
or
Choose one example of commercial social media (Facebook, Instagram…) and compare with an open 
standards social media (Mastodon, Tribe…)

STAGE 2 (16-17): 
Mastering the economics of internet

  Business and advertising model in the commercial sphere (figure 3) 3 x 45 min

In small groups, make the students search for and go to websites of Google AdSense and Facebook 
Audience Network.
What do they notice? What do these services promise in terms of how to monetize contents posted by 
the users (statistics, payment per views, additional earnings)? … 

Discuss with the whole class the advertising offers from Google and Facebook. What are the advan-
tages offered by the monetization of content? What are the drawbacks? 
 
Alternatively:

  Ask the students to take their favourite YouTuber or search for “top ten YouTubers”  
(e.g. PiewDiePie…)

  Examine the number of their followers, try to find out about their business model (view per 
clicks, product placement,…). Search articles about them and how they have established their 
online marketing identity. Discuss the advantages and drawbacks of branding yourself online.

To go further
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STAGE 2 (continued):

  Evaluation 45 min 

Find online the charter of the top largest media groups in the world. Look at their corporate profile 
online, via Wikipedia. Write a post for a blog about it, insisting on how they control the physical layer, 
the logical layer, the content layer of the internet. Publish it

Teacher tip: 
These maps are easily available on sites like Statista.com. You will notice that among the top 
ten are companies that control the physical layer (like Comcast), the logical layer (like Google) 
or the content layer (like Disney)… The students should recognize them too… 

STAGE 3 (18-19):
Building a sustainable environmental view of the internet

  Developing ecological advocacy with MIL 3 x 45 min

How is it possible to make the internet more eco-friendly?
Have the students work in small groups: go to self-declared “eco-friendly” search engines such as Lilo 
or Ecosia (they tend to be part of the open standards sphere, see figure 4). How do they contribute to 
making the internet more eco-friendly? Is it real or is it ecological “greenwashing” to avoid regulation?

Teacher tip: 
Greenwashing is a term coined after brainwashing: it means making people believe that some 
companies are ecologically-minded (“green”) when in fact they provide minimal attention to 
the issue and fit in the minimally required standards.

Alternatively:

Have the students explore all the ways they can change their use of the internet to make it more 
eco-friendly and to reduce their ecological footprint. For example, how often do they clean their email 
inbox and actually delete all the contents of their trashed mails?

Teacher tip: 
There are some sites and some tutorials that provide tips on how to.

  Evaluation 45 min 

Write a blog or a post about eco-friendly initiatives by NGOs such as Clenabit (Apeldoorn “Internet 
forest” in 2008) or Climate Neutral (with Computel society).

What lessons can you draw from this contribution to the environment? Is it real or is it ecological 
“greenwashing” to avoid regulation? 
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