A Five Part Overview of Media Literacy for Any Classroom 

From College or Continuing Education to Community Awareness


The goal of this unit is to introduce students to media literacy focusing on messages portrayed by mass media with regards to gender and race and present a different way of communicating messages through the production and exploration of independent media.  

The objectives are to make media literacy education a part of the any curriculum by allowing instructors to easily incorporate it into any class.  The idea behind this unit it to have a structure for teaching media literacy to adults in college course, continuing education classes, community workshops, etc.  Teaching media literacy to students interesting in media production should be mandatory.  This unit can easily be incorporated into the beginning of any media production or theory course presenting to students to with a particular interest in media.  These future producers and consumers of media will be able to think critically about the media they produce and be better citizens by being able to analyze, evaluate and interpret the messages that they are exposed to.  Understanding how mass media and advertising messages are conveyed, issues of racial stereotypes, gender bias, and discrimination will be made clear.  Students will then learn about independent media, how to produce and find it, allowing for more diverse points of view and action. 


This unit consists of five parts that may be adapted to fit into a variety of course schedules.  It may be presented as a one week session with daily classes or may span over part of a semester with a section being taught once week.  The idea behind this is to make it fit into any course regardless of the schedule, timeframe, or structure of.  Ideally, this unit would be used as an introduction to media literacy in media production, media theory, advertising, marketing, or journalism courses but could easily be adapted to be included in any sociology, humanities, education or cultural studies courses.  It could also stand alone as a workshop for educators, parents or community members.

Discussions and activities will take place during class time providing the framework for students to work on their own.  Readings and written assignments will be required and may be adapted to produce a heavier or lighter work load depending on the course, timeframe and level of difficulty.  A list of additional recommended readings and resources is included for this purpose. 


Although the Vermont Frameworks of Standards and Learning Opportunities focus is to improve student learning by recommending practices to support K-12 students in attaining essential skills and knowledge, these standards certainly carry over into adult learning.  Some of the standards addressed in this unit include:
Writing

1.5  Students draft, revise, edit and critique so that final drafts are appropriate in terms of purpose, organization, details, and voice and tone.

Listening

1.13  Students listen actively and respond to communications
1.14  Students critique what they have heard

Expression

1.15  Students use verbal and nonverbal skills to express themselves effectively

Information Technology

1.18  Students use computers, telecommunications and other tools of technology, to gather information and ideas, and to represent information and ideas accurately and appropriately 

Reasoning and Problem Solving

2.7  Students respond to new information by reflecting on experience and reconsidering their opinions and sources of information

Personal Development
3.4  Students identify the indicators of intellectual, physical, social and emotional health for their age and/or stage of development

3.13  Students analyze their roles and responsibilities in their family, school and community

Civic/Social Responsibility

4.4  Students demonstrate understanding of the concept of prejudice and of its effects on various groups

Art Language and Literature

Students interpret and evaluate a of variety types of media including audio, graphic images, film, television, and on-line resources

Science Math and Technology

7.18  Students understand that people control outputs and impacts of out expanding technological activities 

Lesson 1
What is Media Literacy?
This lesson will help students define media and be able to understand the importance of becoming media literate.  Students will reflect and share their experiences with media and be encouraged to keep a media journal throughout the duration of the course.  Basic principles of media literacy will be discussed as well as a brief history of media. 

Discussion:
What is media?

Introduction to Media Literacy

HANDOUT #1

Ten Basic Principles of Media Literacy

Activities:

Media Madness

Assignments:
Media Journal

Media Memoir (1-3 pages)
Readings:
Media Society, Chapters 1 & 2
Article: The Seven Great Debates in the Media Literacy Movement -- Circa 2001, Renee Hobbs, EdD, http://www.medialit.org/reading_room/article2.html
Lesson 2

Mass Media and Advertising
This lesson will teach students to “read” advertisements with a critical eye.  They will be able to analyze, interpret, and evaluate messages conveyed in advertisements and throughout mass media.  They will become familiar with the structure and producers of mass media.
Discussion:
Messages in Mass Media

Handouts:

HANDOUT #2

Media Messages

HANDOUT #4
Persuasive Techniques

Activities:
Review and discuss what these ads are for

HANDOUTS—magazine ads with the products and text covered up

Ad Analysis

HANDOUT #3

How to Analyze an Advertisement
Finding Ads' Hidden Messages
View:

The Ad and the Ego

Assignments:
Choose a product and make an ad.  Tell a deeper truth about the product than would be told in an actual ad.
OR

Choose an add from a magazine and write about that product in the way you think it should be written about.
Readings:
Media Society, Chapters 3- 5, p. 77-192
Lesson 3

Gender Portrayed in Mass Media

This lesson will focus on issues of masculinity and femininity as portrayed in mass media.
Discussion: 

How are men and women (girls and boys) portrayed in Mass Media?  How does this affect our culture?
Activities:
List 5 examples of how men, and 5 examples of how women are portrayed in mass media.
View:

Tough Guise

Assignments:
Visit Toys R Us, or any major department store, and write a reflection of what you discovered about the portrayal of gender. What did you see? What did you think of this?  What does this say about our culture?  Would you change anything about what you discovered? (1-3 pages)
Readings:
Media Society, Chapter 6 & 7, p. 229-264
Article: Representing Women: Myths of Femininity in Popular Media, By Myra Macdonald
Article: Images of Men in Advertising, By Tom Nakayama, http://www.medialit.org/reading_room/article438.html#bio
By Tom Nakayama
Lesson 4

Race and Culture in Mass Media

This lesson will show how stereotypes are used in mass media when portraying members of different races.  Students will become familiar with the imbalance of various minority groups involved in mass media.
Discussion:

Stereotypes
Minority population portrayed in mass media
Activities:
List common racial stereotypes

View:

Clips from TV and Films past & present

Lost, ABC’s current prime time hit

Various reality shows

MTV
Assignments:
Pick major network TV show and write about how race and culture are portrayed. (1-3 pages)
Readings:
Media Society, Chapter 8, p. 265-298

Article:  Why it Matters…Diversity on Television, Children Now Newsletter Summer 2002 http://www.childrennow.org/assets/pdf/issues_media_medianow_2002.pdf
Article: A Long Way to Go: Minorities and the Media, By Carlos Cortés, http://www.medialit.org/reading_room/article231.html
Lesson 5

Independent Media and the Future
This lesson will discuss various forms of independent media, ways to access and produce it.  The future of media will also be addresses as well as ideas of globalization and social change.
Discussion:

What are forms of independent media?  How do you access and create it?
PSA

Documentary

Meme

Blogs

Activism

Activities:
Show websites & blogs
View:
Memes
PSA’s

Assignments:
Choose a medium and create a piece about something taken from this class.  For example; create a website or blog about media literacy, gender issues in mass media, race and culture on TV, etc., prepare and idea for creating a documentary or PSA, start a newsletter, hold a meeting/discussion group.  Document your work.
Readings:
Media Society, Chapters 9 & 10
TV and the Cloning of Culture, by Jerry Mander, Rethinking Globalization, Teaching for Justice in an Unjust World, p. 292-295

HANDOUT #1

Questioning Media

Ten Basic Principles of Media Literacy Education

(provided by ACME at www.acmecoalition.org)

1. Medium: a form of communication – i.e. television, a video game, or a magazine article – that transmits messages, tells stories, structures learning, and constructs a “reality” about the world.
2. Media Literacy: an educational approach that seeks to give media users greater FREEDOM and CHOICE by teaching them how to access, analyze, evaluate and produce media. ACME-style media literacy education emphasizes: knowledge, skills, and activism!

3. “REALITY” CONSTRUCTION/TRADE-OFFS: Media construct our culture and involve trade-offs (goods and bads). Consuming media always involves choices that enhance or degrade our lives. We should ask ourselves, "What are the trade-offs of this media experience?" 

ASK: Who produced this media? What kind of reality does this media create? How accurate is this “reality”? What stories are NOT being told and why?

4. PRODUCTION TECHNIQUES: Media use identifiable production techniques. Advertisers, the public relations industry, and other powerful media makers spend massive amounts of time, energy, and money carefully creating media to influence the ways we think, behave, and buy. "Deconstructing" or analyzing production techniques – camera angles, lighting, editing, sound effects, colors, font styles, symbols, etc. - can build awareness, leading to more careful and "literate" consumption of media.

ASK: What kinds of production techniques does this media use?

5. VALUE MESSAGES: Media contain ideological and value messages.  Some value messages are intended, while others are unintended. Messages can be positive or negative, and messages target specific groups. 

ASK: What kinds of value messages does this media promote?

6. COMMERCIAL MOTIVES: Media are business and commercial interests. Most media are produced within the commercial industry – researching questions of ownership, production, and distribution is vital to fully understanding media’s influence. 

ASK: What are the commercial motives behind this media? Who or what paid for this media and why? Who or what owns this media product? 

7. INDIVIDUAL MEANINGS: Individuals construct their own meanings from media. If parents, teachers, students and citizens are to learn about media, let’s honor, discuss and debate each other’s meanings.

ASK: What meanings do YOU find in reflecting about this media? What differing meanings might other individuals or groups find?

8. EMOTIONAL TRANSFER: Commercials and other multi-media experiences operate primarily at an emotional level and are usually designed to transfer the emotion from one symbol or lifestyle onto another (usually a product or behavior).

ASK: What emotions does this media tap? What might we consider if we think more deeply about this media?

9. PACING: Media Pacing - TV runs at 30 frames per second (movies at 24).  The conscious mind can process about 8 frames per second; hence television and movies tend to keep us from conscious analysis and reflection about individual messages and larger industry contexts. 

Ask: What do you observe about this media upon reflection? (After showing media multiple times, slowing media down, or stopping media regularly for discussion). 

10. SYMBOLIC RHETORIC/Techniques of Persuasion: Symbols, flattery, repetition, fear, humor, powerful words and sexual images are especially common and effective techniques of media persuasion.

Ask: What persuasive techniques is this media using?
See ACME at www.acmecoalition.org for more information about media literacy education curricula, activities, and resources.

HANDOUT #2
5 Questions to Ask About a Media Message/”Text”

1. Who is sending this message and why?

2. What techniques are used to attract my attention?

3. What lifestyles, values, and points of view are represented in the 

message?

4. How might different people understand this message differently from me?

5. What is omitted from this message?
HANDOUT #3
How to Analyze an Advertisement
Finding Ads' Hidden Messages

There's more to advertising's message than meets the casual eye. An effective ad, like other forms of communication, works best when it strikes a chord in the needs and desires of the receiving consumer -- a connection that can be both intuitive and highly calculated.

The following questions can help foster an awareness of this process. Use them for class or group discussions or your own individual analysis of ads or commercials. You may be surprised by the messages and meanings you uncover. 

1. What is the general ambience of the advertisement? What mood does it create? How does it do this? 

2. What is the design of the advertisement? Does it use axial balance or some other form? How are the basic components or elements arranged? 

3. What is the relationship between pictorial elements and written material and what does this tell us? 

4. What is the use of space in the advertisement? Is there a lot of 'white space" or is it full of graphic and written elements? 

5. What signs and symbols do we find? What role do they play in the ad's impact? 

6. If there are figures (men, women, children, animals) what are they like? What can be said about their facial expressions, poses, hairstyle, age, sex, hair color, ethnicity, education, occupation, relationships (of one to the other)? 

7. What does the background tell us? Where is the advertisement taking place and what significance does this background have? 

8. What action is taking place in the advertisement and what significance does it have? (This might be described as the ad's "plot.") 

9. What theme or themes do we find in the advertisement? What is it about? (The plot of an advertisement may involve a man and a woman drinking but the theme might be jealousy, faithlessness, ambition, passion, etc.) 

10. What about the language used? Does it essentially provide information or does it try to generate some kind of emotional response? Or both? What techniques are used by the copywriter: humor, alliteration, definitions" of life, comparisons, sexual innuendo, and so on? 

11. What typefaces are used and what impressions do they convey? 

12. What is the item being advertised and what role does it play in American culture and society? 

13. What about aesthetic decisions? If the advertisement is a photograph, what kind of a shot is it? What significance do long shots, medium shots, close-up shots have? What about the lighting, use of color, angle of the shot? 

14. What sociological, political, economic or cultural attitudes are indirectly reflected in the advertisement? An advertisement may be about a pair of blue jeans but it might, indirectly, reflect such matters as sexism, alienation, stereotyped thinking, conformism, generational conflict, loneliness, elitism, and so on.

HANDOUT #4
From Persuasive Techniques to Analytical Tools: Developing A ML Language

ACME at www.acmecoalition.org
“A democratic civilization will save itself only if it makes the language of the image into a stimulus for critical reflection - not an invitation for hypnosis.” 

Umberto Eco
1. Symbols: Persuading through the use of idea-conveyances (an American flag on a lapel pin) that associate one thing (a politician) with another (support for his speeches or policies).  Symbols are often phrases (“Just Do It”), images (the famous “Earth seen from space” photo) graphic brands (McDonald’s Golden Arches), or icons (well-known politicians, athletes, or artists). Symbols are rarely used by accident or chance; they are usually employed very carefully.

2. Big Lie: Persuading through dishonesty; not telling the truth about X. An easy technique to spot in advertising (“Smoking makes you glamorous,” “Drinking makes you cool”), but sometimes harder to spot in political propaganda. This is where reading a variety of independent media sources comes in handy.

3. Flattery: Persuading by complimenting insincerely or excessively. Advertisers use this technique all the time (“You deserve a break today”), and television programs (including so-called “reality TV”) uses this technique in a more subtle way, suggesting that the audience is more smart, cool, etc. than people on the screen.

4. Hyperbole: Persuading by making exaggerated claims. Found all the time in advertising media (“The best smoke ever!”), and often in political propaganda.

5. Bribery: Persuading through the offering of a bribe - money, favors, savings, or a little something extra. Advertisements use this technique all the time (“Act now and we’ll throw in extra X or save you Y dollars.”) 

6. Bandwagon: Persuading by insisting that “everyone’s doing X.” Works in both advertising and political propaganda.

7. Scapegoating: Persuading by blaming problems on one individual or group (The Nazis blaming Jews, for example, for Germany’s problems during the 1930s). 

8. Simple Solutions: Persuading by offering a simple solution to either a manufactured or more complex problem. (“Take these pills and lose all the weight you need!” What about a responsible diet, regular exercise, the influence of genetics on one’s weight, and a healthy sense of individual self-esteem despite being larger than some?)

9. Rhetorical questions: Persuading through the asking of questions designed to provoke further exploration or generate a certain predicted response. (“Do you want greasy hair?” “Why did politician X lie about Y”?) 

10. Fear/Defensive Nationalism: Persuading by appealing to an enemy – Communists, terrorists, or godless liberals. (The Bush administration has leveraged the 911 tragedy to attack so-called “rogue nations” – Iraq, Korea, and Iran - that comprise an “axis of evil.”)

11. Humor: Persuading through appeals to the funny bone. Laughter is often the best medicine, especially if you don’t want people to think too deeply about something. 

12. Testimonial: Persuading by invoking support from respected individuals (like athletes, movie stars, and doctors) or institutions (Like having the AAP approve media literacy curricula or a former Surgeon General endorse pharmaceutical products.) 

13. Plain Folks: The opposite of testimonial; persuading by appealing to the common man or portraying yourself as “just one of the guys/gals.” (Used in many beer advertisements, as well as by millionaire politicians who stage “photo ops” of themselves chopping wood, fishing, or reading to school children.)

14. Repetition: Persuading through, you guessed it, repeating the same image, word, symbols, or phrase over and over. (Advertisers use it – “diamonds are ______” as do politicians – how many times have you heard the phrase ‘weapons of mass destruction.’?)

15. Nostalgia: Persuading through appeals to a more simple or romantic (and often mythical) past. (See Brokaw’s book The Greatest Generation or any Hollywood World War II movie). 

16. Diversion: Persuading by diverting attention away from damning information or an alternative point of view. (The alcohol and tobacco industries use this technique in all of their advertising). 

17. Denial: Persuading by avoiding (or seeming to avoid) an attachment to unpleasant symbols, moments, or stories.

18. Warm Fuzzies: Persuading with appeals by cute little children, large furry animals, or anything else that warms your heart. (Think “Little Debbie” snack cakes – a classic example). 

19. Beautiful People: Persuading through images of good-looking individuals to sell products, lifestyles, behaviors, or ideas. Common in advertising and politics.

20. Group Dynamics: Persuading by building a sense of solidarity; replacing the “I” aloneness with “we” togetherness. Look for “we,” “our” and other GD power words. (“We the people,” begins the US Constitution).

21. Either/Or: Persuading by appeals to simplistic black and white and either/or thinking. (To quote Mr. Bush – “you’re either for us or against us.) Used all the time by lazy journalists and our mind-numbingly shallow mainstream McNews culture.

22. Maybe: Persuading with promising but “hedgy” language – words like “might,” “could,” or “maybe.” (“Play the Lottery – you could win a million dollars!”)

23. Strength: Persuading by appeals to strong leadership – be strong, aggressive, bold, firm, and “in charge.” (Watch any action movie or State of the Union message).

24. Scientific Evidence: Persuading with scientific (or pseudo-scientific) language – graphs, diagrams, charts, statistics and “jargon.” (“4 out of 5 dentists surveyed…”)

25. Card Stacking: Persuading by taking information out of context or not providing the whole story. (Movie advertising featuring critics’ one liners – “the best movie I’ve ever seen!” – does this all the time). 

26. Name Calling: Persuading with personal attacks that features colorful, offensive, crude and humorous language. (Listen to Rush “FemiNazi” Limbough or H. Stern).

27. The Race Card: Persuading through appeals to race, often mythical notions of racial harmony (advertising) or race-based fear appeals (politics). 

28. Timing: Persuading through the orchestrating of various story elements or production techniques to enhance media’s meaning and power. (Study scary or tear-jerking movie scenes, or effective advertisements, to see this at work).

Adapted from Bob McCannon/New Mexico Media Literacy Project at www.nmmlp.org
Additional Readings and Resources

If Looks Could Kill: Digital Manipulation of Fashion Models - 01/01/2004  Author: Reaves S, et al
Journal: Journal of Mass Media Ethics
Publisher: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc.
http://www.jmme.org/
This study is concerned with the moral dilemma that stems from the digital manipulation of magazine ads to render models thinner. Exposure to the "thin ideal" has been linked to such…
Media Society, Industries, Images and Audiences

By David Croteau & William Hoynes

Thousand Oaks: Pine Forge Press, 2002

An excellent scholarly overview focusing on the relationship between media and society, featuring sections on media economics, politics, representation, ideology and globalization.

The Black Image in the White Mind: Media and Race in America

By Robert M. Entman and Andrew Rojecki 

Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 2001

This scholarly study explores ways in which “blackness” is represented in U.S. media outlets: film, news, advertising, and other popular forms of storytelling.

Gender, Race, and Class in Media

Ed. By Gale Hines and Jean Humez

Thousand Oaks: Sage, 2003

Remarkable collection of media literacy essays from diverse points of view.

Action Coalition for Media Education in Vermont

www.acmevermont.org
Adbusters

www.adbusters.org
Center for Media Education

www.cme.org
Educational Video Center

www.evc.org
Media and Women.org

www.mediaandwomen.org
Media Education Foundation
www.mediaed.org
Memefilms
