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Television and the Shaping of Cognitive Skills 

Renee Hobbs 

Everyone knows that television has tremendous influence even 
though the word "influence" has been bandied about so much that it al
most seems trivial. Nevertheless, for 30 or 40 years we've been hard-
pressed to describe the nature of that influence. What is well docu
mented is the way that people's behavior and attitudes are affected by the 
content of what they see on television. We have documentation on vio
lence on television and its influence on behavior; on television's por
trayal of sexuality; on consumer sodalization; and how the content of ad
vertising messages has influence.' However, if we think that only the 
content of television programming influences our society, we gready un
derestimate the potency of the medium. 

What I want to discuss are some of the social consequences result
ing from the very form and structure of the medium; more specifically, I 
want to address the impact of format and editing conventions of televi
sion. My hypothesis is that two aspects of the structure of the medium, 
television format and television editing conventions, are both extremely 
powerful vehicles that reflect and shape the cognitive processes of atten
tion, organization, interpretation, and prediction. Thus, in effect, I am 
proposing a mechanism for understanding how television influences cul
ture and values, because although the content of television influences cul
ture and values, so does its form, in highly specific and predictable ways. 
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We know rfiat communication media, like language and television 
are not simply vehicles for transmitting messages, not simply pipei 
through which we send messages. If diey were, they wouldn't be so pou. 
ertul. Communication media seive not only as vehicles for transmitting 
messages; they are used in creating and developing messages-diat is 
diey are used in thought We have internalized communications media' 
just as we have internalized language, so diat diese media can be used 
not only to transmit messages but as tools to diink widi.2 

Early filmmakers surely exploited the new medium in ways diat il-
Ujstrate die relationship between media and mental processes. Consider 
the creanve power of eady filmmakers as rfiey used celluloid to constnia 
messages. Techniques like die dose-up and the zoom are symbolic codes 
tfiat are analogues of everyday pattems of visual attention. In some sense 
the zoom represents die actions we engage in when we pay attention. \ » 
cause when we pay attention, we move to focus on a single small part of 
tiie scerie. and everydiing else blurs and disappears in die background 
Filmmakers, eidier consciously or unconsciously, invented techniques of 
manipuladng die distance between die camera and die subject which ex-
temahze diis process of perception. Close-ups, long shots, and zooms 
are represenrarions of a very complex mental skill-paying attention. A 
number of die editing conventions of television may be perceptual ana-
logues of mental processes, which may explain why it is so easy to watch 
television. In feet, my colleagues and I developed die following experi
ment to get at diis very issue. 

The experiment was designed to test some assumptions regarding 
inedia literacy. For about 15 years now, we have been bombarded with 
the concept of media literacy. This concept is informed by die notion 
that die symbol systems of television, die editing conventions, are sim
ilar to pnnt, in diat viewers must learn how to decode diem.J But do 
viewers need practice and experience widi die medium to be able to de
code edmng conventions.' Scholars have considerable evidence on how 
children understand television and know diat some combination of age 
and expenence is necessary to process television images accurately.4 And 
of course, very young children don't decode television so well as adults 5 
Witii all die research evidence, however, it is unclear whedier develop
mental factors regarding age or experience widi die medium are essential 
prerequisites for understanding die editing convendons. 

The question is, how do you find a population diat has had no ex-
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perience widi television.' Certainly none exists in diis country! But in 
some remote areas of die world, diere are some groups of people who 
have never seen films or television, aldiough each year diis population 
diminishes. Such a population could be used to help investigate whedier 
editing conventions are comprehensible to adult viewers widi no famil
iarity widi film or television. The Pokot people of western Kenya are 
such a people. They have never seen television, never seen film, never 
seen two<limensional representations like photographs or maps. They 
live in an environment virtually as close to a tribal culture as exists in die 
twentiedi century, die perfect group for a naturalistic experiment. We 
showed diem two versions of a television program diat we made using 
plausible occurrence in die village.* In one version, we tumed die cam
era on. let die narrative event proceed in fi-ont of die camera as if it were 
a proscenium stage. When die narrative event was over, we tumed die 
camera off. 

In die second version, we used only one editing convention: ma
nipulated point-of-view. In odierwords, we changed die relationship be
tween die camera and die subject using close-ups, medium shots, and 
long shots. In a diree-minute narrative event, we used 13 edit points or 
"cuts." The content of bodi versions was odierwise identical. The lengdi 
of die broadcast was identical. The only difference between diese two 
broadcasts was diat one had no editing at all, and die odier had 13 edit 
points manipulating point-of-view, die distance between die camera and 
the subject. 

What we found was radier surprising. We found diat diere were 
no differences in die ability of die tribal villagers to comprehend the 
message. The villagers who saw die edited version were just as compe
tent at decoding as were the villagers who saw the unedited version. 
Widi no experience with the medium, diese villagers were perfecdy 
adept at decoding diis mediaspecific symbol system, namely, point-of-
view narration. Based on our research, we believe diat some editing con-
venrions are perceptual isomorphs of experience: You don't need expe
rience widi the medium to learn to decode diem. This explains why 
television is so easy to watch, why it takes so litde effort for us to decode, 
why it takes no mental effort to watch television. From this it follows 
diat the representational codes of film and television can also help to de
velop or degenerate die cognitive skills of attention, comprehension, in
terpretation, and prediction. 
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Telmsion and Attention 

Renee Hobbs 

The relationship between television and attention is die area in 
which we have die best evidence for understanding television's influ
ence. Writing in the early years of the twentieth century, Hugo 
Munsterberg was the first experimental psychologist recruited by 
William James at Harvard to begin die experimental laboratory. He was 
also an aficionado of film, which in die beginning of die twentiedi cen
tury was exploding widi creative new techniques and devices for manip-
ulating die expressive potential of die medium. Munsterberg made some 
remarkable observations about die similarities he saw between editing 
conventions and attention. He viewed die close-up as an extemalization 
of die process of paying attention, and in die same way, viewed die flash
back as a technique for representing memory just as die flash-fbnvard ex
ternalized the mental skills of imagining.^ 

It is absolutely remarbble to read a psychologist more dian 70 
years ago making diese observations and. although the argument seems 
somewhat simplified in ren-ospect, it represents die first time psycholo
gists looked at die relationship between die products that we use in cre
ating film and video and die processes diat we use inside our head. 

We have more empirical evidence on die relationship between 
children's attention and editing conventions dian about most odier top
ics in die field of media studies. Researchers know diat young children 
between die ages of nvo and five seem compelled to attend to editing 
conventions, and certain editing conventions draw die attention of chil
dren more dian odiers.s Those editing conventions are ones that in
clude high movement, rapid pacing, lots of edit points, and loud music 
These editing conventions are intense in die use of movement diat is 
perceptually salient, which compels attention. Researchers have discov
ered diat young children are compelled to watch die screen when diose 
editing conventions are used, but diat over time, children are able to 
control dieir attentional behavior; diat is, older children are not so com
pelled to watch die screen when diose editing conventions are used. 
This bears a close relationship to what we know about die human per
ceptual system. Our eyes are designed to actively monitor change. It is 
built-in, hard-wired, as it were, into die perceptual system.' Younger chil
dren don't have very much connol over using diat perceptual system, 
and so they are compelled to watch the intense movement on the 
screen. And diose of us who have seen children diat age watching tele 
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vision can see the intensity with which their attention is drawn to the 
screen. Older children are better able to mediate dieir attentional skills 
and control that behavior. 

Aldiough over time we gain control, even adults find this array of 
movement and visual changes on the TV screen compelling. Think of 
the time when you were in a conversation and the television was on in 
die room. Sometimes, no matter how interesting die conversation might 
happen to be, no matter how much you wanted to participate in the 
conversation, you found your eyes being drawn inexplicably to the 
screen. It is an attentional behavior that even adults find difficult to con
trol. In this way, then, editing conventions shape attention patterns by 
capitalizing on our natural instinct to monitor changes in the visual dis
play. 

Television formats also interact widi our attentional skills in a way 
that serves a useful function. After all, we watch television at home, in 
an environment widi multiple disnacrions and multiple possible activi
ties. Thus die predictability of certain kinds of formats, like die sitcom, 
the game show, die drama, even the commercial, permit us to allocate 
our attention very selectively. For example, young people will oft:en walk 
out of die room when a program is on diat diey are supposed to be 
watching. If you ask diem about it, diey are very candid: "1 don't have to 
watch now; 1 don't have to watch until after die commercial." Viewers 
engage in multiple activities while watching television because we have 
leamed how to allocate our attention by our femiliarity with program for
mats. The format of the medium simplifies die processes of paying atten
tion, making it possible to watch television in conjunction with other ac
tivities of daily life. 

Although generations of teachers and parents and physicians and 
psychologists have talked about the degeneration of our attention span 
owing to die influence of television, we have very little empirical evi
dence to support diat belief. When you calk to teachers, especially older 
elementary school teachers who have been teaching in die schools for 
years, and who can compare die children of the 1950s and 1960s with 
die children of die 1970s and die 1980s, diey will frequently comment 
on die decreased attention span of children and attribute diese differ
ences to the influence of television. 

According to many media scholars, television presents a frag
mented set of images and sounds, and that fragmentation becomes par
alleled in our own attentional skills."" Because we are used to receiving 
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Televiuon and the SkilU of Organization and Interpretation 

Researchers can easily tell whedier someone is paying attention or 
not. However, it is not so easy to examine die "black box" of rest o 
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we store, organize, and interpret information by discussing televising 
news. Researchers who examine viewers' ability to comp I n d ^ r 
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spom, 1 have a welWeveloped array of information. Thus, when" 

n anc hear the cue for science and health or sports, I pay more an 
I actively encode this information into my existing knowledge. 

In a sense then, isolated snippets are valuable: they help viewers 
retrieve information about which they already have well-developed 
schemas for understanding. On the other hand, television's isolated 
snippets do not help viewers encode information in memory if diey 
don't have sufficient prior knowledge. The 45 seconds on economics or 
the 35 seconds on elections make it impossible to encode that informa
tion if viewers don't have an understanding of that topic to begin widi." 
In other words, a few seconds of information is not going to help de
velop die schemata viewers need to encode diis information. Therefore, 
television's isolated news snippets do help to acquire information 
rapidly about topics already known. But conversely, die isolated snippets 
inhibit the ability to encode information on topics that viewers don't 
know very much about Watching television news. dien. really only 
helps viewers to reinforce what they already know; it does very litde to 
make them more sophisticated in these topics other than to provide a 
few new bits of data. 

Doris Graber comments on the obvious value implication of such 
behavior: 

When people fail to learn or create appropriate schemas for certain 
types of news, that news cannot be absorbed. The soclaliiation of av
erage Americans apparently leaves a number of gaps in schema struc
ture. These gaps then make it difficult to focus public attention on 
some important problems. News about most foreign countries or 
news about science are examples. Even when such news is presented 
in simple ways, most of the audience fails to make the effort to absorb 
it because appropriate schemas did not form part of past 
socialization.'2 

Thus the simplicity of television news makes it possible for only a 
few viewers to extract meaningful information and excludes others who 
simply don't have a well-developed understanding of those current 
events. "What will happen." Graber asks, "to die quality of learning 
about public affairs if newspaper use continues to decline and electronic 
media capture an increasing share of the audience's attention.'" 

The answer seems obvious enough. Owing to the limitations im
posed by the commercial format, television network news is unable to 
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provide us widi sufficient background and information to help us de
velop schemas for undersranding complex events in places like the 
Middle East and Central America. Therefore, unless you already know 
somediing about diese ttipics, unless you know, at die very least, where 
die Middle East and Central America are (and we've recendy discovered 
diat upwards of 50% of Americans do not know such elementary geo
graphic fects) television news will be of no assistance in helping you de
velop your understanding in these areas. 

The economic and commercial constraints on television as a 
medium of information are critical here, for television's feilure to inform 
and to edify is not due to a limitation inherent in die medium itself It 
is not inherent in die medium of television diat a "cut" has to be made 
every diree seconds, diat die pacing and rhydim have to be what it 
presendy is, causing viewers to change channels every 3.7 minutes." In 
fact, die present shape, look, and feel of television are not due to die in
herent capabilities of die medium, but are a result of die economic envi
ronment in which die medium was initially created and in which it. for 
die most pan, continues. In odier words, when we look at die format of 
television and when we diink of die interpretive fiamework diat televi
sion provides, we cannot ovedook die economic forces diat created diese 
formats. 

In die 1950s during die so<alled "Golden Age of Television." 
diere was a lot of experimentation and a diversity of social views were 
presented. "CBS Playhouse 90." Paddy Chayefsky's "Many," and many 
odier programs presented complex views of American social life. But 
such ambitious, socially relevant, and intellecttially challenging program
ming has become obsolete, because of die influence of advertisers who 
looked for programs diat provided a pleasant annosphere in which to 
portray dieir product."^ Do you want your soap advertisement shown 
next to a difficult and complex poro^yal of social crises in America, or 
programming diat generates ambiguity regarding die relationship be
tween power and die disenfhinchised.' Or do you want your produa put 
in an environment diat shows American middle<lass people at dieir 
best, widi healdiy, white, smiling faces and beautiful teedi.' 

Decisions to minimize diis kind of ambiguity were systematically 
made in die fifties and diey have persisted to diis day. In die 1980s pro
grams emphasize affluence. Of course, "Dallas" and "Dynasty" are die 
first examples diat come to mind. But diink of programs diat appear to 
us rather innocuous, like "The Cosby Show." The affluence which 
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underlies this program is almost invisible. We don't even pay attention 
to it, yet it is part of the very fabric of the messages, the messages that 
represent the format, that represent the way advertisers and broadcasters 
want us to see ourselves and our society. In this sense, consider the 
broadcasting sttategy called LOP ("least objectionable programming"), 
developed in the early 1960s. By the very economic nature of television, 
which has to appeal to the most number of viewers to be successfijl, the 
least objectionable programming strategy appeals to the largest number 
of viewers. Such a strategy has a very definite influence on the format of 
television, which in turn has a direct influence on messages communi
cated through television. By permitting this medium to evolve as it has, 
we have as a consequence reduced the diversity of media formats and 
messages, so that television formats reinforce mainstream social views. 

Even with the increasing number of channels available with cable 
television, there is little diversity because it is still restricted by the prevail
ing formats. Michael Schudson comments: "These conventions help 
make culturally consonant messages readable and culturally dissonant 
messages unsayable. Their fijnction is less to increase or decrease the 
truth value of the messages they convey than to shape or narrow the 
range of what kind of truths can be told."'' Television formats reinforce 
certain assumptions about the political world, the social wodd, and the 
wodd of values as well. 

Television and the Skills of Prediction and Expectation 

When we pay attention, organize, encode, and interpret informa
tion, we are led to pay attention again and to make new choices. That is 
the cognitive skill of prediction and expectation, and in many ways it is 
television that has shaped our expectations about all elemenb of our cul
ture, from politics to religion. And here I argue that repeated exposure 
to television format and editing conventions sets viewer expectations, di
recdy shaping culoiral and social values. 

For example. I have found, over the years of teaching, that I have 
a difficult time trying to introduce video art to college students. My stu
dents sit patiendy through video art pieces and after it is all over, say, 
"Huh? What is id It's not a sitcom, it's not a game show, it's not a news 
program, it's not a documentary. What is it?" It's not good, because it 
doesn't fit their expectations about what television is. Now this is a very 
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difficult objection to counteract, because diey are telling me very explic-
idy diat die conventions diat exist on broadcast television are identical 
widi television itself Such conventions are good because smdents and 
die rest of us have been exposed to them over and over again. Many 
video artists combat diis sttategy by satirically playing on diese conven
tions, manipulating and altering diem. But diat is still playing widiin die 
realm of our existing expectations. 

Let us reflect on programs diat do not use die editing conventions 
of network television widi its rapid pacing, slickness, and visual inten
sity. Is it inherent in die medium diat to be successftil you have to use 
diose conventions? Is it inherendy bad television to portray, for example, 
a talking head? Is diere somediing, as Murray-Brown (Chapter 2, diis 
book) and Posunan suggest, basically boring about diat' I don't diink 
so. I diink it has radier to do widi our expectations, which develop over 
time. I do not diink it is inherent to die medium diat we have to prefer 
rapid pacing and ten-second sound bites to longer shots ofpeople speak
ing in fijil sentences and paragraphs. 

Viewers, however, dirough dieir repeated exposure to television, 
demand diose conventions. Thus, for example, PBS, in order to be suc
cessftil and to compete for viewers, has been forced to present educa
tional and instructional programming widi those techniques intact, 
using die conventions of commercial television to teach about culture, 
values, science, and all die rest'* And consider die multiple reasons why 
local access cable television programming failed to attract viewers, lead
ing to its virtual demise. One reason is diat people didn't watch i t Why 
didn't people watch it? It didn't look like "good" television. Viewers 
comment JThey only had two cameras; it was unprofessional; it didn't 
look good." Note here diat reference to content is irrelevant; reference is 
radier to fomi and appearance. It didn't look like commercial television, 
and so it didn't attract viewers. Why fiind such an endeavor? Through 
repeated exposure to a limited number of fonnats and a uniform pattern 
of editing conventions, our expectations have already been set as to what 
is good and what is bad on television. These expectations are not inher
ent to die medium, but are die result of repeated exposure to the con
ventions already familiar to us. 

Obviously, die hegemony of commercial broadcasting formats has 
an influence on viewers' ability to accept new fonnats. In diis regard, we 
have had an interesting nattiralisric experiment in American television 
during die 1980s: die advent of music television, die first example ofa 
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dramatically new format in television in a long time. Music television, 
when it started in 1981, originally used a variety of formats, which are, 
however, hard to describe in words. Forget for a moment die arguments 
regarding die content of music television, die sexual and violent images 
and messages. The sttucnire and die form of music television in 1981 
was considerably more diverse dien than it is now at die end of die 
decade. Only diree or perhaps only two formats are commonly used on 
music television today: the narrative format, where a story is portrayed 
(like a litde sitcom or soap compressed into three minutes), and die per
formance video (which has the musician displayed in all his or her 
splendor). Some would argue diat die restriction of format in music tele
vision is probably a result of economic issues, so diat record companies 
who are spending a lot of money don't take risks, and go widi what's 
safe. While diis argument has conventional feasibility, I would argue 
that the reduction in format is due rather to a sensitivity to what viewers 
like: a conventional format in music videos just as in everything else on 
television. Viewers like fomiliar formats. This is an empirical fact They 
like narrative and performance videos, since narrative videos are easy to 
understand, are comforrable, and performance videos don't require 
much mental effort at all. Producers are responding to the interests of 
dieir audience; dius diey deliberately reduce die diversity of formats. 

Finally, it is clear that formats also influence our understanding 
and expectations regarding message content As television becomes die 
dominant medium in our society, in our culttire, we sense diat it has in
fluence for beyond itself and diat it has a tremendous influence upon 
odier media, especially print media. For example, die newspaper USA 
TODAY explicidy models its form on television; indeed, it is television-
inspired. It is highly graphic, pictorial in nanire, and brief and frag
mented; one rarely has to jump to an inside page to finish reading any
thing in USA TODAY. Its fragmentation is its value because it doesn't 
take very long to read. You can't spend more dian twenty minutes on 
USA TODAY even if you are among the slowest readers. 

In other words, television format has determined public expecta
tions regarding all formats, at least for die mass public, which itself in
fluences die elite public more dian we would like to admit Television 
formats not only influence television but all odier aspects of culture. It 
is precisely in this sense that formats and editing conventions have their 
greatest power. 

Television's prominence in our society is neither good nor bad in 
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terms of inherent value. But television's restrictions of formats and edit
ing conventions can shape our expectations so that we are not exposed 
to a full range of information and ideas. Here is where the medium is 
potentially dangerous. It is here that specific value judgments intrude. By 
its ability to shape our interest in information, television editing conven
tions and formats encourage a value system that emphasizes fragmenta
tion over continuity, repetition over diversity, and familiar messages over 
unfamiliar ones, all of it in 30-second bits instead of more sustained at
tentional patterns. It is this video legacy that has shaped modern 
American politics and business and religion and culture, not through 
the messages presented on television, but through specific utilizations of 
the form and structure of the medium itself 
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The Emperor Has Only Clothes: 

Toward a Hermeneutic of the Video Text 

Lenore Langsdorf 

Paul Goldberger, in the Neû  York Timc5, distinguishes "those arts 
that are by nature visual, like architecture, from those that are not pri
marily visual, like music." He goes on to observe: 

But what is happening in both fields is not so dissimilar. In ar
chitecture, we see visual complexity put aside in favor of intense, easy 
visual impact In music and theater, we see musical or verbal ideas 
nearly overwhelmed by a mode of expression that is supposed to serve 
them, not dominate them. 

Sometimes this happens . . . where there is so litde inherent 
substance behind all the visual excess diat we might easily say the em
peror has no clothes—or more properly, that the emperor has only 
dothes. . . . IThisj does litde to expand the bounds of traditional the
ater, for it is not, in the end, of the theater.... Its ancestor, really, is 
television.' 

The frequent absence of that "inherent substance" of ideas in con
temporary cultural production is the topic of this chapter. On the basis 
of a consideration of the formal features of lived experience, verbal text, 
and video text, I propose that certain ideas, which are foundational for 
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Chapter 4. The Emperor Has Only Clothes. 
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I I : 1,34. 

2. In an important sense that is easily ovedooked by some who see the 
study of the humanities (and philosophy in particular) as destructive of tradi
tional values, this ability to appropriate the meaning of texts is a profoundly 
conservative force. Demonstrating why that is so would take us away from the 
present topic, and so I can only suggest the line of argument by poindng out 
that we are more apt to be impressed by ideas and values proposed in the texts 
of our cultural tradition if we can entertain them on the basis of our own un
derstanding, radier than as dogma imposed upon us. You may argue that those 

goals are (at best) quaint holdovers from the Enl, ment; I counter witl 
defense of them as what could and even should thrive even if philosoph> 
dead. But that is an issue for another day. 

3. I say "at most" and "typically" because some students are poor at 
planatory reasoning also, while others excel in both explanatory reasoning n 
the sort of noncausal reasoning that I call interpretive reasoning. For a broai 
discussion of this difference as one of skill in "instrumental reasoning" rati 
than "judgment," and some causal reasoning of my own as to why students 
disposed toward the former rather than the latter, see my "Is Critical Think; 
a Technique, or a Means of Enlightenment?" Informal Logic 8 (1986): 1-17 

The strong difference I see between "explanation" and "underscandii 
reflects a long tradition in the history of hermeneutics. For both my undersea 
ing of that tradition and the general text theory on which I rely, I am indeh 
to the work of Paul Ricoeur. See, for example, his Hermeneutics and the Hun. 
Sciences (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981). 

It may also be helpful to acknowledge that my references CO phenomei 
ogy refer primarily to the Husserlian tradition, as exemplified in the work 
Robert Sokolowski and Richatd Zaner. See, for example, the former's Preie 
and Absence: A Philosophical Investigation of Language and Being (Bloomingr 
Indiana University Press, 1978) and Husserlian Meditations: How Words Pies 
Things (Evanston, 111.: Northwestern University Press, 1974) and the latt 
The Context of Self (Arfiens: Ohio University Press, 1981) and The Wa; 
Phenomenology (New Yorlo Pegasus, 1970). The hermeneudc phenomenolo^ 
analysis I practice here owes much to the work of Don Ihde; see, especi: 
Experimental Phenomenology (New York: Pumam's, 1977) and Herment: 
Phenomenology: The Philosophy of Paul Ricoeur (Evanston, III.: Northwest 
University Press, 1971). 

4. Examples of the sort of texts basic to those courses would be 
Apology, The Federalist Papers, Hamlet, A Tale of Two Cities, Death of a Salen 
Letter from a Birmingham Jail, and Under Six Flags: A History of Texas. 

5. Oxford English Dictionary. 

6. Ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny here. That observation gives ris 
speculation that one factor in our tendency to evaluate television as inferic 
the printed word may be an association of video with nontechnological (nan 
visual experience. We share that ability with animals and employ it from I 
without any apparent effort. However, nontechnological verbal experience • 
speaking) develops only with some effort in humans, and is minimally or 
at all present in other animals. Technologically elaborated verbal experu 
(i.e., handwriting and printing) share and exaggerate those "advanced," hui 
specific characteristics of speech. It may be that our literary proclivities enc 
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LITERACY FOR THE INFORMATION AGE 
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For citizens living in die United States at die end of die 20th 
century, it hardly seems necessary to state the evidence 
which shows the dominance of film, television, and other 
mass media products on the lives of Americans (see AJton-
Ue, HudiaU, & Patrick, 1993; Howe, 1983; Kubey, & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 1990 for examples of recent evidence). 
There are few educators still in the practice of teaching who 
hold die same level of animosity toward television as the 
generation of teachers in the 1950s and 1960s, many of 
whom viewed television as their professional nemesis. 
Many teachers are increasingly using mass media "texts" to 
enrich dieir subject areas, comfonably moving between the 
textbook, die trade book, the newspaper, the film and the 
videotape in dieir efforts to bring rich ideas into the class
room. 

As for die study of images and mass media in elementary 
and secondary schools, diere has been increasing momen
tum among language arts and social studies teachers to 
include media analysis and production activities in the 
classroom. However, since the word "media" has become 
entrenched in die educational community as the province 
of librarians, and inedia technologies and messages con
ceived of as merely a delivery system to transfer messages 
images have been relegated to the margins, taken for 
granted to serve as mere decoration. In a society where 
media use is die central leisure activity for most of its 
citizens and die dominant source of information about the 
world, die study of die mass media has been neglected in 
schools. Students have had little instructional support ana
lyzing and diinking about media messages. Educators often 
mistakenly believe diat diey are engaged in expandiKg die 
concept of literacy when diey use television to teach ivich, 
and few understand diat media literacv consists of teachins 
«oo«f media as well. 

• So the problem is clear: our students are growing up in 

d i l h 11 , "^ ' " " ' ' ^ ^ '"^ '"^'^'^ messages, messages that fill 
e DuUc of dieir leisure time and provide diem widi infor-
tion about who to vote for and what consumer decisions 

to make. Yet students receive linle to no training in die skiUs 
of analyzing or evaluating diese messages, many of which 
make use of language, moving images, music, sound effects, 
special visual effects and other techniques diat powerfUUy 
affect our emotional responses. 

Educators' exclusive focus on language is a legacy of the 
historical context of the past, when cultural survival de
pended upon the mastery of the printed word. While these 
skills are even more imponant today, language is only one of 
a number of symbol systems which humans use to express and 
share meaning. Changes in communication technologies over 
the past 100 years have created a cultural environment that 
has extended and reshaped die role of language and die 
written word. Language must be appreciated as it exists in 
relationship to other forms of symbolic expression — includ
ing Images, sound, music and electronic forms of communica
tion. Scholars and educators are coming to recognize that 
literacy is noc simply a matter of acquiring decontexrualized 
decoding, comprehension and production skills, but that the 
concept of literacy must be connected with the culture and 
the contexts in which reading and writing are used (Cook-
Gumperz, 1986). 

This chapter urges educators to consider diis new defini
tion of literacy, a definition adapted by the author based on 
the work of educators who identify themselves with the "me
dia literacy" movement (Firestone, 1993): 

Literacy is the ability to access, analyze, evaluate and communicate 
messages in a variety of forms. 

Embedded in this definition are both a process for leaming 
and an expansion ofthe concept of "text" to include messages 
of all sorts. This view of literacy posits the student as being 
actively engaged in the process of analyzing and creating 
messages, and as a result diis definition reflects some basic 
principles of school reform, which generally include: 

• inquiry based education 

• student-centered leaniing 

Hobbs, R.C1997). Literacy for the information age. In J.Flood, S.B.Keath § 
D̂ .Lapp CEds.), Handbook of research on teaching l i t e r a c y through the 
-communicative and visual jarts Cpp.7-14). New York: Simon § Schuster 
"H'a'cmillan. 



• problem solving in cooperative teams 

• alternatives to standardized testing 

• integrated curriculum 

BASIC PROCESSES OF LITERACY: ACCESS 
ANALYZE, EVALUATE AND COMMUNICATE 

The four processes which consdtute the new vision of literacv 
provide a powerful frame in which to consider how people 
develop skills in using language and other forms of svmbolic 
expression. For example, the abilitv- to access messages con
nects with diose enabling skills that include decoding svmbols 
and building broad vocabularies. It also involves those skills 
related to the locating, organizing and retrieving of informa
tion from a variety- of sources. Additionally, access requires the 
ability to use the tools of technology, including video technol
ogy, computers and various on-line services. Access skills are 
often labeled as information literaq-. or more recently "driver 
training for the infonnation superhighway," 

The ability loanalyze messages connects with those inter
pretive comprehension skills that include the ability- to make 
use of categories, concepts or ideas: determine the g^ire ofa 
work, make inferences about cause and effect: consider the 
specific strategies and techniques which are used to construct 
the work: and identic the author's purpose and point of view 
At the secondare- level, the abil,r>- to anai^^e mes.sâ es mav 
also include a recogn.non of the historical, political eco-
nomic or aesthetic contexts in which messages are created 
and consumed. 

The ability to evaluate messages concerns those j u d -
ments about the relevance and value of the meanm.. of 
messages for the reader, including making use of prior knoul-
edge to interpret a work: predicting a ftinher outcome or a 
logical conclusion: identif\-ing values in a message: and appre
ciating the aesthetic qualit)- of a uork. Although the skills of 
analysis and evaluation are frequently conflated bv practitio
ners of media literacy, it is imponant to recognize that analvsis 
skills depend upon the ability' to grasp and make effective use 
of conceptual knowledge that is outside the student's own 
perspective, while evaluation skills make use ofthe students 
e.xisting world view, knowledge, attitudes and values 

The ability to communicate messages is at the hean ofthe 
traditional meaning of literao", and the skills of writin<' and 
speaking have been highly valued bv educators. In die hst ^0 
years, writing has come to approach the primacv that readin.^ 
has held in the language ans hierarchy. Communication skills 
are diverse and, to some extent, media-specific. General skills 
mclude: the ability to understand the audience with whom 
one IS communicating; the effective use of svmbbls to convev 
meaning: the ab.lm- to organize a sequence of ideas, and the 
ability to capture and hold the attention and interest ofthe 
message receiver. .Media-specific production skills for video 
•nclude: learning to make effective choices in framing and 
point of view; learning to use visual and auditoi^ svmbolism-
and learning how to manipulate time and space effectivelv 
through editing. 

Expanding the Concept of "Te.xt" 

V£^ile the four concepts provide a new frame for thinking 
about the processes involved when people create and shl^e 
messages, what makes the new vision of literacy so p o w e r t u 
the application of these skills to messages in a varieTy of 

forms. At present, reading/language ans educators focus on 
literature as the core ofthe K-12 curriculum: the shon sto^ 
poetry, drama and nonfiction are claimed to be ideal because 
they mo,vate learning with appeal to universal feelings and 
needs . .-r classic literature speaks most eloquentlv to readers 
andwriters (California State Board of Education,'1986 p 7) 

But they also may seem disconnected and remote frotti'the 
experiences of smdents, who have been "esconed across the 
gk,be even before they have permission to cross the street" 
Meyrowitz, 1985, p. 238) by die television. Critics have 

claimed that, too often, a literature-based reading / langua-e 
ans program "ignores the life experience, the histon^ and the-
language practice of students" (Freire, & Macedo 1987 
p. 1^6), and that when literary materials are used primarilv 
as vehicles for e.xercises in comprehension and vocabulary-
development, students may become alienated from the pro
cesses of reading and writing in a range of contexTs 

In the past, educators have been comfonable to disenfran
chise and overlook present-day cultural products, especially 
television, even though many works of literature which are 
now considered classic or traditional began their life as popu-
laru orLs designed for mass audiences (Beach, 1992) But just 
as scholars and critics have engaged in heated controversy 
over what texi.s are appropriate studv ob|ects to be included 
m the canon of essential literary works (Gless, &• Herrnstcin 
Smith, 1992), these debates are filtering into changes in the 
curriculum, 

.Many educators have discovered that the analysis of con-
temporaiy media can build skills that transfer to students-
work with the \yr,tten word. \X-hen educators permit and 
encourage the study of contemporary- media products in 
classrooms, students develop skills that alter and reshape 
their relationship to media products. Nehamas (1992) e.x-
plains that "[slcrious watching ,,, disarms manv of the criti
cisms commonly raised about television." More imponant 
analysis of media texts helps students gain interest in writin-
and speaking, and helps nunure students' natural curiosit^ 
and motivation. Consider a story-presented bv Lauren Axelrod 
(cited in \X-h,te. 1993a), a high school teacher in Houston 
Texas: ' 

I used media lice.-aq- concepts to get mv low-achievement stu
dents to tackle Conrad's Hean of Darkness and T.S. Eliot's n e 
Wasteland. I staned with an e.̂ -tensive analvsis ofthe Francis Ford 
Coppola mm..Apocalypse ̂ low. and we discussed the film's narra
tive stnjcuure. mood, point of view, rhnhm and character develop
ment. Then a team of students read Conrad while another team 
read Ehot. We then applied die same concepts to the short ston-
and poem m group discussion and writing e.xercises. Finallv 
saidents created a videotape which compared and conu-asted the 
three works with each other. I saw students turn on to literature in 
a way I never saw them engage with an>ihing in the classroom. 

Media education exists as an increasingly vital component 
of elementary education in Great Britain. Canada, Australia. 

1:; 
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Spain and other nations. In Great Britain die mandate in
cludes media education as a strand within die National Stan
dards developed in English, which requires smdents to smdy 
the ways in which media products convey meanings in a range 
of media texts (Alvarado, & Boyd-Barrett, 1992; Bazalgette, 
1992; Brown, 1991; Buckingham, 1991; Lusted, 199li 
Masterman, 1985). 'While still controversial among those who 
favor a more traditional and narrow view of 'culture,' schol
arly work in media pedagogy has grown widely, and consen
sus is growing about the set of concepts, skills and leaming 
environments diat best help su-engthen smdents' ability to 
access, analyze, evaluate and communicate messages in many 
forms. 

The New Vision: Key Analytic Concepts 

Current approaches to reading / language ans often make use 
ofa laundry list of concepts that inform the work of teachers 
and smdents in a classroom. Such lists are the result of adding 
new paradigms for learning upon older models. Layer by 
layer, die models now used in readinglanguage ans have 
become cumbersome and unwieldy (Hawthorne, 1992). 
Hawthorne writes, "The scope of English heightens the indi
viduality of curricular patterns. ... Teachers are left to weave 
die various components into a coherent pattern for them
selves and their students" (p. 116). But a simple and powerftjl 
new definition of literacy-, as proposed in this repon. makes it 
possible to identify the most imponant processes, concepts 
and skills for K-12 instruction and makes use of these with a 
wide variety of message fornis, from folktales to commercials, 
from historical fiction to newspaper photography. 

iVledia literacy incorporates the theoretical traditions of 
semiotics, literary criticism, communication theory-, research 
on arts education and language development. Although the 
conceptual principles of the new vision of literacy have taken 
many forms for various curriculum w-riters in Great Britain. 
Canada, Australia and the United States, the following ideas 
are cridcal components of all programs. 

All messages are constructions. Print messages are created by 
an audior who selects the ideas and words to convey mean-
mgs. Images are created by a photographer who makes similar 
selecdons, and television programs are created by a group 
of people, led by a producer, who make choices about 
each image and word used from many possible options. 
The construction of messages requires careftil thinking, 
creativity and organizational skills. Knowing how messages 
are constructed helps the reader to appreciate Ihe 
anistry involved and to better interpret the meaning of a 
work. 

Messages are representations of social reality. Mt̂ ŝages 
ave a relationship with the lived experiences of individuals in 

many culmres. Even when a message is imaginary, hypotheti
cal or fantastic, it represents social reality, which is defined 
as the percepdons about the contemporary world that are 
Shared among individuals. Messages also represent the social 
realities of times and places far removed, and help us make 
sense ofthe past, present and hjture. People need the ability 

to judge the accuracy of panicular messages diat mav or may 
not reflect social reality. 

Individuals negotiate meaning by interacting ivith mes
sages. The meaning of a message is found in the act of 
mter-pretation. Each reader or viewer uses prior knowledge 
and experience in the process of reading or critical viewing. A 
skill-ftil reader or viewer examines many different stylistic 
feamres of the text and pays careftil attendon to die context in 
which the message occurs in die process of interpretadon. 
Different individuals can find quality and beautv in various 
texts. 

Messages have economic, political, social and aesthetic 
purposes. People create and share messages for manv rea
sons, but in modern culmre making money is one of die most 
imponant. Many messages produced in our culmre have an 
economic purpose of some son. When authors have polidcal 
purposes, diey use a message to gain power or authority over 
others. m\en dieir agenda is social, diey use a message to 
present ideas about how people could or should behave, 
think or feel. When authors have an aesdietic motive, thev use 
a message to experiment with different kinds of symbolic 
forms and ideas. Understanding how messages operate in 
terms of their economic, political, social and aesthetic pur
poses helps readers better understand the context of a work. 

Each form of communication lias unique characteristics. An 
author makes choices about which kinds of media are most 
appropriate to convey a panicular message. Television new-s 
has characteristics that favor messages that are immediate and 
visual, while news photographs have characteristics that favor 
messages with an emotional component. When writing, an 
author must carefully choose the most effecdve genre in 
w-hich to w-ork, since an essay, a memo, a shon story- or a poem 
can all be effective forms, depending on the purpose, audi
ence and content ofthe message. Being a good communicator 
means know-ing which formats, genres and media to use in a 
wide variety- of situations. 

It is clear that the most dynamic concepts of current 
practice in readinglanguage ans instruction are wholly con
sistent with these key concepts. But when educators include 
the analysis and creation of film, photographs, newspapers, 
radio and television, new concepts are required to enable 
students to ask critical questions about these contemporary 
forms. Some of these concepts may be unfamiliar to reading/ 
language ans te-achers. paniculariy at the elementary level. 
For example, teachers in some communities have sometimes 
been reluctant to include the analysis of how messages have 
political or economic purposes. 'While it may be argued that 
analysis of the economics of literamre is not of central value 
for young students, analysis of the economics of media mes
sages is essential to help middle school and high school 
students understand the nature of communicative messages 
in contemporary culture. It would be irresponsible to include 
the study of film, television, newspapers or other mass media 
without providing smdents in grades 4 and up with a para
digm to help them understand the ways in which messages 
have value in the marketplace. 
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Media Literacy and Critical Thinking Skills 

As glossily packaged and presented film, video and adveniser-
supponed materials enter the school classroom, teachers 
often consider video materials valuable because everyone in a 
classroom is presumed to be able to decode the messages on 
the screen. But die new vision of literacy presented in this 
chapter is not just aimed at cultivating the relatively simple 
process of decoding messages—it is the sophisticated analy
sis, evaluation and the active creation of messages that are the 
most significant, complex and vital skills needed for survival 
in an information age. These take a lifetime to master fully. 

Even very young smdents can engage in concepmal analy
sis and evaluadon of media messages, at a time when they are 
still beginning to master the decoding and comprehension 
skills required for print. According to Resnick (1987, p. 31): 

The most imponant single message of modern research on the 
nature of thinking is that the kinds of activities traditionally 
associated with thinking are not limited to advanced levels of 
development. Instead diese activities are an intimate pan of 
even elementary-levels of reading ... when leaming is proceeding 
well. 

When teachers make use of a ftill range of messages in devel
oping children's literacy, higher-order cognitive skills can be 
integrated into the activities of very young children using 
media messages as study objects. This helps moti%-ate students 
to master the basic accessing skills to crack the code of the 
printed word. These analytic concepts, already familiar to 
students in their w-ork w-ith media anifacts. can then be 
applied to print forms. Elementary teachers who have used 
this approach find that "much of the language used to 
view television critically is transferable to other media-
noticing camera angles in photography, understanding differ
ences between reality and fantasy. ... There are also manv 
connections to teaching verbal and w-ritten skills" (Lacv 199=i 
pp. 11,12). 

^X'hat happens, according to British educators, is that when 
smdents critically e.xamine a wide range of texts in both print 
and visual media, they develop more complex expectations 
about every-thing they read and see. "Media education is often 
seen as a way of defending children from television. It ought 
to be seen as a way of giving them high expectations of 
television, of all media, and of themselves" (Bazalgette, 1992, 
p. 45). Such views represent the potential of expanded lit
eracy in reshaping the character of our nation's near limitless 
appetite for mass media products and in doing so, helping 
citizens reconnect to the rich storehouse of literary treasures 
from many culmres, past and present. If media literacy skills 
help young people develop an appetite for reading, we would 
judge it a stunning success. If media literacy skills help voung 
people develop an appetite for the stimulating, complex and 
provocative kinds of television programming increasingly 
more available as a result of cable television, then in time, we 
would e.xpect media industries to begin increasing die quality 
of programming. Such goals have yet to be examined among 
researchers because, as yet, there are so few community or 
school-based laboratories where media literacy is being 
implemented at a system-wide level. (The author is aware of 

only diree districts in die United States which have attempted 
media literacy initiatives designed to reach all smdents in the 
school district: BiUerica, Massachusetts; Cold Spring, Minne
sota; and Dennis-Yarmoudi, Massachusetts.) 

THE CONSEQUENCES OF EXPANDING 
THE CONCEPT OF LITERACY 

The n&w vision of literacy has consequences for some of the 
most imponant issues which face American educators today. 
As developed in the following pages, this chapter oudines 
how die new vision of literacy helps restore the imponant 
connection between the school and the culmre, making edu
cation more relevant to the communities to which smdents 
belong. It also outlines how the new vision of literacy reflects 
the kind of authentic learning'which occurs when reading and 
wridng occur in contexts where "process, product and con
tent are all interrelated" (Edelsk-y, Altwerger, & Flores, 1991, 
p. 9) and where language skills and language learning are 
conceived of as being inherently social processes, requiring 
direct engagement and experience tied to meaningful activity. 

Building Relevance Between the Classroom 
and the Community 

The claims by now are depressingly familiar: many smdents 
actively resist the process of learning in school, and while thev 
can decode language, they cannot infer meaning; the school 
curriculum is fragmented and deconte.xtualized. promoting 
indifference and intellectual dependency- (Diaz, 1992; Hirsch, 
19S9). Fonunately, elementar,-educators have already begun 
to respond to these criticisms by making changes in their 
methods of instruction: moving aw-ay from a curriculum 
which emphasizes facts and isolated skills and toward an 
emphasis on collaborative, active learning w-hich involves 
complex thought and interpretation. 

Multicultural education is education that values human 
di\-ersity- and acknowledges diat "alternative experiences and 
viewpoints are pan of the grow-ing process" (Grant, 1995). 
The new vision of literacy- proposed in this repon is fueled by 
this philosophy. It promotes cultural pluralism and social 
equality by making changes in the processes and content of 
school curriculum; in doing so, it is centered on "building 
meaningful relationships berw-een curriculum and life" (Pang, 
1992, p. 67). 

Carlos Cones argues that media literacy is essential to 
multiculmral education, noting that media literacy strength
ens smdents' knowledge about various media forms, helps 
develop analytic and creative skills in responding to media, 
and helps students become skilled in using print, images, 
sounds and other tools to express and share ideas. Cones 
(1991, p. 153) w-rites, "Media can be used to stimulate sm
dents to consider multiple perspectives on current and his
torical multiculmral dilemmas." Clearly, both multiculmral 
education and the new vision of literacy proposed here share 
the goal of opening up the canon to expand the range of 
works which are smdied in the classroom. 

'f 
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. Not unexpectedly, much of the cridcism diat has devel
oped about the inclusion of works by Hispanic Americans, 
Nadve Americans, African Americans and others can be di
rected at die new vision of literacy as well, -which would 
include works from popular culmre which some critics have 
labeled "trash." Educators who believe that "good literamre" 
is a "salve one con apply to children from the wrong side of 
the tracks to heal them of their background" (Beach, 1992, 
p. 554) are likely to resist any effon which attempts to 
make the canon more responsive to the lives of smdents and 
their communities. But John Beach recognizes that the time is 
ripe to examine the variety of definidons of "good literamre" 
and suggests diat instead of viewing literamre as a pyramid 
which places classic works at the top and works of popular 
culmre at the bottom, it should be considered "like a tree with 
many branches; the 'best' can be found at the tip of each 
branch." 

ESL / Bilingual Education. How might the new vision of lit
eracy afifect smdents who come to school speaking other 
languages besides English? According to bilingual / educators, 
the instruclional methods which are most effecdve in ESL/ 
bdingual education are identical w-ith the active learner-
centered model which the new- vision of literacy promotes. 
Techniques which make use of drama, songs, objects and 
audiovisual materials to help convey meaning and content are 
highly effective. 

In Ponland. Maine, media anist Huey (also known as 
James Coleman) developed a media education program for 
ESL smdents speaking 2" langu;igcs. where students make 
film and video using animation and live-action techniques. 
Ponland elementary- teachers "have found that Huev's ap
proach offers their smdents a creative way to improve their 
English, dieir public speaking and their communication skills, 
in general. ... and it breaks down walls beuveen schools and 
communities through cable TV and closed circuit screenings 
and smdent research w-ithin the community" (\X'hite. 1995b). 

Writing for the College Board. Hirsch (1989, p. 60) notes: 

Over and over again, teachers in ESL and bilingual classrooms 
have realized the power of authentic tasks to motivate communi
cation and language learning. ... In searching for authentic tasti 
and matenals. many ESL and proficiency- teachers are looking 
beyond traditional textbooks to priman- sources in the language 
they are teaching, including newspapers, television commercials, 
menus, hotel receipts, children-s books, and journalism and 
fiction. 

Parent Education. In some communities, parents are active 
and supponive players in the day-to-day life ofthe school. In 
too many communities, how-ever, parents are disenfranchised 
panners in die educational process. In considering the rela
tionship between die new vision of literacy and the home-
-school connection, it is necessary to identify die high-level of 
ambivalence and concern that manv citizens have with the 
^ y s film, television and other mass media have shaped 
public discourse. Many adults believe diat television has dam
aged die process we use to elect public officials, that mass 
media organizations disnipt the private lives of individuals 
unnecessarily; that violence in film and television program
mmg desensitizes people and alters their conceptions of die 

social world; and diat die values of sensadonalism have re
shaped culmre and die arts (BiancuUi, 1993). 

The newvision of literacy proposed in diis chapter is based 
on a ftindamental tniism about ± e purpose of democracv- in 
order for citizens to be engaged in self-governance, they must 
cnticaUy analyze and evaluate infomiation and resources 
This work is essendal if citizens are to take meaningftil action 
and make meaningftil decisions on issues of concem to die 
community. But in a culmre in which citizens see diemselves 
as spectators and consumers, democracy is direatened >XTien 
citizens do not employ dieir skiUs of analysis and evaluation to 
mformadon and entenainment products, apathy and cyni
cism reign. 

The newvision of literacy could help encourage parents to 
more ftilly embrace dieir responsibilides to help dieir chil
dren interpret die meanings of die complex messages which 
bombard them everyday. Too often, parents feel indmidated 
by the acnvity of the classroom, by roudnes diat are estab
lished by educators who may unintendonally disempower 
parents from embracing their own authority as interpreters of 
texmal materials. While some parents may hesitate to voice 
their interpretations ofa literary w-ork, parents often feel quite 
comfonable discussing their interpretadons ofa film, a sima-
tion comedy, a dramatic series, a documentary- or an op-ed 
aniclc. The new vision of literacy creates opponunides for 
parents and their children to engage w-ith the complex task of 
soning out the meanings of the messages in the environment. 

Making Classrooms Centers for Authentic Learning 

Educators have been discussing how to make learning more 
authentic since the 19th cenmry, when John Dew-ev first 
began outlining how children's own activity-, dieir work, 
could be a vehicle for learning. When learning is authendc. 
the content of classroom discourse is meaningful and relevant 
to students: language skills are not taught in isolation; con-
necnons betw-een subject areas are emphasized. According to 
Sizer (1984), in authentic learning environments, students 
learn through direct experience w-ith tasks they themselves 
value, w-ith intellectual stimulation from teachers who ask 
thoughtful questions and provide supponive coaching. 

The new- vision of literacy helps nunure new relationships 
beriv-een teachers and smdents. helping rebind the current 
contrast that "exists betw-eenpi:7z<i;'<7 (play) andpaideia (edu
cation)" (Gallagher. 1992), based on the recognition that the 
aim of the readinglanguage ans teacher is to cultivate a 
learning environment where smdents bring their ow-n natu
rally energetic exploration to die smdy of new- ideas. Rather 
than considering language development as a series of isolated 
and fragmented skills, the newvision of Hteracy puts smdents 
at the center of die processes of accessing, analyzing, evaluat
ing and communicating messages. Most imponant, the new-
vision of literacy is centered around empowerment, defined 
as the "process through which smdents learn to critically 
appropriate know-ledge existing outside their immediate ex
perience in order to broaden their understanding of diem
selves, the world and the possibilities for transforming the 
taken-for-granted assumptions about the way we live" 
McLaren, 1989, p. 186). -
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Integration with other subject areas. As is clearly evident, the 
newvision of literacy provides a simple, process-based model 
diat makes connecuons between reading / language arts, the 
visual and performing ans, social smdies and science. 
Shepard (1993, p.' 35) explains how die new vision of literacy 
is an ideal tool for subject integration at die elementary level: 

If media literacy is presented to [teachers] as just another add-on, 
diere will be little hope for its adoption. If however, media literacy 
is presented not just as something that meets smdents' needs, but 
somediing that will meet die teachers need to integrate die 
disparate elements of a broad curriculum, then it stands a good 
chance of becoming an important pan of the curriculum. In fact, 
media literacy fijnctions so well as an integrator diat it would be 
worth using even if it were not as intrinsically important as it is. 

Since mass media anifacts are relevant to science, social 
smdies, the visual and performing ans as weU as reading/ 
language arts, teachers can easily make connections that 
stretch across subject areas by teaching with media and teach
ing about media. 

In some communities teachers across the core subject 
areas are being trained in how to integrate media literacy 
concepts into many curriculum areas. In Billerica. Massachu
setts, teachers in language ans, social studies, health educa-
don, science and the visual and performing ans are 
discovering the synergy which results from team-developed 
initiatives. For example, in the spring of 1994, teachers col
laborated on a district-wide program to help students criti-
caUy analyze tobacco advenising as pan of the health 
curriculum. Students examined the historical, political and 
economic dimensions of tobacco advenising; thev review-ed. 
categorized and anahzed a huge volume of persuasive mate
rials designed to make smoking look attractive: and they made 
their ow-n public service messages, targeted at their own 
community, to persuade them against smoking. .More than 
2.000 students in grades K-12 panicipated in the project by 
designing slogans, writing newspaper editorials, designing 
billboards, bumper stickers, posters, radio ads and videotape 
public ser\-ice announcements. Teachers persuaded the local 
billboard company to put up one student's biUboard design 
on the major highway of the town, giving thousands of citi
zens the opponuniy to read a child's message, and creating a 
pow-erftil message for students. Such examples emphasize 
the ways in w-hich media literacy activities bring a renewed 
sense of relevance between die worids of the classroom and 
the world of contemporary culture. 

Using new tools of assessment. When assessment is authen
tic, it has as its central purpose the goal of providing feedback 
to a child and his or her parents about die quality of the 
learning experience. When assessment is authentic, it mirrors 
the ways in which standards of quality are e '̂aluated in the 
w-orld outside ofthe classroom: through close examination of 
products and performances. 

For more than a cenmry, assessment in the United States 
has been shaped by the needs of scholars and academics to 
standardize and quantify learning experiences (Gould, 1981). 
This has led to an atomized, fragmented view ofthe leaming 
process, one conducive to "data reduction." Now, educators 
are coming to recognize the need to reclaim the assessment 

process, and as a result, diverse new forms of assessment are 
being used in schools. 

The new vision of literacy provides simple and direct 
oppormnides to observe, monitor and evaluate the processes 
of accessing, analyzing, evaluating and communicating mes
sages in a range of informal and formal setdngs. Since the 
creation of messages is central to die new vision of literacy 
ponfolio-based models of assessment are consistent with the 
new vision. Indeed, die premise of die new vision is based on 
die idea that die processes of accessing, analyzing and evalu-
adng messages aU contribute to die Creadon and communi
cation of messages, so that smdents can make direct 
connections between their reading and dieir writing, their 
viewing and analysis of images, and the process of cr'eadng 
messages using language, images, sounds, music, graphics 
and video. 

The Toronto Board of Education's Benchmark Program 
has been using an assessment model designed to demystify 
educational goals and illuminate the namre of good per
formance (Laner, & Donnelly, 1993). By combining authen
tic performance activities with systemadc observadon and 
holisdc evaluadon, teachers can assess smdent skills in a wav 
w-hich most closely matches the broad general skills that are 
at the core of reading / language ans instruction. For ex
ample, in one benchmark of students' abiliy to comprehend 
nonprint information and their oral communication skills, 
grade 3 students in Toronto are asked to watch a videotape 
on owls and explain the major ideas in their own words. 
Students w-ere found to generally lack strong skills in the 
comprehension of informative video, perhaps because their 
expectations about television shape their level of 
motivation and effort in decoding (Salomon, 1979). Such 
evidence reminds us of the lessons ofthe reading compre
hension scholars—how- important it is not to assume that 
our students understand w-hat they see just because they 
see it. 

The development of standards, tied to authentic perfor
mances, that allow educators to assess the quality of 
students' wridng, speaking, listening and thinking skills is 
consistent with the new vision of literacy. The province of 
Ontario was the first in Canada to mandate that media literacy 
instruction be at least 30?6 of the reading / language ans 
program in grades 7-12. The performance of younger 
smdents from the Toronto Board of Education results 
suggests that smdents lack basic comprehension skills of 
information presented in video formats, pointing clearly to 
the necessity of direct instrucdon to help smdents in grades 
K-8 leam to comprehend, interpret and analyze a wide range 
of texts, including messages from television and the mass 
media. 

Staff development issues. Teachers are just as ambivalent 
about media culmre as the rest of the citizenry. As discussed 
earlier, teachers have a wide range of animdes about die 
value and consequences of broadening the concept of literacy 
to include new materials, especially popular music, film, 
television and music videos. However, teachers who have 
attempted to incorporate these materials into their class
room realize that smdents have a tremendous amount of 



; knoivledge and interest in diese messages, and teachers and 
smdents can share togedier in die leaming process. 

;. ; •• It is not difficult for teachers to move from teaching exclu-
.̂ sively widi media to addressing media as smdy objects. Some 
teachers have described die process as similar to die process 

.;' of "consciousness raising" about gender and race which many 
-- educators experienced in the 1970s. "It's like putting on a 
.;: new pair of glasses—you see die same diings [in media 
. culmre], but now I approach diese messages dUBFerendy," 

wrote one teacher in a program of teacher education at die 
Harvard Instimte on Media Educadon, a staff development 
program in media literacy diat was conducted by die author 
in 1993 and 1994 diat attracted educators from across die 
nadon. 

But German educator Dichanz (1992) writes plainly about 
•what it takes to make die new vision of literacy a reality in 
schools: "It is die staff diat has to u-anslate tasks ... into 
practical work, and it is diat staff diat has to be provided with 

^•'diedieoretical background for diis new approach..."For U.S. 
educators, diis means that die work of staff development is 
best accomplished, not by individual teachers acting indepen-
dendy, but through coordinated and sustained efforts, using 
resources and tools which help them gain access to new ideas 
and practice new strategies of managing classroom activity. 
Such work is well underyvay at the state, district and local 
levels. For example, the State of New Mexico has mandated 

diat all smdents complete a media literacy coui^e before high 
school graduation, and begun a process of teacher training so 
diat media literacy wiU be integrated into die curriculum at all 
grade levels. And in die community of BiUerica, Massachu
setts, after 3 years of smdy, 26 teachers have completed die 
first Master's Degree in Media Literacy, supponed by 
Memmack Education Center and Fitchburg State College in 
order to implement a new vision of literacv in grades K-̂ 12 
integrated within existing subject areas. Teachers graduating 
from dus program are beginning to teach additional teachers 
in the New England area. 

If media literacy is to emerge as a newvision of literacy for 
the infomiation age, then a high degree of coordination will 
be required from among a range of shareholders: the schol
arly community, educators in K-12 environments, parents 
die publishing and media production industries, and die 
standardized testing industry. Given die decentralized namre 
of American schools, it is unlikely diat such coordination wUl 
receive the suppon it needs, and more likelv diat media 
literacy initiatives wiU develop as a result of innovation and 
experimentation in the diverse "labs" of individual districts, 
schools and classrooms. For an institution which has histori
cally clung to the concept of literacy as the central organizing 
force of education, we must respect the time it will take 
educators and scholars to promote the type of sustained and 
meaningful change that is needed for our schools. 

References 
Alton-Lee, A., Huthall. G., & Patrick.). (1993). Reframing classroom 

research: A lesson from the private world of children. Hanarcl 
Educational Review, 63, 50-S-i. 

Alvarado, M., & Boyd-Barrett. O. (Eds.). (1992). Media education: .An 
introduction. London: British Film Institute. 

Bazalgette, C. (1992). Media education: Teachins Enslish in tbe 
national curriculum series. London: Hodder and Stoughton. 

Beach,;. A. (1992). New trends in perspective: Literamre's place in 
language ans education. Language .Arts. 69, 550-556 

Bianculli, D. (1993). Teteliteracy. New York: Pantheon. 
Brown,;. (1991). Critical viewing skills education. Hillsdale. NJ: 

Erlbaum. 
Buckingham, D. (Ed.). (1991). Watching media leaming London: 

Roudedge. 

California State Board of Education. {\9S(,). English languageframe-
^•orks for Califomia puhlic sclmols. K-12. Sacramento, C\. 

Cook-Gumpei^,;. (Ed.). (1986). Tbe social construction of literacy. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Cones, C. (1991). Empowerment through media literacy. In C. 
Sleeter (Ed.), Empowerment though multicultural education. 
Albany, NY: State University of New York Press. — 

Diaz, C. (Ed.). (1992). Multicultural education for the 2 lit^cntury: 
Washington, DC: National Education Association. 

Dichanz, H. (1992). Media in the teachers' professional and personal 
environment. In Media Competency: A Challenge to School and 

• Education. Conference proceedings, Benelsmann Foundation, 
tdclsky, C., Altwerger, B., & Flores, B. (1991). Whole language: 

^ a f s the difference.'Portsmouth. NH: Heinemann. 
festone, C. (1993). The Aspen Institute Communications and Soci

ety- Program, Media literacy: A report of tbe national leadership 
conference on media literacy. Washington, DC, 

Freire, P„ & Macedo, D (1987). Literacy: Reading tbe word and the 
world. South Hadley, MA: Bergin & Gai^ev. 

Gallagher, S. (1992).Hermenuetics and education. Albany, NY: State 
University of New York Press. 

Gless. D. ;., & Hen-nstein Smith. B. (Eds). (1992). The politics of 
liberal education. Durham, NC: Duke Universiry Press. 

Gould. S. ;. (1981). The mismeasure of man. New York: W. 
Norton. 

Grant. C. (1993). Cultural connections.New dimensions in tbe world 
of reading (Vol. 1). Needham. MA: Silver Burdett Ginn. 

Han.-rhorne. R. C. (1992). Curriculum in tbe mailing: Teacher choice 
and tbe classroom experience. New York: Teachers' College Press. 

Hirsch, B. (1989). Languages of thought: Tljinking reading and 
foreign languages New York: The College Board. 

Howe. M. (1983). Leamingfrom television: Psychological and edu
cational research. London: Academic Press. 

Kubey, R., & Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1990). Television and tbe quality 
of life: How viewing shapes everyday experience. Hillsdale. NJ.: 
Erlbaum. 

Lacy. L. (1993, May) :\ledia Literacy ABC's.Qzft/i? in tbe classroom, pp. 
11-12. 

Larter. S.. & Donnelly, J. (1993). Toronto's benchmark program. 
Educational Leadership. 50, 59-62. 

Lusted. D. (Ed.). (1991). Vje media studies book:Aguidefor teach
ers. London: Routledge. 

Masterman, L. (1985). Teaching the media. London: Routledge. 
McLaren. P. (1989). Life in schools. New York: Longman. 



14 THEORETICAL BASES FOR COMMUNICATIVE AND VISUAL ARTS TEACHING 

Meyrowitz, J. (1985). No sense of place: Tbe impact of electronic 
media on behavior. New York; Oxford University Press 

Nehamas, A. (1992). Serious watching. In D.J. Gless & B. Hermstein 
Smidi (Eds.), Tbe politics of liberal education. Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press.., 

Pang, V. A. (1992). Institutional climate: Developing an effective 
multicultural school commnnivf. Multicultural education for the 
21st century. Washington, DC: National Education Association. 

Resnick, L. (1987). Education and leaming to thintz. Washington, 
DC: National Academy Press. 

Salomon, G. (1979). Interaction of media, cognition and leaming 
San Fransisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Shepard, R. (1993). Elementary media education: The perfect curricu
lum. £ngfc6 2i/arrer/_y, 25, 35. 

Sizer, T. (1984). Horace's compromise. NewYork: Houghton Mifflin 
White, R. (1993a). Forming a media arts depanment. Tbe Indepen

dent, 16, 41,42. 

White, R. (1993b), Video as a second language: Multilingual program 
The Independent, 16, 47. 

I 



Media Studies J o u r n a l , 
Vol. 8, Number 4, F a l l 1994 Teaching Media Literacy— 

Yo! Are You Hip to This? 
RENEE HOBBS 

T T T T ^ ^ ^ ' ^ ' N G DOWN THE CORRIDORS ofa 
\ \ / middle school in suburban Massachusetts, the distinctive 

y y blare ofa television commercial stands out against the more 
traditional patter of classroom noises: 

Yo.'Are yott hip to these? Are you in the knotv? 
Cause here's ivhere Eggo Minis are made to go 
/;/ Yo'Mouth.'' 
Who needs a plate? 
In Yo Mouth! 
Cause they're made to fit your face! 
hi Yo Mouth! 
The) •re niega-yuni. . 
In Yo'Mouth! 
The taste is pure fun! 

Insitic the 7th-gratle classroom, a teacher is leading a discussion 
about this particular TV ad; on the blackboard, a list of all the comput
er grnph.cs and other images in the ad—more than 30 difltrent descrip-

Kenee Hol.bs is associ.n.e professor of communication at Habson College in Wellcsley, Mass . 

K i : : ; : ; , : / : ' ' ^ °" ""̂ '''̂  '•'""'"-' - "'-"^ '"-^^ '"--^ p-e-., 



It I-: N I-: I-: 11 o H H S 

tioiis—appears on rhe blacUboard, written in a stutlciir's liaiKiwritiiig. 
"Who's the target audience.^" asks the readier. 

"Boys—our age," respoiuls a srudeiu. "They only showctl boys in 
this ad." 

"And rhe music—it was like raj-) music, sung by boy.s," chimes in 
another. "It's sung in a kind of aggressive way, and the words 'In Yo' 
Mouth'—that reminds me of 7// Yo'Face!" 

"What's a synonym for 'In Yo' Face?'" asks the readier, feigning 
ignorance. 

The class erupts in laughter, and a chorus of replies follows as 
children call out their synonyms. The teacher Hips open the thesaurus 
and adds some additional words: defiance, bravado, clarc. 

The teacher changes the pace. "In your notebooks, everybody 
take five minutes and write tlown one or two reasons why ihe pro
ducer chose this phrase for the Eggo Mini Walllcs campaign." Note
books (ly open, pens are located and students tjuickly get down to 
writing. This is clearly something they have been doing regularly. 
After five minutes, he asks students to read their ideas aloud. Six 
hands are in the air. 

A dark-haired girl begins to read. "The producer wants to show 
that eating Mini Waflles is a way of showing independence, being 
defiant." 

Says anothet, "The producer wants kids ro think it's cool to eat 
breakfast on the run, nor with a plate, not sitting tlown." 

'"Fhe producer might want lo link F.ggo Mini Wallles with the 
attitude of 'In Yo' Face!' because ihat ilariiig attitude is so popular 
with kids nowadays," says another bo)'. 

After a few more such interprerations, the teacher wraps up the 
lesson. "So sometimes commercials can use people's (eelings—like 
defiance—to link to their protliicis. For your crilical viewing project 
tonight at home, Fd like you to look for a commercial rhar uses brava
do, especially kids defying atlults. I f you fiiul one, write down the 
name ofa commercial and be prepared to tlescribe it to us tomorrow." 

1 hen, the teacher switches gears to Flowers for Algernon, the short 
story the class has been reading, and notes ChaHie's growing defiance 
toward his new friends ar this point in the siory. 'Fhe whole media liter-
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acy enterprise this day, deaHy a regular part of this middle-school 

English classroom rourine, has taken up about lo minutes of the period. 

T N M O R E A N D M O R E C L A S S R O O M S in the United 
XStates, educators are beginning to hdp students acquire the skills 
they need to manage in a media-saturated environment, recognizing 
that in its broadesr sense, "literacy" must include the ability to skill
fully "read" and "write" in a wide range of message forms, especially 
considering rhe dominance of image-based electronic media. In fact, 
the powerful concept of literacy was the driving force that led leaders 
in the media literacy movement to adopt a comprehensive definition 
of media literacy as "the ability to access, analyze, evaluate and pro
duce communication in a variery of forms" in a conference sponsored 
by the Aspen Institute in 1992. Put simply, media literacy indudes 
the skills of literacy extended to all message forms, including those 
litde black squiggles on white paper. Media lireracy encompasses 
reading and writing, speaking and listening, critical viewing and the 
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ability to make your own messages using a wide range of technolo
gies, including audio technology, billboards, cameras, camcorders, 
and computers. But media literacy is not a new subject area, and it is 
nor jusr abour television—it is literacy for the information age. 

Educators find numerous reasons to introduce media literacy as 
part of the curriculum. Some see it as a tool to builtl relevance into 
contemporary educarion, building links berween the classroom and the 
culture so that students will see how impottant themes and issues res
onate in popular culture just as they do in the study of literature, histo
ry or social studies. Some see it as a citizenship survival skill, essential 
to be a thoughtful consumer and an effective citizen in a supethigh-
way-driven media age. Some see it as a kind of protection for children 
against the dangers and evils engendered by the excesses of television, 
and rhey also see ir as an antidote to manipulation and propaganda. 

Others see media literacy as a new kind of English education, 
learning to appreciate and analyze ads and sitcoms and films with the 
same tools used to study poetty, the short story and the novel. And 
then there are those who see it as a way to give children the opportu
nity to tell their own stories and better understand the power of those 
who shape the stories of our culture and our times. 

But there are other visions of media litetacy, more narrow and 
more problematic. Unfortunately, some see media literacy as an 
option for low-performing, underachieving students whose inreresr 
can be piqued by television and nothing else. Some see it as a kind 
of vocational education, where kids can learn to make I V and head 
for careers like the grown-ups they see on the screen. Some see it as 
a chance to play with sophisticated electronic tools, like character 
generators, video toasters and wave-form monitors. Still others see 
media literacy as a way to make children aware of the web of "false 
consciousness" that capitalism has woven into our psyches. Some 
think media literacy is just about making "good choices" about 
what to watch or read. And many simply think the curriculum is 
already too crowded and teachers already too incompetent, burned 
out or overburdened to make room for media literac)^ It is because 
American educators have so many diverse perspectives on the 
benefits and value of media literacy and the best strategies for 
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implementation within public education that its last 20 years of 
growth have been so slow. 

Outside the United States, by contrast, media literacy has 
gained some measure of oflncial status; within Great Britain, Canada, 
Australia, Scotland, Spain and other nations, it is a required part of 
language arts programs in grades seven through 12. Most of the train
ing U.S. teachers now receive is strongly patterned after models pro
vided by British scholars, including Len Masterman, David 
Buckingham, David Lusted and Cary Bazalgette, as well as British 
and Canadian teachers who have written about their experiences 
teaching media analysis and media production to young people. 

W i t h this nation's renewed interest in children and education 
in the 1990s, there have been significant signs of recent growth in 
the movement emerging in the United States. In the state o f North 
Carolina, for example, media literacy is included in both the com
munication skills (English) and information skills curricula. In 
many communities, educators have begun the process o f thinking 
seriously about expanding the concept of literacy to include media. 
While there was only one teacher-training program in media litera
cy in 1993, in 1994 there were 12 different programs held across the 
United States. In most communities, however, media literacy exists 
due to the energy and initiative o f a single teacher, not because o f a 
coordinated, communitywide programmatic plan of implementa
tion. The community o f Billerica, Mass., is developing a compre
hensive media literacy program that reaches all students across the 
curriculum in grades K-12. 

AT C I R C L E T I M E in a kindergarten class, the teacher 
.shows the children two samples of television programs: an ad 

and a cartoon. "Flow are these different?" she asks. 
"The first one was shorter," says a little brown-haired girl. 
"The first one had real people and real cereal," says a boy. 
"The second one was a cartoon," says another. 
The teacher notices that her students do not spontaneously use 

the word "ad," "commercial" or "advertising," so she introduces the 
words to them: Ads are messages that are trying to sell a product. Over 
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the next few days, they look at a few ads, and aftet each one, the teach
er asks rhe children to describe how the ad tried to sell the product. 

"By making it look real big," says one girl. 

"By using music to make it exciting," says another. "By having a 
story with cartoon animals and birds." 

Then the teacher invites a parent into the kindergarren to 
make a home video of the kindergarten. The parent tapes about lo 
minutes of the motning class. At the end of the day, the children 
watch the tape and sit, transfixed in rapt attention by the familiar 
images of themselves and their classmates made novel by the cam
era's presence. 

"Did this tape show everything that happened in our class 
today?" asks the teacher. 

Heads nod in agrcemciir. "Yes," they intone in unison. 
"It showed us putting our coats on hooks." 
"It showed Tim and Kimitha in the loft ." 

"Was there anything that happened in our class that was not 

shown?" the teacher asks again. 

The children look thoughtful. Arthur raises his hand slowly. " I 

came in late today," he says. "It didn't show me putting my coat on 

the hook." 
Gradually, a flurry of hands go up. All rhe children can think of 

things that weren't shown. The teacher carefully listens to all the 
responses and explains to the children that a caniera can never show 
everything at a scene. She notes, "A camera can only ever show part 
of an event, and it's the person who uses the camera who decides 
what to show and what to leave out." 

WH I L E M E D I A P R O D U C T I O N is not ofi^ered in 
every school, most have production facilities or equipment of 

some sort. Videotaping student sporting events and dramaric perfor
mances has been routine since the 1970s. According to teachers, it's 
coaches who often have the most modern video production equip
ment and playback facilities. And, of course, parents are out in force 
with their video cameras documenting school plays, recitals and all 
gatherings that highlight their children's genius. 

Student-generated production activities are found less frequent
ly in American schools but are more and more evident at the sec
ondary levd, where students, instead of reading the ubiquitous 
morning announcements over the PA system, may create their own 
morning news program. High school students make their own music 
videos, rape commercials for their school plays, perform satirical 
"Saturday Night Live" skits in after-school programs, deliver critiques 
of the new prindpal using computer publishing programs, and hand 
in class assignments (and college entrance essays) on videotape or via 
modem. O f course, student production in journalism and the per
forming arts has long been an important part of secondary education. 

In a culture that values technology as the mark of progress and 
the completion o f professional quality media programs as a sign of 
success, "doing stufF' with video (or better yer, with computers and 
video) is sometimes touted as cutting-edge education. It is for this 
reason that educators often jump on the media technology bandwag
on. But student-based media production activities do not necessarily 
build media literacy skills. Sometimes, adults' preoccupation with 
media technology, and their own ego investment in the producr, 
interferes with a child's engagement in the complex process of learn
ing to create meaningful messages. 

One young teadier working with 8- to 12-year-oIds eagedy 
showed ofl^ the students' final videotape in a public screening at a pri
vate school's summer arts program. It was a satiric takeoff of "Planet of 
the Apes," with students taking the on-camera roles and reading lines 
obviously scripted by die teacher. The camera work, editing, sound 
efl̂ ects and music selection were all clearly the work of the teacher, 
someone who was undoubtedly headed for graduate school in film pro
duction. Conversation with the diildren parddpadng in the program 
revealed that they learned quite a bit about taking direction from a 
filmmaker, but little about the process and skills of filmmaking itsdf 

It's not surprising that in an educadonal environment that val
ues product over process, media production dasses (in both print and 
video) can become playgrounds for creative grown-ups who make all 
the important decisions about the construcnon o f the school newspa
per or dass video project, then set young people on the task o f finish-
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ing the scut work. Many young people who are disi l lusioned or cyni

cal about student journal ism programs in high school point to their 

inabi l i ty to take real responsibiliry for the choice o( message content 

in the paper. Similarly, p lc i i iy o f vitleo magazine programs are pro-

iluced by students who are coerced into making promoi iona l mes

sages for the spotts program, the foreign-language program, or 

whatever programs the grown-ups approve. Such is more or less sran-

dard educational fare in our schools. 

Such practices occur because ro truly empower children and youth 

w i th the ability to design the content and form o f their own messages 

would entail tremendous risk to the current educafional system. The 

issues that concern our teen-agers today—sexual it)', classism and racism, 

drug use, violence, the environment and the nation's hit ui e—are topics 

that most educators are unprepared to bring into the cla.ssroom. leach

ers and parents in a comnuin i ty ofien l i iul the voices ol young people 

%'er)' uncomfortable to hear and nearly impossible to icspoiul lo. 

ON E O F T F I E B I G G E S ' F F A I L U R F S o f contempo

rary journal ism education has been in def in ing its mi.ssion as 

tiie cul t ivat ion o f interest in the profession, locusing on tleveloping 

young people's interests in careers in journal ism. 'Fhis goal is lar too 

narrow, considering the oft-expressed and immincnr danger of losing 

rhe next generation o f news consumers. Journalism educators must 

begin to carve out a larger and more productive goal, tme that reach

es all our chi ldren: hel[ i ing young people develop the citizenship 

skills to be effective, ski l l ful and cril ical news readers and viewers. 

Such skills are essenrial for ful l part ic ipat ion in a democratic societ)', 

yet they are skills that few young people get the oppor t t in i ty to devel

op. When newspapers are used in American classrooms, too often 

they are used for vocabulary practice and reading comprehension, 

and not to strengthen students' crirical understanding o f newsgather-

ing practices, their reasoning or analytic skills. 

As an effort to reform current educational practice, media litera

cy advocates expl ici t ly aim to l ink the skills o f analysis w i t h student 

product ion activities, in many o f the same ways that language arts 

educators l ink reading and wr i t i ng as interdependent skills. But what 

exactly are the skills o f analysis? A n d what kinds o f media analysis are 

most appropriate for chi ldren o f dif ferent ages? Mos t media literacy 

programs stress the fo l lowing key concepts, adapted f rom Brit ish and 

Canadian educators: 

• Messages are constructed. T h e construct ion process is invisible to the 

readers o f newspapers or the viewers o f television. Awareness o f the 

choices involved in the mak ing o f media messages sensitizes readers 

and viewers to the subtle shaping forces at w o r k — i n the choice o f 

photo or cut l ine in a newspaper, in the images, pacing and edi t ing o f 

a T V news prograin. No t i c i ng the construct ion o f a message helps 

one become a more cr i t ical , quest ioning reader and v iewer—but this 

k ind o f not ic ing doesn't come naturally to the process o f reading or 

watching TV. It is a learned behavior. 

• Messages are rcprcseiitatious of the world. The reason why media mes

sages are so powerful is that viewers and readers depend on them for 

their understanding o f the culture. One reason why chi ldren are 

thought to be more vulnerable to media influences is because they 

have less direct real-world experience to compare w i rh the representa

tions provided by relevision and mass media. Are police officers really 

like the guys on "Cops"? Are high school students really as cool as the 

ones on "Beverly Hi l ls 90210"? Is our commun i t y really as dangerous 

and violenr as it appears f roni reading the newspaper's Met ro section? 

Undersranding how media messages shape our visions o f the w o d d 

and our sense o f ourselves is a ceinral concepr in media literacy. 
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• Messages have economic and political purposes and conic.\ls. Under
standing that mass media industries sell audiences to advertisers is a 
powerful new concept to many American adults, who are barely 
aware of how a newspaper can be delivered ro the doorstep for 35 or 
50 cents a day ot how television can enter the home at no cost at all. 
Teaching this concept to young people, of course, can be sticky, for 
how you teach about it depends on your ideological perspective on 
advertising, market economics, the industrial revolution and late-
20th century capitalism. Individuals employed by giant media com
panies might not feel comfortable with the idea of high school 
teachers and students analyzing their ownership patterns and acquisi
tions, looking critically at their annual reports and reading their trade 
magazines. But any meaningful critical discourse about media mes
sages must include a careful and systematic examination o f t he eco
nomic and political contexts in which films, 'I^V shows, newspapers 
and news programs are produced. 

• Individuals create meaning in media messages through interpretation. 
While a U.S. family still may occasionally sit down to watch a T V 
program together, the meanings they derive from the program will 
differ. Based on contemporary scholarship in literature and the 
humanities that examines the intersection bersveen the teader and the 
text as the source of meaning, this perspective focuses on recognizing 
and critically analyzing the pleasures and satisfactions that readers 
and viewers get from the experience of media consumption. For 
example, in one English class, a loth-grade srudent submitted an 
essay on "The World Wrestling Federation," analyzing the powerful 
symbols of good and evil embedded in the setting, costume and 
music of the program, interpreting the typical impotence of the refer
ee as a defense of vigilante justice, and describing his own comlort in 
knowing the good guy will always win. After reading this young 
viewer's thoughtful, creative work, who can say that W W F is trash 
television? While not being completely relativistic, media literacy 
advocates often refuse to line up with those individuals who have a 
more traditional perspective on children's TV, those who are very 
comfortable intoning the merits of public broadcasting and the evils 
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of popular, mass audience fare, championing the "good" shows and 
decrying the "bad" shows. It may not be so important what you 
watch, media literacy advocates say, but how you watch it. 

FO R Y E A R S , M A N Y E D U C A T O R S (and some parents, 
too) have stood like ostriches, sticking their necks in the sand 

and trying very hard to ignore media culture. To many of us, televi
sion was the enemy of the fine arts, culture, history and all that is 
best about civilization. The reasoning went like this: I f only we 
ignore television, our children wil l ignore it and all wi l l be as it was 
before television. 

Now that the culture is almost totally transformed by the com
pelling electronic and visual experiences that enter our living rooms 
(and neady all other parts of our daily lives), the ostrich stance seems 
more and more ridiculous. It's time to face up to the media culture we 
have created and the media culture we have consumed. It's time that 
parents and teachers begin to help our children to embrace and cele
brate the messages worth treasuring, to analyze and understand the eco
nomic and political forces that sustain the media culture, and to develop 
the skills and new habits we all need to think carefully and wisely about 
the messages we create ourselves and the abundant messages we receive. 
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The Simpsons Meet Mark Twain: 
Analyzing Popular Media Texts 
in the Classroom 
Renee Hobbs 

. .^!^^^e^are^^b^r of reasons why 
^^^he'e^ca^relwi^wrote Standards 

Jor%e English Language Arts (1996, 
Urbaita, IL^I^CTE/IRA) have 
adopted thelemi "nonprint texts" to 
describe .^^tks that are not tradi
tional jclassroom resources in the 
K-12 'Classroom. "Nonprint texts" is 
an umbrella that includes everything 
from"plibtographs to web sites, TV 
shows'to popular music, but this 

term also covers and avoids mention of the 
point that many of these works are—dare 
we say it?—popular. 

Over the years, English Joumal pages 
have included reports from teachers who use 
popular films, music lyrics, advertising, 
magazine photographs, tabloid newspapers, 
cartoons, animation, and more in the 
process of stimulating students' speaking, 
writing, -viewing, reasoning, and critical 
thinking skills. When these texts are used to 
strengthen students' reasoning, critical think
ing, or communication skills, then teachers 
are engaged in the practice of media literacy 

Teachers who have used popular works 
in the classroom know that such works can 
generate some remarkable, vigorous, and so
phisticated reasoning, rich conversations, 
and dynamic writing from young people. 
Many teachers have told me that the writing 
they assign on media topics is among the best 
they receive all year. It's a transformative ex
perience for a young person to discover that 
the same skills used to discuss The Tempest 
can be applied to an episode of'The Wonder 
Years." Students who discover this in a pow
erful way chant a mantra that many teachers 
who employ media literacy have heard fre
quently: Til never watch TV the same way 
again!" 

USING "THE SIMPSONS " 
IN ENGLISH CLASS 

In the classroom I have employed an ac
tivity where students compare an episode of 

"The Simpsons" to some speeches and essays 
of Mark Twain, including selected' passages 
from Life as I Find It, Roughing It, The Gilded 
Age, A Connecticut Yankee, and TTie Prince and 
the Pauper It's an instructional strategy which 
invites students to consider the categoriza
tion of texts into "high" and "low" culture, 
and helps students build media literacy skills 
by applying tools of textual analysis to a pop
ular program. 

Because students have background 
knowledge about "The Simpsons," most can 
vividly describe the characters, the plot lines, 
and the controversies associated with the 
program. Some older students may remem
ber the tensions associated with the "Ban as 
Underachiever" T-shirts which were popular 
among schoolchildren when the show first 
premiered in 1989. In the classroom, we cre
ate a list of all the contextual information we 
have about Simpson creator Matt Groening, 
the Simpson "home," FOX network, and the 
show's history, including specific information 
about how frequendy old episodes and cur
rent ones are aired on local stations. 

Since most students categorize "The 
Simpsons" as a cartoon, we begin by e.xplor-
ing the characteristics of this genre, discover
ing that the program's success has spawned a 
host of adult-oriented cartoons. We analyze 
the elements of the program opening, which 
show the family members in daily life, with 
Bart being rambunctious and slightly devi
ous, Lisa being artistic and humane. Homer 
carelessly dropping nuclear waste through
out the town of Springfield, and Marge doing 
the grocer)' shopping. Students may write 
short paragraphs about the way characters' 
personalities are suggested by these brief 
visual fragments which serve as character 
introductions. 

SOCIAL CRITICISM 
We then consider elements of social crit

icism that are an essential component of 
many episodes of "The Simpsons." Working 

Discussing 
"The 
Simpsons" 
leads students 
to a better 
appreciation 
of a literary 
classic. 
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insanity plea; the use of financial credit; and 
lobbying and bribery in Washington. We dis
cuss the importance of knowing facts about 
the political and social historical context of 
nineteenth-century America in order to in
terpret Twain's social criticism and discuss 
why the target lists we developed for Twain 
and Matt Groening share many elements in 
common. 

This simple compare/contrast activity 
has enormous power when students are en
couraged to stretch between the familiar to 
the unfamiliar, the present to the past, and 
between the now "high" literary culture to 
the "low" culture of popular tele'vision pro
gramming. Students are surprised and de
lighted to leam that, during his Ufetime, 
Twain's work was not regarded as suitable 
material for use in schools, just as some ed
ucators today might not find "The Simp
sons" a suitable classroom text. 

While teachers are most comfortable dis
cussing the major Twain literary works as lit
erature, it's a valuable experience to expand 
the study of this major American vmter by 
examining his life as a public entertainer, be
cause through this process, students can ap
preciate the economic, political, and social 
history of nineteenth-century America and 
Twain's popular public identity which was 
essential to his financial condition. An essen
tial component of media literacy skills is the 
inclusion of the study of the economic issues 
in the fields of message production, includ
ing book publishing, past and present. It also 
helps students recognize that great works of 
literature are being created now, but that we 
might or might not be able to identify which 
specific television programs, comics, web 
sites, popular films, contemporary works of 
fiction, nonfiction, poetry, and theatre will 
speak powerfully to future generations about 
the cultural worid of the 1990s. 

WEB RESOURCES 
Stephen Railion ofthe University of Vir

ginia has created a web site, Marh Twain in 
His Times (http://etext.virginia.edu/railton/), 
which contains a collection of resources de
signed to illustrate how Twain's works were 
composed, defined, marketed, and reviewed 
by people during his Ufetime. Students can 
read many literary works on-line, see posters 
and marketing materials that promoted 
Twain, read e.xcerpts from the letters Sam 
Clemens wrote to his wife while on the cir

cuit making hurhorous speeches, and see the 
reviews published in newspapers after his 
performances. 

After looking at Twain's newspaper re
views and letters, one student brought in a 
Simpsons comic book where in a letter to 
readers, Simpsons' creator Matt Groening 
humorously comments on his experience ap
pearing as a guest with Jay Leno, David Let-
terman, and Conan O'Brien on the late night 
talk show circuit. Another informed me that 
there is a Simpsons web site where readers 
can download an extensive bibliography of 
newspaper and magazine references to the 
program and an exhaustive coUection of 
every episode, with details including the 
quotes Bart is made to write on the black
board in die opening of each episode. Some 
episodes are documented with complete 
scripts (http://snpp.com). 

CONCLUSION 
In an interview on "60 Minutes" regard

ing media Uteracy teaching at the coUege 
level, media historian and English Uterary 
scholar David Marc commented on the value 
of engaging students in the process of apply
ing their minds to the formal analysis of 
media texts. He noted that students bring an 
enormous reservoir of energy and interest in 
the works of contemporary media culture, 
and asked, "Should we squander that en
ergy? Ignore it? Or use it towards the goal of 
building students' skills in analyzing the 
complex and powerful ways in which people 
create messages and meanings through com
munication?" If our goal is to prepare young 
people for effectively managing their lives in 
a media-saturated society equipped with the 
critical and analytic skills that are essential 
for evaluating and appreciating information 
and entertainment, then for many teachers 
media literacy activities that build connec
tions betw-een popular culture and literature 
are a part of the answer to that question. 

Rente Hobbi teaches Communication at Babson Col
lege in Welleslcy, Massacbusefts, and has directed the 
Institute on Meciia Education at Harvard Graduate 
School of Education. 
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Renee Hobbs teaches Communication at Babson Col
lege in Wellesky, Massachusetts, anci has directed the 
institute on Metiia Education at Harvard Graduate 
School of Etiucation. 
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Renee "Hobbs 

Teaching the Humanities 
in a Media Age 
An innovative program helps teachers 
discover how to integrate media 
literacy concepts into high school 
humanities instruction. 

T ~ l ducators have a love-hate relationship with 
r ~ i mass media and new communications technoio-

> gies. Although they appreciate the instanta
neous access to current events, tiie diversitv' of program
ming choices, and the abilin- to access information 
tiirough the Intemet, they also have important concems 

about television, mass 
media, new technolo
gies, and the rest of 
media culture. 

Some teachers see 
liow the rise in celebritv 
culture has changed the 
role models available 
(or youth. Others are 
concemed about the 
empliasis on matcrial-
i.itic self-gratification or 
aliout how gender 
representation in tlie 
media affects the atti
tudes of developing 
adolescents. Some 
teachers are troubled by 
tlie ani)n\-niity fostered 
in Internet chat rooms 
or b\- the sensational 
and repetitive liype in 
ncwsi^apers. magazines, 
films, and television 

programs. Still other teachers are annoyed by the "enter
tain me ' attitude that some students have, hating the 
idea that teachers compete with TV and other electronic 
media for their students' attention. 

Nearh- all agree that media culture has affected the 
wort; tlie\- do in the classroom. Nearly all agree that 
media culture is an ingredient in young people's lives 
that can be mobilized to support classroom learning. 

In an essay about some of the "unspoken silences" in 
public education, Ted Sizer (1995) wrote, 

All of us know that the minds and hearts of our chil
dren are influenced in ever increasing ways by the 
infomiation and attitudes gaiJiered far outside the 
schoolhouse wall, from an insistent media and 
commerce that depends on it. . . . How the schools 
do, do not, or should connect with the newly insis
tent media world is i^rely mentioned. We live 
in an information rich culmre, one controlled by 
commerce, but we plan the reform of our educational 
system as though the schoolhouses were still wholly 
encapsulated units. (P. 83) 

Increasingly, educators have begun to integrate media 
literacy activities into the context ofthe K-12 language 
ans, social studies, health, vocational education, or ans 
curriculum. In Texas, for example, 12th graders are 
expected to access, anah-ze, evaluate, and communicate 
messages in many forms, including the ability to 
compare and contrast among media genres and the 
ability to produce a shon documentar}-. Many other 
states are beginning to recognize that the abilin- to criti
cally analyze and create messages using media and tech
nology are essential skills for life in a media-saturated 
society- (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development 
1996). 

To explore how media analysis and production can 
be integrated into existing secondan,- curriculunis. we 
developed an ongoing program cspcciall\- for secondan-
level teachers, The Re-Visioning Project. The program 
began with a week-long institute in August 1998, 
"Teaching Humanities in a .Media .Age.' held at Clark 
University and supponed by grants from the .\nliur 
Vining Davis Foundations and the AT&T Foundation. A 
diverse group of 50 teachers from school districts 
including Los Angeles. Atlanta. .\linncapoli,s/St. Paul, and 
Worcester. Ma.ssacliusetts. met for the institute and 
continues to meet in regional teams during tins school 
)ear. Follow-up activities inckide regular studv groups, 
opponunides for peer observation, and the sharing of 
les.son plans and .samples of student work on a Web site. 

The program was based on the essential features of 
rich professional development experiences (Dading-
Hammond. 1998). First, we emphasized the activities of 
learning and te.icliing. including designing and planning 
lessons, evaluating student work, and developing 
curriculum. Second, we emphasized the analysis of prac
tice, looking at and demonstrating sample lesson plans, 
critically reviewing video cases of other teachers' work, 
and reflecting on panicipants' own experiences with 
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media and technologv' in the classroom. 
Third, we emphasized the development 
of a collaborative sharing of knowledge 
and experience, encouraging regional 
and school-based teams to engage Ln 
a multiyear program of continual 
leaming. 

A Pedagogy of Inquiry 
Elizabeth Thoman, a faculty leader for 
the Re-'Visioning Project, emphasized 
that in the secondary curriculum, media 
literacy is not so much a process of 
teaching students about what they don't 
know about media indusuies. Instead, 
media literacy is a pedagogy of inquiry, 
a process of asking questions about 
what we watch, see, and read. Often, 
media literacy in secondary schools is 
an elective, with units of instruction on 
newsmaking, advenising, violence, and 
so on. Notes Thoman, 

It is imponant to embed the basic 
ideas of media literacy into all the 
subject areas—especially in the 
humanities. By doing this, educators 
can ensure that all young people 
gain the skills to understand the 
media culture around them while 
simultaneously building skills in 
writing, reading, reasoning, and 
world knowledge. 

Analyzing Nonfiction 
Cherv l Chisholm. another faculc>- leader 
for the project, spearheads media 
literacy initiati\-es in .-Atlanta under tlic 
auspices ofthe .\ational Black Program
ming Consonium. Cliisholni cmpliasizes 
the imponance of helping teachers 
explore w:i\s of dcmonstniting how 
point of view shapes the facts we get 
about news ev ents in contemporan-
socierv: 

It's Imponant for higli scliool 
students to understand how informa
tion is presented tlirougli lenses 
which may validate existing power 
relationships and inequities in the 
culture. 

Such experiences help teachers look at 
the worid from multiple perspectives 
and gain awareness of their own 
assumptions and values (Delpit, 1995). 

In one sample lesson, teachers 
viewed three versions of the Philadel
phia MOVE bombing story-, from the T\' 
newsmagazine 20/20, a Frontline docu

mentary, and the work of an indepen
dent filmmaker. After viewing the 
opening five minutes of each program, 
participants analyzed how the language, 
visual images, editing, and composition 
affect our interpretations of news 
events. By viewing different versions of 
the same event, teachers could identify 
the points of view that were missing 
from various messages. Media literacy 
skills can help high school smdents 
recognize how the news media may 
shape representations of "justified 
violence" in ways diat reinforce power 
imbalances in our society. 

To explore the uses of film and video 
in smdv-ing the past, participants 
viewed and discussed the Oliver Stone 
film/FA". Through an interactive 
process of asking questions and making 
inferences from information presented 
through language and images, teachers 
anah'zed different Web sites about the 
assassination. They compared and 
contrasted sites that document the accu
racies and inaccuracies in the Oliver 
Stone film. Teachers identified the 
different strategies that Web designers 
use to enhance the authenticicy and 
authority of a message. With the 
increasing use of the Intemet as a 
research tool by high school students, it 
is essential to identify a set of critical 
questions to help students analyze infor
mation and build their tolerance for 
complexirv-. 

Angles of Vision 
Catherine Gourley. another faculn-
Icader. described the IKOCCSS ot 
research for nonfiction books, based on 
her experience as an author of works 
for young adults. When authors use 
priman.- source materials, those priman-
sources arc media messages—and they 
also need to be critically anah zed. 
Gouriey demonstrated a lesson that 
compares rwo priman- sources from the 
19tli centun-: a printed advertisement 
inviting men to sign aboard a whaling 
ship and a letter from a sailor aboard a 
whaling vessel. Noted Gouriey, 

-Vledia literacy is not just about televi
sion. Asking questions about print 
media invites students to get 
involved not just as decoders, but as 
critical thinkers—and that is an 

essential component of teaching 
reading at the secondary level. 

A major topic of the summer institute 
was the role of the mass media in the 
development of personal, social, 
culmral, and ethnic identity. Karon 
Sherarts, a media education consultant 
from Minneapolis, led a session to help 
teachers appreciate the inclusion of 
diverse voices and perspectives. 
According to Sherans, including 
perspectives of individuals from diverse 
culmral and ethnic backgrounds can 
enrich smdents' understanding of voice 
and point of view and can help smdents 
better understand themselves and the 
world around them. 

Frankenstein Through 
a Media Literacy Lens 
Through a presentation of a model 
lesson with an analysis of the instruc
tional process, participants explored 
how media literacy themes connect to 
the study of English literature. Partici
pants discussed the themes of tech
nology, gender, power, and control as 
relevant in 19th century Britain and 
how these issues relate to the role of 
mass media and technology' in our lives 
today. 

Small groups of teachers critically 
anah-zed versions of the .Vlar\- Shellev-
novel Frankenstein. Some teams 
analyzed the novel; others looked at the 
documcntarv-. a feature film, and Web 
sites on Frankenstein: still others 
reviewed comic book adaptations ofthe 
novel. 

Another activiry was designed to help 
students recognize and use their under
standing of visual sy mbol systems. 
Teachers viewed projections of the 
co\-ers of 10 comic books based on 
Frankoistcin from the past 50 years. 
Teams of participants reviewed the 
covers carefuUv. looking for visual clues 
about the time period in which they 
were created and placing them in 
chronological order. Teachers discov
ered that Frankenstein ofthe 1950s 
resembles Charles Addams's Neiv 
Yorker cartoons, whereas in the eariy 
1960s, Frankenstein looks distinctly 
Westem in orientation, with chaps and 
a cowboy hat in a desert landscape. By 
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the late 1990s, Frankenstein has tanoos 
and body piercings. 

Creating media messages provides 
opportunities for hands-on problem 

• solving that, in mm, promotes deeper 
^ analysis. Teams of teachers designed 

• half hour animated television programs, 
jji using one of the Frankenstein comic 

book covers as the visual 
representation of their char
acter. They determined the 

1̂  target audience for the 
program, created a title, and 
•wrote a one-line "log line" of 
the episode's plot. Using 
various dimensions of charac
terization, they wrote about 
different components of their 
Frankenstein character. 

After completing their 
brainstorming, team 

[ members presented their 
ideas as a pitch, a short 
persuasive presentation used to sell a 
television program to a network. All 
these components were subject to rigid 
time pressures and deadlines, which 
media industries routinely face. The 
electricity was palpable as teachers 
brainstormed, played, laughed, argued, 
and wrote out their plans for their first 
episode of a new animated television 
show featuring Frankenstein. According 
to Kathleen Tyner (1998), 

The goal of student production is not 
self-expression, nor vocational j(3b 
readiness for future jobs in media 
industries, although these may be 
important by-products of production 
in the classroom. . . . The primary 
emphasis of hands-on production is 
to inform analysis. (P. 200) 

When High Schools Get 
Media Attention 
Many educators have acquired their atti
tudes about the mass media as a result 
of receiving media attention, both 
wanted and unwanted. Re-Visioning 
faculty leader Frank Dawson, a former 
media executive and now an English 
teacher at Crenshaw High School in Los 
Angeles, shared an experience faced by 
students and faculty when the media 
descended on the school. ESPN featured 
the school when it scheduled its first 
night football game since a drive-by 
shooting at a game years before caused 

the cancellation of the evening 
schedule. After viewing the ESPN story, 
teachers shared their perceptions of the 
reality represented in the media, the 
information omitted from the story, and 
the personal experience of being 
reported on. Considering how the 
media stereotypes urban high schools 

in particular, and high schools in 
general, teachers recognized the ways 
in which media producers control how 
we see the world and how parents and 
community leaders see high schools. 

Literacy for the 
Information Age 
Many educators are beginning to recog
nize the powerftil connections among 
literacy theory, critical pedagogy-, and 
principles of constnictivist leaming. 
Scholars called the New London Group 
advocate literacy teaching that encour
ages students to become social change 
agents by using various symbol systems 
of communication. They recognize that 
the skills of literacy operate within the 
historical and social contexts in which 
people send and receive messages in a 
culture (New London Group. 1996). 
The Re-Visioning Project is one effort to 
empower high school teachers with 
greater understanding of ways to build 
students' critical, reflective connections 
berween the world of the school and 
the media culture that they experience 
in their daily lives. 

At the conclusion of the instimte, 
teachers from Concord, New Hamp
shire, reported on their school district's 
decision to integrate media literacy into 
the high school by revising the grade 11 
language arts/English curriculum to 

emphasize communications/media. 
According to principal Tim Mayes, 

It's -vital that the skills of critical anal
ysis, reasoning, and communicauon 
be cormected to the world in which 
we all live—and that is now a world 
where media and technology play a 
major role. 

The rigorous yearlong 
curriculum for the more than 
400 11th graders at Concord 
High School includes the 
smdy of nonfiction and 
fiction, film, video, adver
tising, print and television 
news, as well as persuasive 

I and business communication. 
J Recognizing the deep and 
I varied connections between 
£ Students' experience of the 
§ mass media and the essential 
o 

I themes of the arts and human
ities can be energizing. Said 

one teacher who participated in the Re-
Visioning Project's summer institute, 

I learned that after 28 years of 
teaching I can become excited about 
new ideas—it's as if I were just 
beginning. • 
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What is Media Literacy? 

"In more and more classrooms in the United States, educators are 
beginning to help students acquire the skills they need to manage in a 
media-saturated environment, recognizing that in its broadest sense, literacy 
must include the ability to skillfully 'read' and 'write' in a wide range of 
message forms, especially considering the dominance of image-based 
electronic media. In fact, the powerful concept of literacy was the driving 
force that led leaders in the media literacy movement to adopt a 
comprehensive definition of media literacy as "the ability to access, analyze, 
evaluate and produce communication in a variety of forms" in a conference 
sponsored by the Aspen Institute in 1992. 

Put simply, media literacy includes the skills of literacy extended to 
all message forms, including those little black squiggles on white paper. 
Media literacy includes reading and writing, speaking and listening, critical 
viewing, and the ability to make your own messages using a wide range of 
technologies, including audio technology, billboards, cameras, camcorders, 
and computers. However, media literacy is not a new subject area and it is 
not just about television: it is literacy for the information age." 

-Renee Hobbs, Media Studies Journal 1994 
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RENHE HOBBS 

Deciding What to Believe 
in an Age of Iiijoiiiiatioii Abiiiulaiice: 

Exploring Non-Fiction Television in Education 

Tliis papci cxploics (he ciucial but Inigciy unconscious decisions 
lhal we make each day as wc decide which iiilornialion is believable 
and imlhful. I3y looking caicfuily al llie ways in wliicii sunic 
television messages can be made lo seem auliieiilic and credible, 
Icachcis can imi)iove sludenls' ciilical viewing skills ihrough 
dynamic, iiileraclivc learning aclivilies liial invile sludenls lo ask, 
"Mow do I dccitic wlial lo believe/" 

Who liasn'l sal in a daikcncd classmum, listening lo the 
"beep" of the rilmstri|) oi the clacking of the takc-up icci, or 
basking in tiic bine glow ol the icicvision numilor'.' For nearly 70 
years, non-ficlion and ducumcntaiy piijgiams have been used in 
American public scliools. In a icccnt survey of iiigli scliool 
Icachcis, 22% claimed lo use lelevisioii piogiams frequently, and 
icachcis also report lliat moic lliaii 50% of llic video materials used 
lor iiislruclional purposes were obtained via taping programs at 
home off the air (Public Broadcasling Service, 1997). 

As a result of cable television and the increasing number of 
choices un lelcvisioii, the clcmeiitaiy school may no longer be the 
first place where some chikiicii encounter television non-ficlion. 
Tlici c has been an explosion in the ciuanlity of non-fictiou materials 
available lo childicn in the home, iiicludiiig news piograms [Nick 
Nen:s). documciilaiics (Wlicre in the World?), and animal iirograms 
{Kttiffl's Crcalities). However, this increased (|uaiitity of ctluca-
tional .nid inloi inational piogrammiiig does nol ensure lhal childicn 
will be cxiioscd lo i l . In paiticular, urban schoolteachers have 
icpoilcd that childicn have less and less lainiliaiily wilh 

Rencv llohl'S is A.^.u)i:iaii' l'njfr.\.\(>r of Convnuniiution at Dat>son CoUcfic 
and Duector of tlie Medio Ulcrov.y Project. litis cs.say is a revised version 
of (I l(ill< delivered at the Fifth Aiiniiid Media .Studies Syn\posiuin at Sacred 
Heart University on Novcmlwr 8, I99S 
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informational messages of any sort — television news, newspapers, 
documentaries, animal and nature programming. In an age of 
information abundance, television can be an escape from reality. In 
many families, non-fiction programming is not a part of how 
television is used in the home. 

When elementary or secondary teachers use documentaries or 
other non-fiction materials, they often identify it as "enrichment," 
resources that enhance their coverage of subject areas, particularly 
language arts, social studies, history, science, and geography. This 
often leads to the belief that school-sanctioned media messages are 

• unproblematic — that, like a textbook, the information is just 
"there." But just as scholars and educators are beginning to 
identify the biases, myths, and uses of propaganda in textbooks 
(Loewen), it is critically important that teachers open up a range of 
questions in the classroom that invite students to become more 
reflective about the largely unconscious process of deciding what to 
believe. 

Perhaps the fact that non-fiction programs are perceived as 
believable and trustworthy is the best reason of all to subject them 
to the process of critical inquiry. Determining the truth value of 
mformation has become increasingly difficult in an age of increasing 
diversity and ease of access to information. While the concept of 
truth and its uncertain and changing value(s) have been problem-
atized by philosophers, historians, and scholars throughout, all of 
human hisory, this paper presents a more modest and practical 
approach to the questions about evaluating the truth claims of media 
messages. 

In this paper, we review a number of classroom strategies tliat 
teachers have used to examine the construction of authority and 
autlienticity in non-fiction and documentary television programming. 
Careful analysis of deciding what to believe about non-fiction 
television can open up opportunities to explore parallel decision
making processes about what we choose to believe when we encounter 
information in the newspaper, on the radio, in film, from friends 
and colleagues, and on the Internet. Exploring the domain of non-
fiction television can inspire discussion of some of the humanities' 
important questions about truth, intentionality, meaning, and 
interpretation in ways that are relevant to young people. 
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Wliat is Non-Fiction Television ? 

Many students are familiar with the word "documentary," and 
teachers are aware of the existing attitudes about beliefs their 
students have about this genre of film and television programming. 
By middle school, students can usually identify the specific 
broadcast and cable channels that feature documentaries, and some 
will recognize that most documentary programs are not designed for 
a youth audience. While many students enjoy documentaries, others 
can have negative altitudes, and label these programs as "boring," 
"slow," and "tedious." When students are asked, "Who watches 
documentaries?" they often identify teachers as a target audience. 
Social class differences are evident in students' background 
knowledge about documentaries, since students from low-income 
environments may have less personal home-viewing experience wilh 
documentaries lhan those from middle- and upper-class households. 

When Scottish filmmaker Joint Grierson defmed tlie documentary 
near the turn of the century as "the creative interpretation of 
acmality," he recognized that documentaries are creative represen
tations of actual people, groups and events. According to Medhurst, 
"Grierson established the documentary film as the type dealing with 
llie 'creative treatment of actuality.' For Grierson, both the 'creative' 
and the 'actuality' dimensions were crucial for a proper under
standing of the documentary form" (p. 185). 

Under this broad definition, we may also consider reality-based 
shows like America's Most Wanted, Rescue 911, and Cops to be 
"creative interprelalions of actuality." While many students claim 
lo find "school TV" boring, non-ficlion programs are quite popular 
with young American sludenls in their home viewing environments. 
Reality-based genre programs have large audiences of pre-
adolescent and young teens. These programs are compelling and 
provocative, purporting to represent the lives of real people in 
dramatic situations often involving accidents or violence, using a 
format that ofien includes recreations, simulations, and manipulation 
of images and sounds. These programs are reshaping the conven
tions and routines of both the news and the documentary producer. 
For young people, these are the present-day, non-school based 
documentaries, a "creative interpretation of actuality." 
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Why the national obsession with this sort of voyeuristic 
entertainment? According to Segal, "The preponderance of these 
shows is also related to the bottom line: they are extremely 
inexpensive to produce. Why engage a group of talented writers and 
producers to make intelligent and exciting TV when it's more 
profitable to dip into the endless pool of human grief?" (p. 56). 
Clearly, there are distinct pleasures associated wilh watching "real" 
human grief as opposed to fictionalized human grief, as evidenced 
by the ratings for this disturbing form of entertainment. This 
phenomenon also explains the recent spate of reality-based 
programs, including Most Terrible Car Crashes, Wildest Police 
Videos, and the like. 

Teachers can explore students' understanding of tlie complex 
determinations involved in assessing the "realism" of a media 
message through a classroom activity that explores the boundaries 
of the genres of non-fiction and fiction television. The activity 
invites students to place various types of programs on a continuum 
Uiat ranges from "more real" to "less real." Students quickly 
discover that, while there is broad consensus about the realism of 
some programs, others do not fit comfortably on tlie continuum. Is 
a televised sports game more real or less real than a game show? Is 
a newsmagazine program like 20/20 less real than a network sports 
program? What makes fiction often seem more "real" than non-
fiction? By problematizing Uie concept of realism, this activity 
invites students to reflect on how much we use genre-based 
expectations in assessing whether a media message is true or not. 

Wliat is the Producer's Purpose? 

Because the documentary has a kind of intellectual authority as 
a "serious" genre in film and television, many viewers assume that 
the documentary is neutral or objective. But this fallacy is 
dangerous precisely because it leads away from critically analyzing 
a message. Since all messages express a point of view, the simplest 
way to explore the concept of point-of-view is to identify the 
constellation of motives which drive a producer to create a 
documentary: to inform, to educate, to entertain, to persuade, for 
self-expression, for profit. 

NON-FICTION TELEVISION IN EDUCATION 15 

Identifying the motives of documentary filmmakers has a 
distinguished intellectual history, as Erik Barnouw first established 
the enterprise in his landmark history of the genre by identifying 
each chapter of the book by a label which suggests motive, like 
"Explorer," "Visionary." and so fortJi. In his book, Tlieorizitig 
Documentary, Renov identifies similar rhetorical and aesthetic 
functions of non-fiction arts, but omits the functions of 
entertainment and profit because he is primarily concerned with 
independent documentary productions. 

Occasionally, teachers make use of the concepts of "bias" and 
"ideology" to analyze the producer's purpose. Because a producer 
works in a social, political, and economic context that sets 
constraints on a program's content, tone, and stylistic elements, 
there are enormous variations within this genre. Documentaries 
which are produced in Great Britain through the BBC are usually 
quile different from those produced by U.S. commercial program
ming, which differ from independently produced documentaries. In 
Ihe United States, many people associate the word "documentary" 
with the particular characteristics which mark the non-fiction 
programs produced by public television. But in exploring the widest 
range of documentaries which represent "creative interpretations of 
actuality," enormous differences are apparent. These differences 
are more systematic than simply those of stylistic or individual 
differences between filmmakers. Educators can use the study of the 
documentary to reveal how technological and economic forces in 
the broadcasting industry have shaped the representation of 
historical fact. Rapping notes: 

The contrast between the 1950s documentary 
approach of See It Now and lhal of contemporary 
reports is telling. As video technology grew more 
sophisticated, the triumph of style over content 
was heightened. This allowed Ihe networks to 
apply a variety of aesthetically moving and impres
sive techniques to serious topics. On the other 
hand, the range of views examined and the depth 
of the examinations have not changed as much as 
sometimes seems the case. . . . Documentaries 
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now serve the somewhat different purpose of 
expounding on, and so justifying, policies already 
in place. They rarely challenge hegemony, tliey 
explain it. (p. 117) 

How Does the Producer's Purpose Shape the Content? 

During the 1950s and 1960s, many documentary producers 
believed that it was possible for the camera to record "raw" 
reality, to reduce the intervention of the filmmaker's presence and 
give viewers "the feeling of being there." Lightweight film 
equipment and the growing use of the camera as an instrument for 
scientific observation led to the development of documentary 
techniques called Direct Cinema, or "cinema verite," films that 
claimed to objectively capture experience witiiout the use of 
dramatic structure or narration (Winston; Nichols, 1991). But the 
goal of capturing "reality" without the intervention of the 
filmmaker proved to be an illusive and nonsensical goal. The 
camera must be directed by a human eye and mind, and every 
choice about where to point the lens is a human decision which 
shapes the program content (Tobias). Although a documentary can 
authentically reproduce some aspects of actual experience, a 
documentary cannot ever be perfectly objective. 

Teachers have used student-created media production projects 
to help students appreciate the creative shaping involved in the 
construction of a documentary or non-fiction work. In one activity, 
the teacher breaks the class into six teams, giving each leam one of 
the six motives: to inform, persuade, entertain, expres oneself, 
teach, or make profit. Using their motives to drive the brain
storming, students identify their target audience, develop a program 
concept, list the sources who will be featured on their program, and 
describe some of the important locations and visual images that will 
be shown. 

In one classroom 1 observed, teams of students were developing 
six different documentaries about food poisoning. One team 
developed a documentary about food preparation procedures in the 
fast food mdustry, with behind-the-scenes images from MacDonald's 
and Burger King. Another team, whose purpose was to inform, 
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used a startling opening featuring stomach-churning shots of 
midway rides at the state fair to hook viewers into a investigation 
of salmonella poisoning al the fair. Another team developed a 
concept tliat used high-profile celebrities and musicians like Whoopi 
Goldberg and Seal to lell stories about their food poisoning 
experiences in order to provide facts and lessons in an entertaining 
way. By working collaboratively to create a specific message to suit 
these different motives, students were reflecting on the complex 
decision-making involved in the choices about what language, 
sound, or images lo use in creating media. It was clear that these 
students were gaining some insight on how viewers' sensitivity to 
producer's molivalioii affecls the process of deciding what 
information is more or less credible. 

While it is possible lo identify the journalistic "line" or 
"angle" of a documentary, the structural logic of a work is often 
created in such a subtle manner thai it escapes detection until after 
the work is completed (Medhurst). Multiple viewings and strucmral 
analysis of the choices made by the filmmaker are an important 
process that teachers can use to help students analyze how the 
producer's puipose shapes the content. 

How are Image, Sound, and Language 
Used to Manipulate the Message? 

As a word, "manipulation" has a bad reputation. But tlie original 
meaning of the word manipulation comes from the French word for 
"handful." When we examine the meanings listed in the dictionary, 
manipulation means "lo operate wilh the hands in a skillful 
manner." But it also means to control or play upon "by artful, 
unfair or insidious means to serve one's own purpose." Manipulation 
is a necessary part of the creation of film and television. You have 
to handle images and words — soil them, organize them and put 
them together — in order lo make a message meaningful. 

Handling language is a complex affair in the production of the 
documentary, because the language is largely designed to be heard, 
not read. A documentary producer has to write a script for the 
voice over, conduct interviews, and edit them to select only the 
most relevant and useful soundbites. The most challenging part of 
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the process consists of organizing the language to present 
information in a sequence which is compelling. 

The producer's ability to control another person's voice — their 
language, their presentation of self — is an area of documentary 
production that raises significant ethical issues for consideration by 
students. For while the subject of the interview controls what he or 
she chooses to say, the producer can, through editing, reshape the 
ideas the subject presents. And since the producer controls the 
choice of language and image, a producer can ofien make a 
individual look strong or weak, believable or phony. 

Students often first encounter this when they create a video 
message as part of a school project, and this phenomenon represents 
an important "teachable moment" when it arises. In one classroom, 
students conducted an interview with the school principal, and dis
covered in the editing room that they could make tlie man look like 
a fool pretty easily, just by selecting some phrases and ideas and 
omitting others. The question, "What responsibility does a producer 
have in representing a source?" acquires depth and meaning when 
it happens in the context of real-world media production activities. 

Language is used to recontextualize the meaning of images used 
in a documentary, to lead the viewer towards a "correct" or "pre
ferred" interpretation of an image. I saw one simple exercise used 
by a teacher to illustrate the producers' power and responsibility in 
shaping a program by the selection of language. The teacher gave 
students a long (five minute) video interview of an individual, along 
with a printed transcript of the tape. She asked students to select the 
one sentence that most closely captured the main thrust of the 
longer talk. Students made widely different choices, and classroom 
conversation centered around why students made the choices tliey 
did. The teachers then invited students to select a sentence that 
would make Ihe source look more or less favorable to illustrate tlie 
power of the producer in shaping another person's representation. 

And of course the camera itself, while it captures some aspects 
of perception, shapes images just by choosing what to focus on, and 
by the very look of the image itself. Camera techniques like the 
close up, the pan, the angle shot, the freeze frame, the time lapse, 
and the aerial view all influence our perceptions of a scene. 
Lighting, activity within the frame, the pace and rhythm of the 
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editing all work to influence viewers' emotional responses to the 
image. A producer and editor can create feelings of excitement, 
exhaustion or paranoia by using many different images of a single 
scene to make something look more exciting and interesting. This 
kind of manipulation is increasingly necessary because contempo
rary television programming has nurtured a set of expectations in 
viewers that everything be visually dynamic (Tobias). Perhaps tliis 
is a "natural" bias of film and television, or maybe the public has 
simply been trained lo expect lhat television present a fast-paced 
and ever-changing visual display. 

Often, a producer steps in front of the camera to adjust reality 
to make it more suitable for ihe demands of production, to create 
a more compelling image, lo tell a beller story. Such practices are 
common in documentary production. Manipulation of events in 
front of the caniera is still considered inappropriate in the context 
of television news, as exemplified by the 1993 NBC Dateline fake 
of an explosion in a GM truck lo illustrate the design problem in 
tlie vehicle (Pavlik). When this story was covered in the news, 
journalists tended lo represent producers' actions in ways that made 
tliem appear lazy, sloppy, or unethical. 

But re-enactments and the inclusion of fictional elements in 
documentary have been part of the art form since it was invented. 
When Robert Flaherty created Nanook of the North, he wanted lo 
get a portrait of life inside an igloo. Bul life inside an igloo is dark, 
too dark for primitive film cameras. So Flaherty asked the Inuit to 
build half an igloo and pretend to live in it, so that he could get the 
shots of sleeping, eating, and getting dressed tliat he needed 
(Marshall). 

Does il matter whether the producer manipulates events in front 
of the camera or creates fictional events to represent real events? As 
more and more complex manipulation of time, space, and reality 
become commonplace, people need the skills to detect this manipu
lation and understand why it is used in order to evaluate the 
messages purporting to represent the world outside our immediate 
experience. For young people, the best way to understand the 
etliical issues inlierent in the manipulation of image, sound, and 
language is to experiment with their combination and discover the 
consequences for themselves (Tyner). 
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In one school I visited, a teacher told me an interesting story of 
a team of 9th grade students who were creating a video documentary 
about the pollution in the pond near their school. On the day of the 
taping, students arrived at the pond but couldn't find any visible 
examples of trash. One student rooted around in a nearby trash can 
and ran up to the teacher. "Could we put this empty Coke can in 
the shot?" he asked. " I know that this pond usually has a lot of 
garbage in it, but just not today." 

The request generated a major discussion among students in the 
class, and they asked a number of questions that the teacher didn't 
know how to answer. "Don't TV journalists change things a little 
bit to get a more dramatic shot?" asked one. "Would we be lying 
if we put the can in the pond to illustrate the pollution?" wondered 
anotiier student. Anotiier inquired, "Would we be lying if we found 
the garbage at the pond's edge but moved tlie garbage to show all 
of it in the same shot?" The teacher recognized the opportunity, 
and videotaping stopped as they spent the rest of the period ex
ploring whether or not an image has to be literally true in order to 
tell the truth. This is one of the most difficult and powerful 
questions in the humanities, and when students can wrestle with the 
question in terms of their own lives and their own actions, it has far 
more resonance than when the teacher presents the idea in a lecture. 

What Techniques Are Used to Enhance 
the Authenticity ofthe Message? 

As we have shown already, the word "real" is rather complex 
when it comes to the study of film and television. Documentary 
film and television derive their power because the images they 
provide seem authentic and believable. As Postman notes, "Tele
vision is our culture's principal mode of knowing about itself. 
Therefore — and this is the critical point — how television stages 
the world becomes the model for how the world is properly to be 
staged" (p. 104). 

But the concept of "authenticity" is itself a construction. As 
Bill Nichols writes, "Our perception of the real is constructed for 
us by codes and conventions" (1991, p. 189). The most common 
visual codes which communicate authenticity include the use of 
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archival footage, the hand-hand camera, the re-enactment, and the 
use of time-space conflation. Once recognized by viewers, these 
techniques are easy to spot. When these are identified, viewers 
consider a wider range of strategies for evaluating a message's 
authenticity. For example, viewer may assess the backgrounds and 
qualifications ofthe experts, the experience of the producer, the use 
of research evidence, and the internal consistency of the message to 
evaluate the believability of a message. 

It can be an uncomfortable process for teachers to explore their 
own assumptions about facts tliey ordinarily do not question (Tyner). 
As new approaches to teaching history and social studies emphasize 
historical fact as a construction, teachers are invited to create 
learning environments where "history," "data," and "informa
tion" are concepts which are continually open to critical inquiiy 
and revision (Davidson and Lylle). What are the codes and conven
tions that communicate believability? The use of archival film 
footage is one of the most commonly used techniques to enliance 
authenticity, because the footage encourages us to assume that, 
because the images are old, they are true (Nichols, 1993). For 
example, in /// Search ofthe Edge, a marvelous "fake" documentary, 
the program uses old home movie footage, wilh the grainy texture 
of 1930's newsreel film, lo introduce a research scientist who 
purportedly discovered that the Earth was fiat. The convention of 
black-and-white archival footage automatically leads viewers to 
believe that the character is a real person. Only by asking tlie 
iterative question, "How do you know what you know?" can 
students explore the assumptions about believability that are 
embedded in the use of this technique. 

The public's exposure lo amateur video and hidden camera 
techniques also have altered our expectations of what "real" looks 
like. People's expectations aboul what images are authentic are 
influenced by camera techniques lhat include the shaky camera, the 
grainy image, the use of time/date stamp. Now, media professionals 
have made advertising, documentaries, and even fictional program
ming using these techniques, imitating the look of authentic style to 
grab viewers' attenlion. One teacher I know invited students to 
collect a range of examples of print, film, and video images that 
used a "homemade" visual style. Students came in with examples 



22 RENEE HOBBS 

from commercials for gum, sneakers, film, and tliey found examples 
from news, reality TV, entertainment news, situation comedies, and 
dramas. The iconography of amateur video has transcended genres, 
according to students in this class, because "the wild movement 
grabs your attention." 

Re-enactments are another visual convention for communicating 
authenticity, an irony not lost on the high school students who 
wrestle with the paradox of whether you can "make something 
seem more real by faking i t ." One art teacher I know builds on the 
connection between re-enactments and other visual conventions that 
artificially mimic the perceptual process, like perspective drawing. 
Inauthentic imagery is widely used in the construction of docu
mentary, and often extends the emotional power of a work. For 
example, when making a program about the Middle Ages, a pro
ducer will have no access to authentic film or video of Ihe time 
period and may need to develop creative ways to produce compel
ling visual images that convey the mood of the times. Close 
examination of documentaries which make use of re-enactments, for 
example James Burke's series. The Day the Universe Changed, is 
a valuable resource to help students see the creative and complex 
ways in which authenticity is constructed using a range of 
techniques. 

Documentaries are at their most effective when they appear to 
be fair, neutral, and unbiased. Medhurst has identified techniques 
that have been used by producers to claim objectivity: 

1) introduce widely shared cultural values as a 
premise that are shown to be violated by the docu
mentary's antagonist; 

2) use the technique of historical recall, where several 
people conjure up from memory details of the 
past; 

3) call attention to details of place and person, that by 
their naturalness, bear testimony to the film
maker's integrity; 

4) choose a particular type of on-camera host, that 
because of past associations, can assure the audi
ence of the normative value of the report, (p. 185) 

NON-FICTION TELEVISION IN EDUCATION 23 

Students can identify these techniques and closely examine their 
usage in the context of news, documentary, and other non-fiction 
forms. This experience changes the nature of the viewing 
experience in ways that may transfer to the world outside the 
classroom. 

Wliat Techniques Are Used to Enhance 
the Authority of the Message? 

Many documentaries use experts or authorities whose 
explanations, claims, and presentation of information serve as the 
substance of the program. "Though striving to appear fair, neutral 
and objective, the privileged narrator "knows" more than the 
audience and successfully communicates that superior knowledge 
ihrough intonation, inteipretation, and assertion" (Medhurst, p. 
187). However, the documentary also uses a number of techniques 
to represent the "expert" visually, to communicate to the viewer 
that We are watching an individual whose ideas have credibility. 
Producers take advantage of viewers' expectations about how 
experts should look, how they should sound, in what kinds of 
locations they should be situated, and even how they should look at 
the camera. "Our willingness to agree with what is said [by experts 
or witnesses] relies to a surprisingly large extent on rhetorical 
suasion and documentary convention. The implicit rule in docu
mentaries is 'Trust those who speak lo the camera unless given 
reason to do otherwise' " (Nichols, 1991, p. 157). 

Students can be invited lo look al how experts are framed 
visually in television news and documentary production to deter
mine what the "rules" are for the visual representation of experts. 
On 60 Minutes, students can identify several kinds of "head shots" 
thai are used in fraining sources, wilh an extreme close-up 
commonly used when sources are being critically attacked by the 
hosts. 

In another exercise, students take a non-fiction program and 
count the demographic characteristics of the experts. Who gets to 
be an expert? Experts who are middle-aged, while, well-educated 
men are the mainstays of the television news and documentary 
programming. When teachers invite students lo consider the reasons 
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why these patterns exist, students respond in various ways. For 
some subject areas and topics, they could be the only available 
people who knew about the topic. For some producers, tlie choice 
of male experts could be unconscious effort to find "credible 
types," still associated with white men. Could the dominance of 
older white males, in subtle ways, shape people's expectations about 
who is entitled to be an expert? This is an essential question to 
explore with secondary students. 

Exploring the convention of tlie "voice of God" narrator 
affords another opportunity for critical analysis. This narrator, 
always invisible, speaks in a voice that is fiat and unemotional, as 
though the "facts" speak for themselves. "The narrative voices 
enjoy the privilege that accompanies suspension of disbelief" 
(Medhurst, p. 62). Often, a teacher can dig up an old documentary 
film or tape with a "voice of God" narrator, and invile students to 
listen and to identify the assumptions, values, and interpretive 
language embedded in the narration. 

What Techniques Are Used to Involve 
or Engage the Viewer in the Message ? 

One ofthe most important challenges faced by a producer of a 
news or documentary program is how to get the viewer involved in 
the program. Michael Curtin has called this "packaging reality," 
the process of giving non-fictional messages a dramatic shape 
(Ohmarm). Getting viewers' attention and keeping their attention is 
one of the classic concerns of all media makers. 

The need to monitor our environment to search for visual 
change, especially changes that relate to sex and aggression, has 
been essential for our survival. Keeping a keen eye out to monitor 
sex and aggression is one of those skills that has been biologically 
useful to the maintenance of humans as social creatures. Tlie driving 
force behind most commercial programming is ratings, and programs 
which feature sex, violence, children, animals, and UFOs (tlie staples 
of sensationalism) will attract viewers. (For example, the Discovery 
Channel has found that large animals, especially sharks and otiiers 
that can eat you, generate the highest ratings.) These five elements 
embedded in most commercial television programs have been 
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recognized as highly effective in attracting and maintaining attention 
when viewers have a lot of programming choices. Students can be 
invited to look for these elements in top-rated shows, to discover 
the predictability that is built in to the construction of a hit 
program. 

Another powerful technique to attract audience attenlion is the 
use of narrative structure. Stories have long been recognized as the 
most powerful way to organize ideas. By focusing on heroes, victims, 
and villains, producers can increase the likelihood that viewers will 
be engaged with the topic. However, the use of typical story ele
ments in non-fiction can also distort and constrict the complexity of 
an issue. Nichols notes: 

Most documentary films also adopt many of the 
strategies and structures of narrative (though not 
necessarily those of the popular entertainment 
film). . . . [M]any "social problem" fiction films 
are made with as civic-minded and socially 
responsible a purpose as many documentaries. 
Thus documentary fails lo identify any structure or 
purpose of its own entirely absent from fiction or 
narrative. The terms become a little like our 
everyday, but unrigorous, distinction between 
fruits and vegetables. (1991, p. 36) 

When students can appreciate lhat both ficlion and non-fiction 
genres are in the business of storytelling, they gain insight on the 
social conslruclediiess of messages in the cultural environmeni, and 
appreciate the ways in which people can effectively communicate 
with each other. 

Television has an important influence on our perception of 
reality and our understanding of the world around us. Because 
children and young people have so much less experience with the 
real "real world," it hard for them to make good judgments about 
whether the life of a police officer is accurately represented by 
Cops. Young people who watch a lot of TV often find that TV's 
"reality" seems more real that their own day-to-day experience. 
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Helping young people develop reasoning skills about the constructed 
nature of TV is the essence of media literacy education. Parenls and 
teachers need to make this an integral part of a child's education, 
both in school and at home. 

Television producers also expect that viewers are media literate. 
According to TV producer Susan Fales, "The audience has a responsi
bility to distinguish between history and fiction, truth and fantasy. 
If someone can't tell the difference between the Civil War and 
Glory then they deserve to be ignorant" (Braxton and Welkos). 
With attitudes like this well-entrenched among members of the 
Hollywood community, viewers need to be increasingly vigilant 
about deciding what to believe among the many choices of pro
grams we see on TV. Most importantly, we need to reshape the 
way we use media and technology, so that we are actively involved 
in questioning the messages we receive. 
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The Seven Great Debates 
in the Media literacy Movement 

by Renee Hobbs 

In recent years, there has been an explosion of educational practices and curricu
lum resource materials that make use of the broad concept of media literacv. 
Media literacy has been defined as the ability to access, analyze, evaluate, and 
communicate messages in a wide variety of forms (Aufderheide, 1993). It is a term 
used by a growing number of scholars and educators to refer to the process of 
critically analyzing and learning to create one's own mes.sages in print, audio, 
video, and multimedia. Its emphasis is on the learning and teaching of these skills 
through using mass media texts in primarily school-ba.sed contexts (Alvarado, 
Gutch, & Wollen, 1987; Brown, 1991; Hobbs, 1994a; Fietle, 1997). Media literacy, 
though, is a concept whose broad definition and range of applications lead to 
diverse approaches, creating .some intriguing conflicts and tensions. Tyner (1992) 
has drawn parallels between the emerging media literacy movemenl in the United 
Stales and the parable ofthe blind men and the elephant, each of whom senses a 
tiny part of the whole. Educators and scholars with disciplinary backgrounds in 
media studies, the fine and performing arts, hi.story, p.sychology and sociology, 
education, and literary analysis each may vigorously defend one's own under
standing of what il means to access, analyze, evaluate, or create media texts 
without a full awareness of ihe extent of the complexity, depth, or integrity of 
various other approaches. Illustrating the antagonism generated by this diversity', 
at the founding convention of the Cultural Environment Movemenl in St. Louis in 
April 1996, Bob McCannon, a leader of the New Mexico Media Literacy Project, 
noted that, '"Whenever media literacy educators get together, they always circle 
the wagons—and shoot in!" 

Does the wide diversity of perspectives among educators sen,'e as a source of 
strength for the emerging media literacy movement, or does it suggest the essen
tially problematic nature of recenl attempts to define and implemenl such an 
expansive and unstable concept as media literacy? 

The tensions lhat are generated when media educators come together may 
limit the ability of educators to collaborate on projects of significant national or 

Renee Hobb.s (EdD, Hai-v:ird Univeisily, 1985) is an as.sociate piofes.sor of comiminication al Bab.son 
College and is director ol the Media Lileracy Project at Clark University's Hiatl Center for Urban 
lidncation. She teaches coLirses in media sludies and offers teacher education prograins in media 
educalion. She would like to acknowledge Sarah Michaels and Bob Neill of Clark University for their 
support of her research during rhe 1996-97 academic year. 
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critical analy.si.s of docLimentaiy television, 
\\ hich won the Golden Cafile ACE Award in 
1995. Hobb.s is a dynamic pre.senter and is 
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Media Literacy Project As.sociates 

A team of expenenced education professionals 
is availaliie to deliver workshops and offer staff 
develoi^inenr and education programs. Pirjject 
as.sociates are graduates ofthe Felton .Media 
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leadership de\ elopment and training |Drogram in 
media education. 
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Media Literacy (n.) 

1: the process of asking questions about what 

yoLi w'atch, see and read 2: literac)' sl>dlls applied 

to mass media culture and information 

teclinolog)' messages 3: a necessaiy skill for life 

in a media saturated society 



The Media Literacy Project 
Our Mission 
The mis.sion of rhe Media Literacy Project is 
to improve the qualit)' of K-12 edtication by 
.sti'engtlieniiig young people's al:)ilit)'" to ask 
questions about what tliey watch, see, and read. 

The Media Literacy Project develops media 
education ciinicLilum matenals, provides 
innovative and liigh qiialit)/ teacher education 
prc\grai4is, develops parent and conimLiiiit)' 
OLitreach programs, and itiitiates research to 
help build a systematic iinder.standing of how 
an expanded conceptualization of literacy can 
improve ediicatioii. 

Examples of CuiTiculiim 
Development Projects 

Surviving and Thriving in the 
Age of Information 

I'here can be no doubt about it: we ai'e in rhe mitklle (/a revokitit.^n 
which is rransfonning the nariire of knowledge and infonnation. 

We live in a world where hicts are dvnamic. nor static and Hxed; 
where rhei'e is a va.srlv exi:)anded set of choices legarding infonnation 
and enteiTaininent; \\ here immediacv and in.stantanecjLi.sne.ss are 
changing OLire\|X'ctarions abonr knowledge; and where skillfril 
manipLilarion of rhe visual media lx)th enliances onr afiilitv to learn 
and makes LIS more VLilnerable to false know ledge. 

The convergence of technologies ot comnuinication has created new 
kinds ol expre.ssion. inlormarion. and enreitainment. new prc)ce.s.ses 
and fomis of .scholarly inc|Liiiy . and new ways of learning al jonr rhe 
world aroLind LIS. 

Media literacy^ is a new and expanded vision of communication 
which takes into account the more complex environment i n 
which we now all must manage, a world i n which information 
comes firom many sources and in many forms. 

KNOW TV. award-winning CLiiricLikim marerials for reaching the 
crirical analysis of docLimenraiA' and non-ficrion rele\ ision 

Tuning i n to Media, a half-horir videotajje introdnction to media 
litei'acv etkication 

Mess^es and Meaning. CLiiTicLikim on Lising the newspaper ui the 
classroom ro promore crirical rhinking skills 

Deciding What to Believe. acri\ iries for exjjloring rhe anrhoiiry 
and anrhenricirv ol inrerner web sires 

STAND ( Smdents Taking .\crion, N'ot Drugs) CLU'ricnkim acri\ ities 
for I lelping .slridenrs ro create rheir own video anri-drng piifilic 
,seiA ice annoLincemenrs 

TV Smarts, rhree shoit video segments to promote discussion for 
children and teens 

The Media Literacy Project 
Professional Development Programs 

The Felton Media Literacy Scholars Program is a cc )mi3etiti\ e i^rogram offered annnally for 
a small groLip of talented eckicator^. media professionals and comiiuinirv' leaders. The program 
featrires 75 hf )Lirs of instaicrion and a ngororis advanceddevel CLin'icLikim which explores a 
wide range of theoi'elical and pragmaric issues in media edncation. .An advanced leadership 
de\ elopmenr program operared in coordinarion w-irh rhe Cenrer for Media Lireiac\' in Los 
.Angeles, rhe Felron Scholars i'rogram is rhe premier media eclLicari(.)n progi'am lor mid-career 
professionals in rhe United .Srares. 

Teaching the Humanities i n a Media Age, a week-long Srimmer liisriaire for high school 
reachers. h.K'nsing on rhe connecrions lierween media lireracv and rhe sribjecr areas c )1 bnglish 
lireraaire. American hi.stoi\. and the line and perlormingaits. 

Specially designed workshops, seminars and graduate-level courses for school district 
personnel are availal^le on a nrimljer (.)f dillerent tO]jics. Programs have f̂ een designed t(.)r 
teachers in grades K-12, parents and comniLinin.- leaders, leaders m the pnljlic health. jLi.stice, 
and medical coinmLinities. Staff de\ elopment prt )grams are available for professional 
dev elopment credits. All staff developmenr programs are crafted wirh rhe specific needs (jf 
the school district \\ ith the close coordination ol school leaders. 



Recalling Mark Twain 
After lunch, students wriggle into Ellen 
Ackerman's English class to discuss the 
fact that Mark Twain was a journalist in 
his time. They talk about point of view 
and dissect the words "history" and "doc
umentary." 

Ms. Ackerman then shows a film, a spoof 
about the "discovery" that the earth is flaL 

"How is expertise constructed?" Ms. 
.A.ckennan asks her class. 

"Older white male with British accent 
- makes him seem well-educated and 
classy," one student calls out. 

"Government building in the back
ground," says another. 

Students seem to catch on to media 
literacy very quickly: After all, the media 
are more of their world than was true of 
any other generation. Many students say 
they know that cigarette manufacturers 
try to make smoking look appealing to 
young people, but discovering the "how" 
or the hook makes the lesson non-con
descending. 

" I like finding out how producers try 
to play with your mind," says one student 
who sports a shaved head and baggy 
clothes! 

In media-literacy terms, that's empow
erment: being an informed consumer of 
information. 

Some parents are uneasy about their 
children taking media-literacy classes. 
•Why is my child watching television for 
homework? is a common question. 

Dennis-Yarmouth's MacRierson finds, 
however, thai once parents are informed, 
they realize media literacy can build 
relevance between what goes on in the 
classroom (education) and what goes on 
at home (television) and in society. 
On the horizon, he adds: decoding the 
Intemet. 

Hobbs agrees with this wholeheart
edly: 'Too often we uncritically accept 
information from a computer screen as 
authoritative. Media literacy concepts 
provide an effective framework to ask 
questions about this new growing com
munication tool. The same questions that 
we ask about the mass media we need 
to ask about new on-line information 
technologies." 

Top Ten Viewing Tips 
For Television 

1. Watch TV wi th your children. 
Ask questioris about shows; irutiate discussion about themes and 

topics. 

2- Let TV expand and enlarge your world. 
Find related books and magazines at your public library. Keep an atlas or 
globe next to the TV set and find places mentioned in the news. 

3. Talk back lo your television. 
(Question what you see and hear on TV while watching with your children. 
Challenge or support the ideas presented. 

4. Discuss how conflicts on TV are resolved. 
Is there unnecessary violence? Does the violence portrayed include the 
real-life consequences? Discuss options for solving the conflict without 
using violence. 

5. Introduce your own values. 
Use TV as an opportunity to express and explore your own values on top
ics such as drugs, alcohol, and appropriate sexual conduct 

6. Ask your children who is being stereotypes i n a program. 
Are people made to act and talk a certain way because of their age, gen
der, race, reUgion, or cultural backgrourxds? Discuss what messages are 
being sent by the way people look and act. 

7. Relate TV to real-life situations. 
Discuss with your child the fact that easy solutior^ are not often found to 
complicated problems. 

8. Be aware that all TV programs have an underlying economic purpose. 
Discuss this wi th your children using TV commercials and shows as a 
springboard. 

9. Build a home video library. 
Make it a practice to tape your child's favorite shows for fuhire viewmg. 
Taping shows to watch later helps children recognize that they can choose 
to do other activities while their favorite shows are on. 

10. Don't be afraid to take charge of your TV set 
Take time each week to review TV program guides for the week ahead and 
dedde what your family wi l l watch. Set limits on how much TV your fam
ily watches and what they are watching. 

For a free catalog of media literacif resources for parents, 
teachers, church and community leaders, contact the 

CENTER FOR MEDIA LITERACY 
4727 Wilshire Boulevard, Smte 403 

Los Angeles, CA9(K)10 
800-226-9494 

Fax: 213-931-4474 
v^rvvw.medialit.org 
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T H l 
A growing trend teaches children how to 

analyze and critique today's media messages. 

BY KIRSTEN A. CONOVER 
Staff writer of the Christian Science Monitor 

Educators are finally coining out of denial: 
Students are mcHe interested in "The Simp
sons" than in Socrates. By conservative 
estimates, students spend 1,500 hours a 
year in front of the TV and 1,100 hours 
a year in school. 

What has that meant for children and 
society? 

"Historic change" for the past decade, 
says George Gerbner, dean emeritus at 
the University of Pennsylvania. "The 
change in the way our children are social
ized is so major, so pervasive, that most 
of us take it for granted" E>r. Gerbner has 
been monitoring the media for 30 years. 

For years, society has worked to reduce 
the supply of objectionable media avail
able to cluldren: Parents have set limits; 
others have crusaded for V-chips and con
gressional bills. Now educaicHS are increas
ingly working on the "demand" side of 
the equation by training students to be 
"media literate." 

Media literacy, or media education, is 
loosely defined as the ability to access, 
analyze, and evaluate as weU as commu
nicate — messages. It's about asking ques
tions, prompting discussions, and empow

ering the recdvers of media messages, 
rather than regulating or censoring the 
message-senders. 

"The media-literacy movement is pred
icated on the notion that for the first time, 
children are bora into a cultural environ
ment that is no longer established by the 
parent, the church, tiie teacher," media-lit
eracy guru Gerbner explains. Television 
tells them. 

"School has, in effect, a new task," 
Gerbner continues. "No longer the first 
dispenser of information, school needs to 
be the organizer, analyzer, and the critic, 
so children don't keep absorbing images 
and messages in media assuming 'this is 
l ife ' . . . that 'this is correct and accurate 
information.' 

Media-literacy teachers aim to help stu
dents leam to be thoughtfiil gatekeepers 
of their own consciousness in this Infor
mation Age. The movement is catching 
on nationwide: 

• New Mexico has formalized the con
cept of media literacy, requiring all sm
dents to take a course in it before they 
graduate firom high school. 

• North Carolina and Massachusetts have 
called for media education to be in
tegrated into school curriculums. 

• Individual schools and school districts 
are offering programs and seminars for 
teachers, parents, and students in media 
literacy. "Know TV" a project devel
oped by Time-Wamer Cable and The 
Leaming Channel, is a well-known 
example. 

• The White House has included media 
literacy as a strategic initiative in the 
1996 National Drug Control Strategy. 
The aim is to help students examine 
messages about drug use in film, tele
vision, and music. 

"Our young people need to be educat
ed to the highest standard in this new 
Information Age," said US Secretary of 
Educalion Richard Riley, during an address 
at a Rockville, Md. middle school in 
December, "and surely this includes a 
clear awareness of how the media influ-



ences, shapes, and defines their lives." 

Today, 'Media is Culture' 
The movement has been spurred by the 
media's growing allure and pervasive
ness. Jay Dover, program director for the 
Center for Media Literacy (CML) in Los 
Angeles, puts it this way: "Media is no 
longer looked at as pan of culture, it is 
culture. 

"Ever>'one who is teaching media lit
eracy is doing it in a different ways but 
most are sticking by certain principles," 
Mr. Dover says. The CML produces train
ing materials for teachers. 

Decoding or deconstructing messages 
is at the core, Dover explains, offering a 
metaphor "In 'The Wizard of Oz' they're 
in awe of the wizard. When the curtain is 
drawn back, they see it's just a person 
manipulating [the image]." 

In the late 1980s, only a handful of pro
fessors were teaching media literacy. 

Today the issue is of much wider con

cern, Dover says. Ironically, media-lit
eracy movements in other countries were 
given a boost by the export of Holly
wood-produced television shows. In 1987, 
Ontario, Canada, issued a requirement 
that 30 percent of its students' language 
arts coursework include media literacy. 
Great Britain, Australia, New Zealand, 
and Germany have also made media ed
ucation a priority. By comparison, the 
United States, in the words of Dover, is 
"woefully behind." That is changing. 

A Supermarket Analogy 
Many media-literacy advocates in the US 
are encouraged by recent conferences and 
other events that have brought together 
politicians, parents, teachers, program-
mers,filnunakers,online companies, and 
others. Rising concerns over content -
particularly violence - and what Gerbner 
calls "a galloping nranopolization of inedia" 
have also aoiacted attention. 

"This is the discussion that we've not 

had-that we're finally having." Dover 
says. "It's going to open the door to broad
en the dialogue to an amjtzingly diverse 
group all invested in the welfare of our 
culture." 

Cable-TV companies with educational 
missions are also supporting media litera
cy, figuring that if people become 
better-informed viewers they will appreci
ate - and siqjpoTT - more "nutritional" shows. 

" I f we can help parents and teachers 
leach new consumers skills young peo
ple need in order to navigate this media 
saturated environmenC says Linda Brown, 
educational director of Discovery Com
munications, "we're providing a valuable 
service to our customers." 

"We find that after folks have been 
through our 'Know TV' workshops, they 
enjoy watching TV a lot more," Ms. Brown 
adds. "They know they're good con
sumers." 

Brown draws a supermarket analogy: 
Thinj' to 40 years ago, the relative lack 
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'Attention is the product 

being sold to advertisers. 

People's biggest "ah-ha!" is 

coming to a better under

standing of the economics 

of the media industry.' 

— Dr. Renee Hobbs 
Babson College 

of choice made grocery shopping sim
pler. As processed foods and choices 
increased, shoppers had to make informed 
choices and read labels for nutrition con-
tenL "We want our viewers to be label-read
ers," Brown says. The cable industry has 
a responsibility to help educate viewers, 
she adds. "We don't want them to feel like 
they're victims of our mediums." 

The nitty-gritty of media education, 
however, happens in the classrooms. 
Nowhere is the ground more fertile than 
the schools, where leachers are sowing 
the seeds of media knowledge in the minds 
of their smdents. 

One of nation's foremost authorities on 
media literacy is Renee Hobbs, associate 
professor of communication at Babson 
College in Wellesley, Mass. Dr. Hobbs 
created the media-literacy program 
Kru?w TV and co-authored TV Eye: A Cur
riculum for the Media Arts. She is also the 
former director of the Institute on Media 
Education at Harvard University. 

'Attention is the product being sold to 
advertisers," Hobbs says, and her job is 
to help people see how the media try to 
attract that attenlion. "People's biggest 
'ah-ha!' is coming to a better understanding 
of the economics of the media industry," 
she says. 

Hobbs recently spent a day at the Den
nis-Yarmouth High School on Cape Cod 
in Massachusetts. Teachers in the schools 
there, from kindergarten through high 
school, are integrating media education 
into the curriculum as one of four demon

stration projects funded by a federal grant 
from the Center for Substance Abuse Pre
vention in Rockville, Md. 

"If we think about it, whar are the things 
we are most concemed about in our soci
ety?" asks Bmce MacPherson, director. 
of health for the school districL "They are 
all reinforced in the electronic media. Yet 
we don't reinforce the few educational 
skills needed to interpret what we see and 
hear... This is where media education 
Steps in." 

Teachers show interest 
Mr. MacPherson, who initiated the pilot 
program, doesn't require teachers to sign 
on to the project; he offers training to 
those who want to try-85 teachers out 
of300 are practicing iL The jrogram began 
in May. "We expect more as time goes 
on," he says. 

This day, Hobbs is visiting classrooms, 
and will conduct an evening workshop 
with teachers on violence in the media. 

"Now, unlike three years ago, every
body is familiar with the phrase media 
literacy," says Hobbs, a mother of two 
school-aged children. She estimates that 
6 or 7 percent of all teachers claim to be 
teaching iL 

"Scanetimes, when people fliink of inedia 
literacy, they think it's media bashing," 
Hobbs says. "But media literacy is the 
practice of asking questions about what 
you watch, see, hear, and read. Media lit
eracy skills can be applied to all forms of 
communication." 

Teacher Thad Rice has been using 
media literacy concepts in his class
es for two years. His first-period Inter
preting Media class agrees to allow a 
reporter to sit in — as long as 
she answers their questions about 
journalism. 

Today, they are role playing at an 
imaginary metro-area newspaper. In 
one sticky scenario, a reporter eager 
to uncover corruption and racism 
wants to persuade his editor to let him 
write a story about a bank discrimi
nating against Asians in housing loans. 

The editor, on the other hand, is 
worried about readership and also 
about advenising. He wants the reporter 
to write about a popular circus that 

is coming to town. Not only thaL the bank 
in question is a major advertiser and the 
editor personally knows some of its 
board members. 

Smdents are timid at first with the role 
playing, but the scenarios escalate into 
thoughtful discussion about ethics and 
point-of-view in newspaper stories. 

In another classroom, four team leader 
teachers discuss their uses of media lit
eracy. Adj/nartj, a popular program that 
looks at advertising, was developed by 
the Center for Media Literacy with fund
ing from the Robert Wood Johnson Foun
dation, Princeton, N.J. 

"What techniques are used to make this 
ad effective? students are asked. Who 
makes money ftom this? How do differ
ent viewers interpret the ad? What is the 
authenticity of the message? How do lan
guage, sound, images infiuence? Special 
attention is given to cigarette ads because 
smoking rates are rising among young 
people, especially girls. 

Teachers tend to have fiin with exercises. 
One is having his students design an ad cam
paign for double-salted onion gum On the 
documentary front, a specialty of Know 
TV, a science teacher invites students to 
compare different interpretations of the 
Exxon Valdez oil spill — one put out by 
Exxon, the other by environmentalist 
Jacques Cousteau. Perhaps students' 
all-time favorite is the BBC's 1957 April 
Fools' Day "documentary" about the 
"spaghetti harvesL" 
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