Teaching Media in English Language Arts    Dr. Leah C. Fowler 


Teaching Media, Cross Media Analysis, and Critical Thinking
Exploration and explication of Five Basic Principles of Mass Media
1. The mass media construct reality

2. The mass media have their own forms and conventions

3. The mass media present values

4. The mass media are businesses and media messages often have commercial implications

5. The mass media are responded to and interpreted in different ways.
Activity: 45 ways to Connect with Media – how shall we teach media to engage students.

Resources:

http://www.media-awareness.ca/english/index.cfm
Canadian site with teacher resources, lesson plans, parent pages all dealing with media literacy. 

· National Media Awareness Week - 1-5, 2010
· Downloadable Resources
· Lesson Library For Teachers- Use the search tool on the right to find a lesson. Teaching units, classroom activities

· Media Literacy
· What is media literacy?
· The Language of Media Literacy: A Glossry of Terms (printable pdf)

· Lessons and Resources - Recommended Kits, Books, Web Links, Videos

· Teaching Media -Elementary Use the drop down menu under elementary to choose lesson plans on: advertising an marketing, news, television, Internet, video games, family and social relationships, gender portrayal, body image, nutrition, tobacco advertising, privacy, stereotyping, violence, the global citizen, ethics and values.

· Media Toolkit for Youth - Teen audience

· The News Industry
· Stereotypes
· Accessing the Media
· Being Interviewed
· Media Literacy Teaching Kits Resources listed with descriptions and ordering information. Check with your school board media centres.

· Classroom Provisions of the Copyright Act - access to full copyright act

· Overview
· Copyright Matters
- http://www.commonsensemedia.org/educators
- http://www.medialit.org/
- http://video.pbs.org/video/1767540185/
- http://www.media-awareness.ca/english/resources/educational/media_education/alberta/subject_level_overviews/ab_ela_k_9_ov.cfm
- http://archives.cbc.ca/index.asp?IDLan=1
Discussion and Journal Entry: What are effective ways to teach Media?

Discussion Guide: Primetime TV
Choose a popular TV sitcom, drama or cop show.  Select a character.
Have you met anyone like that in your daily life?

How do they :


-react in conflict situations


-interact in non-conflict situations?

Do you admire them?  Why/why not?

How do they spend their leisure time?

What is their professional role?  (Teacher, parent, cop, doctor, lawyer etc)


-what relation have their screen activities to the routine tasks of real life in the real world?


-if there’s a discrepancy explain.  In other words why has reality been constructed this way?

If you were from Mars with only that show as reference material, what would you assume about the population, values, culture?

Setting and narrative structure

Introduction: what information is conveyed?


-How are style and theme conveyed?


-What is the relation between commercials and shows?

What is the narrative pattern.  Fragmented?  Linear?  Flashback?  Why?

Is there a “formula” plot?  

Where does the plot “peak”?

How many “jolts” per minute?  Per episode?  (Jolts: moments of excitement 
provided by laughter, violence, sudden movement or change, high sounds, rapid cutting etc)

Is it taped before a live audience?  Effect?  Is a laugh-track used?  Comment on sound effects/music

What’s the problem?  What’s the solution?
News

“TV news promotes the status quo by directing our attention toward a daily series of diverting but unrelated events, and away from deeper social problems that might lead us to question or challenge the current system of doing things”

How long is the newscast?  How many stories does it cover?  How long alloted to 
longest/ shortest story? Is it fact or opinion?  Can you tell?

Are there enough facts to understand the key issues a news item raises?

Ratio of local: national: international news?

Are issues polarized for dramatic contrast?

Are complex issues watered down?

What criteria are used to select news items?


-Importance in world affairs?


-Dramatic footage available?

Image of anchor person?  Effect on our response?

“Happy talk”?  (Conversation between anchors can trivialize news)

Questions to Discuss with Your Students: Constructing and Decoding Reality

Discussing these questions helps us understand how the media construct reality.

Doing the activities helps us decode media constructions.

HOW TV CONSTRUCTS: Sitcoms/dramas/ads

Identify and describe:

• Individual characters.  Admirable/interesting?  Why/why not?

• Family structure, function, relationships, believability

• Fantasy/exaggeration of TV roles (cop, doctor, lawyer, teacher) vs.  


Daily realities of those roles

• Demographics: what is the distribution of age, gender, race, wealth, beauty?

• TV “personalities”.  Do they lend credibility?  What do they add?

• Plots: interesting and original?  Stereotyped?  Heroic?  Sex and violence?

• Values implied?  What does “happy” mean?  What is “beauty”?

DECODING
• Opening/beginning of show.  Impact?  Function?  How does it convey the style and theme of the show?

• Pace: rate of “jolts”.  Number of shots per episode/per ad?

• Connotation/denotation of images, of language?

• Effect of music/sound effects?

• Lighting, filters, camera angles etc.  What do they emphasize, what mood do they 
create, do they make things seem better/more beautiful/more alarming etc 
than they are?

• Plot: formula plot?  Original?  Complexity of conflict?  Resolved?


How does plot frame the insertion of ads?


How do ads relate to plot?  What audience implied?
TV News and special programming: 

Sports: Shots, jolts, voiceover, sound effects, camera placement.  Effect?  Values implied?

What about talk shows?  Consider authority of talk show host. How does Oprah include elements of drama, sitcom, news, documentary?  What decoding activities could you add here?

What about infomercials?  Docu-dramas?  Bio-pics?
DOCUMENTARIES

• What is the purpose?  Does it reinforce dominant point of view?  Subvert dominant point of view?  Encourage viewer to take action?

• Style: is it confrontational?  (Good guys/bad guys/ does reporter make someone 
squirm?) Is it consensual?  Empathic, aim at deeper understanding, analysis?

• Pace?  Discussion simple/ complex?  Appropriate to issue?  Closure and resolution (“happily ever after”) or open-ended?

• Is it entertaining?  Moving?  Infuriating?  Inspiring?  Why?

• Anonymous presenter?  TV personality?  Effect?

• Narrative structure?  Chronological?  Flashback?  Parallels/contrasts?  Dramatic?


What provides the jolts?

• Values/ ethics/point of view?

NEWSPAPERS
• What’s locally written, what’s syndicated?  What does the balance imply for the 
reader?

• What news is local/regional? What’s the balance with international news?

• What’s the point of view implied by editorials/opinion pieces?

• Are letters to the editor selected to endorse a particular point of view?

• Find syndicated articles on front page.  Why did gatekeepers choose them?

• Note inverted pyramids and comment on effectiveness.

• Design: How does the ‘visual mosaic’ allow reader to skim?

• Read headlines.  Is language balanced/biased?

• Look for sensationalism.  Look for slanted language and bias; look for faulty logic?

• Identify balance of hard and soft news.

POP MUSIC/MUSIC VIDEOS AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF REALITY

• note depiction of romance, love, gender relations

• note stereotypes of race, gender

• note demographics (see above)

• note violence, acted out or implied. Is it “legitimate” in the context of the video?

• Love doesn’t play well but lust does.” Why?

• Blurring of fantasy and reality.  Pop star’s life is one of wealth and pleasure.  Pop star is the product.

• All this happens in intense 3 minute segments.  Effect?

DECODING
• How is experience enhanced and intensified?

• Identify “hooks”.  (Melodic connecting phrases).  Count “jolts”.

• Analyze the language of the lyrics.

• What is the role of the video jockey?

• Identify dreamlike qualities.  Effect?

• How do hair, fashion, body language, attitudes influence lifestyle of youth?

• Is the visual treatment of the theme creative and original or trite and hackneyed?

• Note use of colour, filters, light, camera angles, pacing.  To what effect?

• Identify implied political statements, values, sex roles, violence, racism

• language arts/ social studies: compare videos with value messages you find creative and productive with videos whose message you find destructive.  
Analyze lyrics of rock/pop/folk/ blues/country etc.  Compare lyrics, or typical 
themes, or select a theme found in different pop styles: relate to melodies, rhythms, values.

Decoding Advertisements: Presentation Exercise

1. Choose a recorder.  The recorder doesn’t join in the discussion; s/he records salient parts of the discussion to be used as a basis for presentation.

2.  Choose a coordinator/timekeeper.  To keep disussion moving along through pertinant questions; to divide time between discussing questions and focussing them to prepare presentation.

3.  Choose a presenter.  To communicate the group’s findings to the class

_________________________________________________________

DISCUSSION: (about 20 minutes)

•Look at your group’s ad for about 5 seconds, then turn it over.  Note your dominant impression(s).

•Turn up the ad again.  Using it, go through the Discussion Guide.  (Not all questions are relevant to each ad.) Consensus isn’t necessary; note divergent responses and points of view.

PREPARING PRESENTATION (about 20 minutes)

•Your presentation isn’t just “going through” the questions; it’s an interpretation, a decoding, a point of view.  What insights have you gained from the exercise?  Summarize the content, image and language of each ad. What’s significant, and why? What do you think would be useful/helpful for teachers to know?

•To help you think of an approach, you might use any or all of:


•semiotic approach


•Sapir-Whorf hypothesis


•Barthes’ three texts and six codes in “The Photographic Message”


•narrative communications model


•concentric communications model

PRESENTATION (about 5 minutes)

•May include class questions/discussion

DISCUSSION GUIDE: DECODING ADVERTISEMENTS

CONTENT: 

• What’s happening--description?  Is a plot/narrative implied?  

• What are people doing?  What kind of people?  How are they dressed?  Are status symbols evident?  Which of their qualities are associated with the product?

What does the body language say?  What’s communicated?

Are they stereotypes?  Can you “find” yourself here?

Is there a subtext?  (Is there more to the ad than is visible on the surface?)

• What needs and desires does it respond to?  What are the emotional “hooks” it uses to shape our attitudes to the product and ensure we remember it?

• Who is the intended audience? 

 What sort of magazines might you expect to find it in?  What assumptions does the advertiser make about the values and needs of the viewer?

• What was your personal response to the ad? (Thoughts, reactions, emotions)

• What are the values/ beliefs/ ideology underlying the ad?

Does the ad answer the implied question: “What is happiness/beauty/the good life?” How? Are established social and political values supported?  Questioned?  

What attitudes are implied with regard to gender/race/age/economic status?

If humour is used, who and what are its targets? What does the ad say about our society?  What social/political/cultural attitudes are directly or indirectly reflected in the ad? (e.g.  A blue jeans ad can also indirectly reflect sexism, alienation, stereotyping , conformism, generational conflict, loneliness, elitism etc.)

IMAGE
•  Subject: 
Does the photographer wish us to think of a particular idea/ place/ event/ object/person?  How? What mood is created?  What is the impact on the viewer?

Is the image representational?  Universal?

• Frame:

 How does the framing or cropping of the image focus its meaning and impact?

Does it bring comparisons to mind?  What tensions are created?

How does the point of view (camera angle , perspective etc) affect meaning of the subject?

• Light:

Natural/artificial?

Angle  (of lighting)?  Effect of light and shadow? Purpose? Colour/black and white?

Creative effect?  Why did photographer use light as s/he did?

• Depth of field?  Sharp or soft focus?  How much detail in sharp focus?  Effect?

• Context: Ultimate use of image?  Does cropping or cutting affect it?

How is the meaning changed or emphasized by the text?

LANGUAGE
• Name of product?

• Information given (facts: cost, actual size, where to buy, ingredients, cautions…)? 

• Tone of verbal print of ad?

• What human needs/fears/desires are appealed to?


(Concerns regarding health/sexuality/power/family/age/need for 
love/security/comfort/social acceptance?)

• What claims are made for the product?  Are they backed up?  References?


Can you find:


-“weasel words”: irrelevant, vague: “helps fight....up to 98% of...virtually all...”


-testimonials (well-known person endorses)


-”techno-babble”: “aestheticist clinical technicians counteract cellulite syndrome”


-snob appeal/bandwagon: everyone’s doing it, don’t be left out


-rhetorical questions (Do you long for instant wealth, love and fame?  Then 
drink/ buy/invest in/ drive....)


-puns/ambivalent statements

• Visual features of text:

Font?  Appropriate?  Impact?  Where is it located in the design?

What does it contribute to the ad? Product logo?  What does it communicate?

Visual Literacy: Teach your students to decode, understand, and evaluate Images
School has a long history of accepting representation of knowledge by students in the form of numbers and words.  In this visual age, literacy must also include visual text.

• Howard Gardiner (multiple intelligences) reminds us of multiple ways of representation. 

• Steve Moline offers some alternatives. In his book I See What You Mean, he provides vocabulary for visual literacy and shows many ways that children can represent what they know from visual images. If a picture is worth 1,000 words, an augmented picture is worth 10, 000 words.

Kinds of Augmentation:

--Cutaway--establishing shot

--Cutaway blow-up of detail

--Location lines- fine lines direct the eye to location/context of blow-up detail

--Magnification--more detail

--Explanatory commentary--words used to describe a process (also video), generalizations, applicability, examples, extensions, additional facts, history, definition, research, core texts

--Exaggerated Structure

--Cross-section--microscope

--Color Coding

--Labelling

--Visual and Verbal Augmentation

