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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 socializaton; 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 greatdy 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 predicrble ways.
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We know that communication media, like language and television,
are not simply vehicles for transmitting messages, not simply pipes
through which we send messages. If they were, they wouldn't be so pow-
erful. Communication media serve not only as vehicles for transmitting
messages; they are used in creating and developing messages—that is,
they are used in thought. We have internalized communications media,
just as we have internalized language, so that these media can be used
not only to transmit messages but as tools to think with.2

Early filmmakers surely exploited the new medium in ways that il
lustrate the relationship between media and mental processes. Consider
the creative power of early filmmakers as they used celluloid to construct
messages. Techniques like the close-up and the zoom are symbolic codes
that are analogues of everyday patterns of visual attention. In some sense
the zoom represents the actions we engage in when we pay attention, be-
cause when we pay attention, we move to focus on a single small part of
the scene, and everything else blurs and disappears in the background.
Filmmakers, either consciously or unconsciously, invented techniques of
manipulating the distance between the camera and the subject which ex-
ternalize this process of perception. Close-ups, long shots, and zooms
are representations of a very complex mental skill-paying attention. A
number of the editing conventions of television may be perceptual ana-
logues of menmal processes, which may explain why it is so easy to watch
television. In fact, my colleagues and I developed the following experi-
ment to get at this very issue.

The experiment was designed to test some assumptions regarding
media literacy. For about 15 years now, we have been bombarded with
the concept of media literacy. This concept is informed by the notion
that the symbol systems of television, the editing conventions, are sim-
ilar to print, in that viewers must learn how to decode them.3 But do
viewers need practice and experience with the medium to be able to de-
code editing conventions? Scholars have considerable evidence on how
children underseand television and know that some combination of age
and experience is hecessary to process television images accurately.# And

of course, very young children don'’t decode television so well as adulis.$
With all the research evidence, however, it is unclear whether develop-
mental factors regarding age or experience with the medium are essential
prerequisites for understanding the editing conventions.

The question is, how do you find a population that has had no ex-
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perience with television? Cerminly none exists in this country! But in
some remote areas of the world, there are some groups of people who
have never seen films or television, although each year this population
diminishes. Such a population could be used © help investigate whether
editing conventions are comprehensible to adult viewers with no famil-
iarity with film or television. The Pokot people of western Kenya are
such a people. They have never seen television, never scen film, never
seen two-dimensional representations like photographs or maps. They
live in an environment virtually as close to a tribal culture as exists in the
twentieth century, the perfect group for a naturalistic experiment. We
showed them two versions of a television program that we made using
plausible occurrence in the village.t In one version, we turned the cam-
era on, let the narrative event proceed in front of the camera as if it were
a proscenium stage. When the narrative event was over, we turned the
camera off.

In the second version, we used only one editing convention: ma-
nipulated pointofview. In other words, we changed the relationship be-
tween the camera and the subject using close-ups, medium shots, and
long shots. In a three-minute narrative event, we used 13 edit points or
“cuts.” The content of both versions was otherwise identical. The length
of the broadcast was identical. The only difference between these two
broadcasts was that one had no editing at all, and the other had 13 edit
points manipulating pointofview, the distance between the camera and
the subject.

What we found was rather surprising. We found that there were
no differences in the ability of the tribal villagers to comprehend the
message. The villagers who saw the edited version were just as compe-
tent at decoding as were the villagers who saw the unedited version.
-With no experience with the medium, these villagers were perfectly
adept at decoding this mediaspecific symbol system, namely, pointof
view narration. Based on our research, we believe that some editing con-
ventions are perceptual isomorphs of experience: You don’t need expe-

rience with the medium to learn to decode them. This explains why

television is so easy to watch, why it takes so litle effort for us to decode,
why it takes no mental effort to watch television. From this it follows
that the representmtional codes of film and television can also help to de-
velop or degenerate the cognitive skills of attention, comprehension, in-
terpretation, and prediction.
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Television and Attention

The relationship between television and attention is the area in
which we have the 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 the experimental laboratory. He was
also an aficionado of film, which in the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury was exploding with creative new techniques and devices for manip-
ulating the expressive potential of the medium. Munsterberg made some
remarkable observations about the similarities he saw between editing
conventions and attention. He viewed the close-up as an externalization
of the process of paying attention, and in the same way, viewed the flash-
back as a technique for representing memory just as the flash-forward ex-
ternalized the menul skills of imagining.?

It is absolutely remarkable to read a psychologist more than 70
years ago making these observations and, although the argument seems
somewhat simplified in retrospect, it represents the first ime psycholo-
gists looked at the relationship between the products that we use in cre-
ating film and video and the processes that we use inside our head.

~ We have more empirical evidence on the relationship between
children’s attention and editing conventions than about most other top-
ics in the field of media studies. Researchers know thar young children
between the ages of two and five seem compelled to attend to editing
conventions, and cermin editing conventions draw the attention of chil.
dren more than others.8 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 the use of movement that is
perceptually salient, which compels attention. Researchers have discov-
ered that young children are compelled to watch the screen when those
editing conventions are used, but that over time, children are able to
control their attentional behavior; that is, older children are not so com-
pelled to watch the screen when those editing conventions are used.
This bears a close relationship to what we know about the human per-
ceptual system. Our eyes are designed to actively monitor change. It is
builtin, hard-wired, as it were, into the perceptual system.? Younger chil-
dren don’t have very much control over using that perceptual system,
and so they are compelled to watch the intense movement on the
screen. And those of us who have seen children that age watching tele-
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vision can see the intensity with which their attentic.)n is dr:-awn o t.he
screen. Older children are better able to mediate their attentional skills
| that behavior.
ond wﬁ;ZUgh over time we gain control, even adults ﬁm.i this array of
movement and visual changes on the TV screen compe.ll.mg. Think f)f
the time when you were in a conversation and the television was on in
the room. Sometimes, no matter how interesting the conversation .mlgl]\t
happen to be, no matter how much you wanted © pam'mpate in the
conversation, you found your eyes being drawn mexpl'lcably to the
screen. It is an attentional behavior that even adules find .dlfﬁcult to con-
wol. In this way, then, editing conventions shape attention paftemsdt.)y
capitalizing on our natural instinct to monitor changes in the visual dis-
Pl Television formats also interact with our attentional skills in a way
that serves a useful function. After all, we watch television at.home,.u'\
an environment with muldple distractions and multiple .possnble.acnw—
ties. Thus the predictability of cerain kinds of formats, !lke the sitcom,
the game show, the drama, even the commercial, permit l.lS to allocate
our attention very selectively. For example, young people will often walk
out of the room when a program is on that they are iuppos:ed to be
watching. If you ask them about it, they are very candid: “1 c‘lor,\‘t h‘ave to
watch now; 1 don’t have to watch undil after the f:c?mmercml. Viewers
engage in multiple activities while watching telt?\{xSIf)n b.ecause we h?ve
learned how to allocate our attention by our familiarity with program for-
mats. The format of the medium simplifies the processes of paying atten-
tion, making it possible to watch television in conjunction with other ac-
iviti ily life.
nmeix(l):fhiigyh generations of teachers and parents and physic‘ians and
psychologists have talked about the degeneration of our attention ;pari\'
owing to the influence of television, we have very litde emplrlllca l(elvr
dence to support that belief. When you talk totea.chelts, especn; y;) fe
elementary school teachers who have been teaching in the sc 6%0 s .o}:
years, and who can compare the children of the ‘19505 and 1960s wit
the children of the 1970s and the 1980s, they will frefquendy comdrT\ft‘:_nt
on the decreased attention span of children and attribute these difter-
influence of television.
ences;\occtz:dlir:\g to many media scholars, television' presents a frag-
mented set of images and sounds, and that fragmenuation becomes. par-
alleled in our own attentional skills.10 Because we are used to receiving



" fragmente-! ‘nformation and information in discontinuous form, we
comet p . that form; and information, such as a formal lecture, that
requires sustained attention over a long period of time, becomes more
difficule because it is not habitually required in our culeure.
Consequendy, it tkes a great deal of effort and discipline to make the ar-
tentional adjustment to a formal lecture of 60 minutes or more, for it is
an adjustment that runs against the grain of discontinuity.

Television and the Skills of Organization and Interpretation

Researchers can easily tell whether someone s paying attention or
not. However, it is not so casy to examine the “black box” of the rest of
the cognitive process. How are you encoding this information in mem-
ory? What meaning are you making of it? We have relatively litde under-
standing of the way in which television affects the skills of organizadon
and interpretation, primarily because those skills must be inferred. They
are invisible to us except through indirect examination,

Nevertheless, I want to say more about how television affects how
We store, organize, and interpret information by discussing television
news. Researchers who examine viewers’ ability to comprehend televi.
sion almost always use television news programming because, given the
manner in which the news is presented, it is easier to measure this
mode of learning directly. The broadcast news on the major networks
present us with isolated snippets of information: 45 seconds on upcom-
ing elections, 100 seconds on business and economics, 35 seconds on
health and science. Those snippets make it easy for viewers by permic.
ting us to decide whether or not to encode that information, Clearly, the
conventions and formats of television help us encode information from
a television program in ways which are most profitable to the commer-
cial medium.

For example, my understanding of economics is at such a rudi-
menaary level that I don't-bother to encode televised economic news in
my memory, even though I may pay attention to it. Because my under-
standing of economics is not well developed enough for me to encode
the informaton into my existing set of knowledge and beliefs, it simply
slips by; and because this information is only on for a few seconds, it
slips by easily. On the other hand, for science and health stories, politics
or sports, I have a welldeveloped array of information. Thus, when [

hear the cue for science and health or sports, | pay moreat.  n and
[ 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 \'»Vf:ll—?e\{eloped
schemas for understanding. On the other han.d_, t?lews:on $ lstolz:hted
snippets do not help viewers encode information in memory lf‘ ey
don’t have sufficient prior knowledge. The 45 seconds on economics or
the 35 seconds on elections make it impossible to enc.ode that. mfo.rm:-
tion if viewers don’t have an understanding of that topic © begin with.
In other words, a few seconds of information is not going to help de-
velop the schemam viewers need to encode this inform:?uor.x. Thereft?re,
television’s isolated news snippets do help to acquire mform'anon
rapidly about topics already known. But conversel)j, the lSO]:.ttEd snippets
inhibit the ability to encode information on topics that viewers don't
know very much about. Watching television news, then, reallytdonly
helps viewers to reinforce what they already know; it does very li le o
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 scher'm.s fc?r certain
types of news, that news cannot be absorbed. The so.cmhz:mon of av-
erage Americans apparenty leaves a number of gaps in schemz.: struc-
ture. These gaps then make it difficult o focus pul.Jhc artention 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 1o make the effort to absorb
it because appropriate schemas did not form part of past

socialization.12

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 underztandmg of 'those current
events. “What will happen,” Graber asks, “to the q.uah(y of learmn.g
about public affairs if newspaper use conu'nue.s o d’eclme afld ;:’l'ecrromc
media capture an increasing share of the audience’s atenton?”

The answer seems obvious enough. Owing to the hm'xmnons im-
posed by the commercial format, television network news is unable to
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provide us with sufficient background and information to help us de-
velop schemas for understanding complex events in places like the
Middle East and Central America. Therefore, unless you already know
something about these topics, unless you know, at the very least, where
the Middle East and Central America are (and we've recendy discovered
that upwards of 50% of Americans do not know such elementary geo-
graphic facts) 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 failure to inform
and to edify is not due to a limitation inherent in the medium itself. It
is not inherent in the medium of television that a “cut” has to be made
every three seconds, that the pacing and rhythm have to be what it
presently is, causing viewers to change channels every 3.7 minutes.’ In
fact, the present shape, look, and feel of television are not due to the in-
herent capabilities of the medium, but are a result of the economic envi-
ronment in which the medium was initally created and in which it, for
the most part, continues. In other words, when we look at the format of
television and when we think of the interpretive framework that televi-
sion provides, we cannot overlook the economic forces that created these
formats.

In the 1950s during the so-called “Golden Age of Television,”
there was a lot of experimentation and a diversity of social views were
presented. “CBS Playhouse 90,” Paddy Chayefsky's “Marty,” and many
other programs presented complex views of American social life. But
such ambitious, socially relevant, and intellectually challenging program-
ming has become obsolete, because of the influence of advertisers who
looked for programs that provided a pleasant atmosphere in which o
portray their product Do you want your soap advertisement shown
next to a difficult and complex portrayal of social crises in America, or
programming that generates ambiguity regarding the relationship be-
tween power and the disenfranchised? Or do you want your product put
in an environment that shows American middleclass people at their
best, with healthy, white, smiling faces and beautiful teeth?

Decisions to minimize this kind of ambiguity were systematically
made in the fifies and they have persisted to this day. In the 1980s pro-
grams emphasize affluence. Of course, “Dallas” and “Dynasty” are the
first examples that come to mind. But think of programs that appear to
us rather innocuous, like “The Cosby Show.” The affluence which

Television and the Shaping of Cognitive Skills 41

underlies this program is almost invisible. We don’t even pay attenton
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 strategy called LOP (“least objectionable programmi.n.g'),
developed in the early 1960s. By the very economic nature of television,
which has to appeal to the most number of viewers to be successful, 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 litde diversity because it is stll restricted by the prevail-
ing formats. Michael Schudson comments: “These conventions help
make culturally consonant messages readable and culturally dissonant
messages unsayable. Their function 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.”!5 Television formats reinforce
certain assumptions about the political world, the social world, and the
world 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 elements of our cul-
ture, from politics to religion. And here [ argue that repeated exposure
to television format and editing conventions sets viewer expectatons, di-
rectly shaping cultural and social values.

For example, | have found, over the years of teaching, that I have
a difficult time trying to introduce video art to college students. My sw-
dents sit patiently through video art pieces and after it is all over, say,
“Huh? What is i It's not a sitcom, it's not a game show, it's not a news
program, it's not a documentary. What is i?” 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 they are telling me very explic-
itly that the conventions that exist on broadcast television are identical
with television itself. Such conventions are good because students and
the rest of us have been exposed to them over and over again. Many
video artists combat this strategy by satirically playing on these conven-
tions, manipulating and altering them. But that is stll playing within the
realm of our existing expectations.

Let us reflect on programs that do not use the editing conventions
of network television with its rapid pacing, slickness, and visual inten-
sity. Is it inherent in the medium that to be successful you have to use
those conventions? Is it inherendy bad television to portray, for example,
a talking head? Is there something, as Murray-Brown (Chapter 2, this
book) and Postman suggest, basically boring about that? I don’t think
so. I think it has rather to do with our expectations, which develop over
time. [ do not think it is inherent to the medium that we have to prefer
rapid pacing and ten-second sound bites to longer shots of people speak-
ing in full sentences and paragraphs. -

Viewers, however, through their repeated exposure to television,
demand those conventions. Thus, for example, PBS, in order to be suc-
cessful and to compete for viewers, has been forced to present educa-
tional and instructional programming with those techniques intacr,
using the conventions of commercial television to teach about culture,
values, science, and all the rest6 And consider the multiple reasons why
local access cable television programming failed to attract viewers, lead-
ing to its virtual demise. One reason is that people didn't watch it. Why
didn’t people watch it? It didn't look like “good” television. Viewers
comment: “They only had two cameras; it was unprofessional; it didn't
look good.” Note here that reference to content is irrelevant; reference is
rather to form and appearance. It didn't look like commercial television,
and so it didn't attract viewers. Why fund such an endeavor? Through
repeated exposure to a limited number of formats 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 the medium, but are the result of repeated exposure to the con-
ventions already familiar to us.

Obviously, the hegemony of commercial broadcasting formats has
an influence on viewers' ability to accept new formats. In this regard, we
have had an interesting naturalistic experiment in American television
during the 1980s: the advent of music television, the first example of a
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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 the arguments
regarding the content of music television, the sexual and violent images
and messages. The structure and the form of music television in 1981
was considerably more diverse then than it is now at the end of the
decade. Only three 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 the per-
formance video (which has the musician displayed in all his or her
splendor). Some would argue that the restriction of format in music tele-
vision is probably a result of economic issues, so that record companies
who are spending a lot of money don’t take risks, and go with what's
safe. While this 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 familiar formats. This is an empirical fact. They
like narrative and performance videos, since narratve videos are easy to
understand, are comfortable, and performance videos don’t require
much menmul effort at all. Producers are responding to the interests of
their audience; thus they deliberately reduce the diversity of formats.
Finally, it is clear that formats also influence our understanding
and expectations regarding message content. As television becomes the
dominant medium in our society, in our culture, we sense that it has in-

fluence far beyond itself and that it has a tremendous influence upon

other media, especially print media. For example, the newspaper USA
TODAY explicitly models its form on television; indeed, it is television-
inspired. It is highly graphic, pictorial in nature, 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 than 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 the mass public, which itself in-
fluences the elite public more than we would like to admit. Television
formats not only influence television but all other 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 sustined at-
tentional patterns. It is this video legacy that has shaped modern
American politcs and business and religion and culture, not through
the messages presented on television, but through specific utilizatdons of
the form and structure of the medium itself.

— 4 _

The Emperor Has Only Clothes:
Toward a Hermeneutic of the Video Text

_ Lenore Langsdorf

Paul Goldberger, in the New York Times, 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 lile inherent
substance behind all the visual excess that we might easily say the em-
petor has no clothes—or more properly, that the emperor has only
clothes. . . . [This] does litde to expand the bounds of madidonal 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, [ propose that certain ideas, which are foundadonal for
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Chapter 4. The Emperor Has Only Clothes.

1. “Design: The Risks of Razzle Dazzle,” New York Times, 12 April 1987,
I: 1, 34.

2. In an important sense that is easily overlooked 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 | can only suggest the line of argument by pointing out
that we are more apt to be impressed by ideas and values proposed in the texts
of our culwral tradition if we can enterrain them on the basis of our own un-
dersmnding, rather than as dogma imposed upon us. You may argue that those

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

3. Isay “at most” and “typically” because some students are poor ar
planatory reasoning also, while others excel in both explanatory reasoning a
the sort of noncausal reasoning that I call interpretive reasoning. For a broa.
discussion of this difference as one of skill in “instrumental reasoning” ratl
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 Enlightenmen?” Informal Logic 8 (1986): 1-17

The strong difference I see between “explanation” and “understandir
reflects a long tradidon in the history of hermeneutics. For both my underst.
ing of that tradition and the general text theory on which I rely, I am indeb:
w 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 w acknowledge that my references w phenomer
ogy refer primarily to the Husserlian tradition, as exemplified in the work
Robert Sokolowski and Richard Zaner. See, for example, the former’s Prese:
and Absence: A Philosophical Investigation of Language and Being (Bloomingr
Indiana University Press, 1978) and Husserlian Meditations: How Words Pres
Things (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1974) and the lar.
The Context of Self (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1981) and The Wa:
Phenomenology (New York: Pegasus, 1970). The hermeneutic phenomenolog:
analysis I practice here owes much to the work of Don lhde; see, especi:
Experimental Phenomenology (New York: Putnam’s, 1977) and Hermene:
Phenomenology: The Philosophy of Paul Ricoeur (Evanston, Ill.: 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 Sales::
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 w© evaluat 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 b
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 experi.
(i.e., handwriting and printing) share and exaggerate those “advanced,” hur.
specific characteristics of speech. It may be that our literary proclivities enc
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For citizens living in the United States at the end of the 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 Alton-
Lee, Huthall, & Patrick, 1993; Howe, 1983; Kubey, &

- Csikszentmihalyi, 1990 for examples of recent evidence).
There are few educators still in the practice of teaching who
hold the same level of animosity toward television as the

- generation of teachers in the 19505 and 1960s, many of
whom viewed television as their professional nemesis.
Many teachers are increasingly using mass media “texts” to
enrich their subject areas, comfortably moving between the
textbook, the trade book, the newspaper, the film and the
videotape in their efforts to bring rich ideas into the class-
room.

As for the study of images and mass media in elementary
and secondary schools, there 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 the educational community as the province
of librarians, and media 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 decorarion. In a society where
media use is the central leisure activity for most of its
citizens and the dominant source of information about the
world, the study of the mass media has been neglected in
schools. Students have had lictle instructional support ana-
lyzing and thinking about media messages. Educators often
mistakenly believe that they are engaged in expanditig the
concepe of literacy when they use television to teach with,
and few understand thar media literacy consists of teaching
about media as well. .

* So the problem is clear: our students are growing up in
- 3 world saturated wich media messages, messages that fill
the bulk of their leisure time and provide them with infor-

N _m:_mpn about who to vote for and what consumer decisions
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to make. Yet students receive little to no training in the skills
of analyzing or evaluating these messages, many of which
make use of language, moving images, music, sound effects,
special visual effects and other techniques that powerfully
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 important today, language is only one of
anumber 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 the role of language and the
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 not simply a matter of acquiring decontextualized
decoding, comprehension and production skills, but thar 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 this 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 learning
and an expansion of the 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 this definition reflects some basic
principles of school reform, which generally include:

« inquiry based education
« student-centered learning

Literacy for the information age. In J.Flood, S.B.Heath §

D,Lapp (Eds.), Handbook of research on teaching literacy through the
( -communicative and visual arts (pp.7-14). New York: Simon & Schuster
*Macmillan.




+ problem solving in cooperative teams
« alternatives to standardized testing
* integrated curriculum

BASIC PROCESSES OF LITERACY: ACCESS,
ANALYZE, EVALUATE AND COMMUNICATE

The four processes which constitute the new vision of literacy
provide a powerful frame in which to consider how people
develop skills in using language and other forms of symbolic
expression. For example, the ability to access messages con-
nects with those enabling skills that include decoding symbols
and building broad vocabularies. It also involves those skills
related to the locating, organizing and retrieving of informa-
tion from a variery of sources. Additionally, access requires the
abiliry to use the tools of technology, including video technol-
08y, computers and various on-line services. Access skills are
often labeled as information literacy, or more recently, “driver
training for the information superhighway. "

The ability to analyze messages connects with those inrer-
pretive comprehension skills that include the ability to make
use of categories. concepts or ideas: determine the genre ofa
work: make inferences abour cause and effect: consider the
specific strategies and techniques which are used to construct
the work: and identifv the author's purpose and point of view:,
At the secondary level. the ability to analvze messages may
also include a recogrition of the historical. political. eco-
nomic or aesthetic contexts in which messages are created
and consumed.

The ability o eraluate Mmessages concerns those judg-
ments about the relevance and value of the meaning of
messages for the reader. including making use of prior know-
edge 1o interpret a work. predicting a further ourcome or a
logical conclusion: identifving valuesina message: and appre-
ciating the aesthetic quality of a work. Although the skills of
analysis and evaluauon are frequenty conflated by practitio-
ners of media literacy. itis importanr to recognize that analysis
skills depend upon the ability to grasp and make effective use
of conceprual knowledge that is outside the student’s own
perspective, while evaluation skills make use of the student’s
existing world view-, knowledge. artitudes and values.

The ability to communicare messages is at the heart of the
traditional meaning of literacy, and the skills of writing and
speaking have been highly valued by educators. In the last 20
vears, writing has come to approach the primacy that reading
has held in the language arts hierarchy. Communication skills
are diverse and, to some extent, media-specific. General skills
include: the abilier to understand the audience wich whom
one is communicating; the effective use of svmbbdls to convey
meaning: the ability 1o organize a sequence of ideas, and the
ability to capture and hold the attention and interest of the
message receiver. Media-specific production skills for video
include: learning to make effective choices in framing and
point of view, learning to use visual and auditory symbolism;
and learning how to manipulate time and space effectively
through editing.
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Expanding the Concept of "Text”

While the four conceps provide a new frame for thinking
about the processes involved when people create and share
messages, what makes the new vision ofliteracy so powerful is
the application of these skills to messages in a variety of
Sforms. At present, reading /language arts educarors focus on
literature as the core of the K-12 Curriculum: the short story,
poetry, drama and nonfiction are claimed to be ideal because
they “motivate learning with appeal to universal feelings and
needs . ~ classic literarure speaks most eloquently to readers
and writers™ (California State Board of Education, 1986, p-7).

Butthey also may seem disconnected and remote from the
experiences of students, who have been “escorted across the
globe even before they have permission to cross the street”
(Meyrowitz, 1985, p. 238) by the television. Critics have
claimed tha, too often, a literature-based reading / language
arts program “ignores the life experience, the history and the-
language practice of students™ (Freire, & Macedo, 1987,
p- 146), and that when literary materials are used primarily
as vehicles for exercises in comprehension and vocabulary
development. students may become alienated from the pro-
cesses of reading and WTiting in a range of contexts.

In the past. educarors have been comfortable to disenfran-
chise and overlook present-day cultural producrts, especially
television. even though many works of literature which are
now considered classic or traditional began their life as popu-
lar works designed for mass audiences (Beach. 1992). But just
as scholars and critics have engaged in heated controversy
over what texts are appropriare study objects to be included
in the canon of essential literary works (Gless, & Herrnstein
Smith. 1992), these debates are filtering into changes in the
curricufum.

Many educators have discovered that the analysis of con-
temporary media can build skills that transfer to students’
work with the written word. When educators permit and
encourage the swudy of contemporary media products in
classrooms. students develop skills that alter and reshape
their relationship to media products. Nehamas (1992) ex-
plains that *(s]erious watching ... disarms many of the criti-
cisms commonly raised about television.” More important,
analysis of media texts helps students gain interest in writing
and speaking, and helps nurture students’ narural curiosity
and motivarion. Consider astory presented by Lauren Axelrod
(cited in White. 1993a), a high school teacher in Houston,
Texas:

['used media literacy concepts o get my low-achievement stu-
dents to tackle Conrad's Heart of Darkness and T.S. ElioU's The
Wasteland. [ started with an extensive analvsis of the Francis Ford
Coppola film, Apocalypse Now, and we discussed the film's narra-
tive structure. mood. point of view, rhythm and character develop-
ment. Then a team of students read Conrad while another team
read Eliot. We then applied the same concepts to the short story
and poem in group discussion and writing exercises. Finally,
students created a videotape which compared and contrasted the
three works with each other. I saw students turn on to literature in
away I never saw them engage with amything in the classroom.

Media education exists as an increasingly vital component
of elementary education in Great Britain, Canada, Australia,
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Spain and other nations. In Great Britain the mandate in-
cludes media education as a strand within the National Stan-
dards developed in English, which requires students to study
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, 1991,
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 learning
environments that best help strengthen students’ ability to
access, analyze, evaluate and communicate messages in many
forms.

The New Vision: Key Analytic Concepts

Current approaches to reading / language arts often make use
of a laundry list of concepts that inform the work of teachers
and students in a classroom. Such lists are the result of adding
new paradigms for learning upon older models. Laver by
layer, the models now used in reading / language arts have
become cumbersome and unwieldy (Hawthorne, 1992).
Hawthorne writes, “The scope of English heightens the indi-
viduality of curricular patterns. ... Teachers are lefi to weave
the various components into a coherent pattern for them-
selves and their students™ (p. 116). Buta simple and powerful
new definition of literacy, as proposed in this report. makes it
possible to identify the most important processes, concepts
and skills for K-12 instruction and makes use of these with a
wide variety of message forms, from folkuales to commercials,
from historical fiction to newspaper photography.

Media literacy incorporates the theoretical traditions of
semiotics, literary criticism. communication theory, research
on arts education and language development. Although the
conceprual principles of the new vision of literacy have taken
many forms for various curriculum writers in Great Britain,
Canada, Australia and the United States. the following ideas
are critical components of ail programs.

All messages are constructions. Print messages are created by
an author who selects the ideas and words to convey mean-
ings. Images are created bya photographer who makes similar
selections, and television programs are created by a group
of people, led by a producer, who make choices abour
each image and word used from many possible options.
The construction of messages requires careful thinking,
Creativity and organizational skills. Knowing how messages
are constructed helps the reader to appreciate the

artistry involved and to better interpret the meaning of a
work.

Messages qre representations of social reality. Megsages
havea relationship with the lived experiences of individuals in
many cultures. Even when a message is imaginary, hypotheti-
cal or fantastic, it represents social reality, which is defined
as the perceptions 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 of the past, presentand future. People need the abilicy
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to judge the accuracy of particular messages that may or may
not reflect social realiry.

Individuals negotiate meaning by interacting with mes-
sages. The meaning of a message is found in the act of
inter-pretation. Each reader or viewer uses prior knowledge
and experience in the process of reading or critical viewing. A
skill-ful reader or viewer examines many different stylistic
features of the text and pays careful attention to the context in
which the message occurs in the process of interpretation.

Different individuals can find quality and beauty in various
texts.

Messages bave economic, political, social and aesthetic
purposes. People create and share messages for many rea-
sons, but in modern culture making money is one of the most
important. Many messages produced in our culture have an
€conomic purpose of some sort. When authors have political
purposes, they use a message to gain power or authority over
others. When their agenda is social, they use a message to
present ideas about how people could or should behave,
think or feel. When authors have an aesthetic motive, they use
a4 message to experiment with different kinds of svmbolic
forms and ideas. Understanding how messages operate in
terms of their economic, political, social and aesthetic pur-
poses helps readers betzer understand the context of a work.

Euach form of communication has unique characteristics. An
author makes choices about which kinds of media are most
appropriate 10 convey a particular message. Television news
has characteristics that favor messages that are immediate and
visuul, while news photographs have characteristics that favor
messages with an emotional component. When writing, an
author must carefully choose the most effective genre in
which to work. since an essav, a memo, a short story ora poem
can all be effective forms, depending on the purpose, audi-
ence and content of the message. Beinga good communicator
means knowing 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 reading / language arts instruction are wholly con-
sistent with these key conceprs. But when educators include
the analysis and creation of film, photographs, newspupers,
radio and television, new concepts are required to enable
students to ask critical questions about these contemporary
forms. Some of these concepes may be unfamiliar to reading /
language arts teachers, particularly at the elementary level.
For example, teachers in some communities have sometimes
been reluctant o include the analysis of how messages have
political or economic purposes. While it may be argued that
analysis of the economics of literature is noc of cenrral 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 students 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 advertiser-
supported materials enter the school classroom, teachers
often consider video materials valuable because everyoneina
classroom is presumed to be able to decode the messages on
the screen. But the 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 students can engage in conceptual analy-
sis and evaluation 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 important 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 these activities are an intimate part of
even elementary levels of reading ... when learning is proceeding
well.

When teachers make use of a full 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 motivate students
to master the basic accessing skills to crack the code of the
printed word. These analyuc concepts, already familiar to
students in their work with media artifacts. 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 tansferable to other media—
noticing camera angles in photography, understanding differ-
ences berween reality and fantasy. ... There are also many
connections to teaching verbal and written skills™ (Lacy, 1993,
pp- 11,12).

What happens. according to British educators. is that when
students critically examine a wide range of texts in both print
and visual media. they develop more complex expectations
about everything they read and see. “Media education is often
seen as a way of defending children from television. It ought
to be seen as 1 way of giving them high expecrations of
television, of all media, and of themselves” (Bazalgertte, 1992,
p. 45). Such views represent the potential of expanded lit-
eracy in reshaping the character of our nation’s near limicless
appetite for mass media products and in doing so. helping
citizens reconnect to the rich storehouse of literary treasures
from many cultures, 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 expect media industries to begin increasing the quality
of programming. Such goals have yer to be examined among
researchers because, as yer, there are so few community or
school-based laboratories where media literacy is being
impiemented at a system-wide level. (The author is aware of

only three districts in the United States which have attempted
media literacy initiatives designed to reach all students in the
school district: Billerica, Massachusers; Cold Spring, Minne-
sota; and Dennis-Yarmouth, Massachuserrs.)

THE CONSEQUENCES OF EXPANDING
THE CONCEPT OF LITERACY

The new vision of literacy has consequences for some of the
most important issues which face American educators today.
As developed in the following pages, this chapter outlines
how the new vision of literacy helps restore the important
connection berween the school and the culture, making edu-
cation more relevant to the communities to which students
belong. It also outlines how the new vision of literacy reflects
the kind of authentic learning ' which occurs when reading and
writing occur in contexts where “process, product and con-
tent are all interrelated” (Edelsky, Altwerger, & Flores, 1991,
p- 9) and where language skills and language learning are
conceived of as being inherently social processes, requiring
directengagement and experience tied to meaningful activity.

Building Relevance Between the Classroom
and the Community

The claims by now are depressingly familiar: many students
actively resist the process of learning in school, and while they
can decode language. they cannot infer meaning: the school
curriculum is fragmented and decontextualized, promoting
indifference and intellectual dependency (Diaz. 1992; Hirsch,
1959). Fortunately, elementary educators have already begun
to respond to these criticisms by making changes in their
methods of instruction: moving away from a curriculum
which emphasizes facts and isolated skills and toward an
emphasis on collaborative, active learning which involves
complex thought and interpretation.

Multicultural education is education that values human
diversity and acknowledges that “alternative experiences and
viewpoints are part of the growing process” (Grant, 1993).
The new vision of literacy proposed in this report 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 between curriculum and life” (Pang,
1992, p. 67).

Carlos Cortes argues that media literacy is essential to
multicultural education. noting that media literacy strength-
ens students’ 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. Cortes
(1991, p. 153) writes, “Media can be used to stimulate stu-
dents to consider multiple perspectives on current and his-
torical multiculrural dilemmas.” Clearly, both multiculrural
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 studied in the classroom.
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.Not unexpectedly, much of the criticism that has devel-
oped about the inclusion of works by Hispanic Americans,
Native Americans, African Americans and others can be di-
rected at the new vision of literacy as well, which would
include works from popular culture which some critics have
labeled “trash.” Educators who believe that “goad literature”
is a “salve one can 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 effort which attempts to
make the canon more responsive to the lives of students and
their communities. But John Beach recognizes that the time is
ripe to examine the variety of definitions of “good literarure”
and suggests that instead of viewing literature as a pyramid
which places classic works at the top and works of popular
culture 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 affect students who come to school speaking other
languages besides English? According to bilingual / educators,
the instructional methods which are most effective in ESL/
bilingual education are identical with the active learner-
centered mode! 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 Portland. Maine, media artist Huey (also known as
James Coleman) developed a media education program for
ESL students speaking 27 lungu;igcs. where students make
film and video using animation and live-action techniques.
Portland elementary teachers “have found that Huey's ap-
proach offers their students a creative way to improve their
English, their public speaking and their communication skills
in general. ... and it breaks down walls berween schools and
communities through cable TV and closed circuit screenings
and student research within the community” (White. 1993b).

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 rasks to motivate communi-
cation and language learning. ... In scarching for authentic tasks
and materials. many ESL and proficieny tweachers are looking
bevond wraditional textbooks 10 primiry sources in the language
they are teaching, including newspapers. television commercials.
menus, hotel receipes, children's books. and journalism and
fiction.

Parent Fducation. 1n some commuanities, parents are active
and supportive plavers in the day-to-day life of the school. In
oo many communities, however, parents are disenfranchised
partners in the educational process. In considering the rela-
tionship between the new vision of literacy and the home-
=School connection, it is necessary 1o identify the highlevel of
ambivalence and concern that many citizens have with the
ways film, television and other mass media have shaped
public discourse. Many adults believe that television has dam-
aged the process we use to elect public officials, that mass
media organizations disrupt the private lives of individuals
unncccssm—ily; that violence in film and television program-
ming desensitizes people and alters their conceptions of the
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social world; and thar the values of sensationalism have re-
shaped culture and the arts (Bianculli, 1993).

The new vision of literacy proposed in this chapter is based
on a fundamental truism abour the purpose of democracy: in
order for citizens to be engaged in self-governance, they must
crtically analyze and evaluate informarion and resources.
This work is essential if citizens are to take meaningful action
and make meaningful decisions on issues of concern to the
community. But in a culture in which citizens see themselves
as spectators and consumers, democracy is threarened. When
citizens do not employ their skills ofanalysis and evaluation to
information and entertainment products, apathy and cyni-
cism reign. :

The new vision of literacy could help encourage parents to
more fully embrace their responsibilities to help their chil-
dren interpret the meanings of the complex messages which
bombard them everyday. Too often, parents feel intimidated
by the activity of the classroom, by routines thart are estab-
lished bv educators who may unintentionally disempower
parents from embracing their own authoriry as interpreters of
textual materials. While some parents may hesitate to voice
their interpretations of a literary work, parents often feel quite
comfortable discussing their interpretations of a film. a sicua-
tion comedy, a dramatic series. a documentary or an op-ed
article. The new vision of literacy creates opportunities for
parents and their children to engage with the complex task of
sorting 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 century, when John Dewev first
bezan outlining how children’s own activicy, their work,
could be a vehicle for learning. When learning is authentic,
the content of classroom discourse is meaningful and relevanc
to students: language skills are not taught in isolation; con-
nections between subject areas are emphasized. According to
Sizer (1984), in authentic learning environments, students
learn through direct experience with tasks they themselves
value, with intellectual stimutation from teachers who ask
thoughtful questions and provide supportive coaching,

The new vision of literacy helps nurture new relationships
berween teachers and students. helping rebind the current
contrast that “exists berween paidia (play) and paideia (edu-
cation)” (Gallagher, 1992), based on the recognition that the
aim of the reading /language arts teacher is to cultivate a
learning environment where students bring their own naru-
rally energetic exploration to the study of new ideas. Rather
than considering language development as a series of isolated
and fragmented skills, the new vision of literacy puts students
at the center of the processes of accessing, analyzing, evaluat-
ing and communicating messages. Most important, the nesw
vision of literacy is centered around empowerment, defined
as the “process through which students learn to critically
appropriate knowledge existing outside their immediate ex-
perience in order to brouden their understanding of them-
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. Asis clearly evident, the
new vision of literacy provides a simple, process-based model
that makes connections berween fending /language arts, the
visual and performing arts, social studies and science.
Shepard (1993, p. 35) explains how the new vision of literacy
is an ideal tool for subject integration at the elementary level:

If media literacy is presented to (teachers] as just another add-on,
there will be little hope for its adoption. If, however, media literacy
is presented not just as something that meets students’ needs, but
something that will meet the teacher’s need to integrate the
disparate elements of a broad curriculum, then it stands a good
chance of becoming an important part of the curriculum. In facr,
media literacy functions so well as an integrator that it would be
worth using even if it were not as intrinsically important as it is.

Since mass media artifacts are relevant to science, social
studies, the visual and performing arts as well as reading /
language arts, teachers can easily make connections thart
stretch across subject areas by teaching with media and reach-
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 arts, social studies, health educa-
tion, science and the visual and performing arts are
discovering the svnergy 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-
cally analyze tobacco advertising as part of the health
curriculum. Students examined the historical. political and
economic dimensions of tobacco advertising; they reviewed,
categorized and analyzed a huge volume of persuasive mate-
rials designed to make smoking look attractive: and they made
their own public service messages, targeted at their own
communiry, to persuade them against smoking. More than
2.000 students in grades K-12 participated in the project by
designing slogans, writing newspaper editorials, designing
billboards, bumper stickers, posters. radio ads and videotape
public service announcements. Teachers persuaded the local
billboard company to put up one student's billboard design
on the major highway of the town. giving thousands of citi-
zens the opportunity to read a child's message. and creating a
powerful message for students. Such examples emphasize
the ways in which media literacy activities bring 1 renewed
sense of relevance berween the worlds 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 the qualiry-of the
learning experience. When assessment is authentic, it mirrors
the ways in which standards of quality are éValuated in the
world outside of the classroom: through close examination of
products and performances. .

For more than a century, assessment in the Gnited 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 of the learning
process, one conducive to “dara 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
opportunities to observe, monitor and evaluate the processes
of accessing, analyzing, evaluating and communicating mes-

sages in a range of informal and formal settings. Since the .

creation of messages is central to the new vision of literacy,
portfolio-based models of assessment are consistent with the
new vision. Indeed, the premise of the new vision is based on
the idea that the processes of accessing, analyzing and evaly-
ating messages all contribute to the creation and communi-
cation of messages, so that students can make direct
connections berween their reading and their writing, their
viewing and analysis of images, and the process of creating
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 nature of good per-
formance (Larter, & Donnelly, 1993). By combining authen-
tic performance activities with systemaric observation and
holistic evaluation, teachers can assess student skills in a way
which most closely marches the broad general skills that are
at the core of reading/language arts instruction. For ex-
ample, in one benchmark of studencs’ ability to comprehend
noaprint 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 were 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 of the reading compre-
hension scholars—how important it is not to assume that
our students understand what they see just because they
see it

The development of standards, tied o0 authentic perfor-
mances, that allow educators to assess the quality of
students’ writing, 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 art least 30% of the reading / language arts
program in grades 7-12. The performance of younger
students from the Toronto Board of Education results
suggests that students lack basic comprehension skills of
information presented in video formats, pointing clearly to
the necessity of direct instruction to help students in grades
K-8 learn to comprehend. interprer 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 culture as the rest of the citizenry. As discussed
earlier, teachers have a wide range of amirudes abour the
value and consequences of broadening the concepr of literacy
to include new materials, especially popular music, film,
television and music videos. However, teachers who have
atctempted to incorporate these materials into their class-
room realize that students have a tremendous amount of
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“knowvledge and interest in these messages, and teachers and
students can share together in the learning process.

"Itis not difficult for teachers to move from teaching exclu-
sively with media to addressing media as study objects. Some
teachers have described the process as similar to the 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 the same things [in media
. culture], but now I approach these messages differently,”
“wrote one teacher in a program of teacher education art the

Harvard Institute on Media Education, a staff development

program in media literacy that was conducted by the author

. in 1993 and 1994 that artracted educators from across the
... nation.

But German educator Dichanz (1992) writes plainly about

- wha it takes to make the new vision of literacy a reality in
schools: “It is the staff that has to translate tasks ... into
practical work, and it is thart staff thar has to be provided with
-~¥ the theoretical background for this new approach...” For U.S.
educators, this means that the work of staff development is
bestaccomplished, 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 underway at the state, districr and local
levels. For example, the State of New Mexico has mandated
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Vo ey 1 FaTi 1994 Teaching Media Literacy—
Yo! Are You Hip to This?

RENEE HOBBS

ALKING DOWN THE CORRIDORS of a
middle school in suburban Massachusetts, the distinctive
; z blare of a television commercial stands out against the more
traditional partter of classroom noises:

Yo! Are you hip to these? Are you in the know?
Cause heres w/)ere_[;jggo Minis are made to g0—
In Yo' Mowuthr

Who needs a plate?

In Yo' Mouth!

Cause theyre made to Jit your face!

I Yo' Mouth!

They're mega-yuni.

In Yo' Mouth!

The taste is pure Sun!

Inside the 7th-grade classroom, a teacher s leading a discussion
about this particular TV ad; on the blackboard, a list of all the comput-
er graphics and other images in the ad—more than 30 different descrip-

——
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tons—appears on the blackboard, written in a student’s handwriting,

“Who's the target audience?” asks the teacher. .

“Boys—our age,” responds a student. “They only showed boys in
this ad.”

“And the music—ic was like rap music, sung by boys,” chimes in
another. “It’s sung in a kind of aggressive way, and the words ‘In Yo'
Mouth’—that reminds me of ‘iz Yo’ Face!”

“What's a synonym for ‘In Yo’ Face?”” asks the reacher, feigning
ignorance. '

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

The rteacher changes the pace. “In your notebooks, everybody
take five minutes and write down one or two reasons why the pro-
ducer chose this phrase for the Eggo Mini Walles campaign.” Note-
books {ly open, pens are located and students quickly 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 Waffles is a way of showing independence, being
dehant.”

Says another, “The pro(lucer wants kids ro think it’s cool to eat
breakfast on the run, nor with a plate, not sitting down.”

“The producer might want o link Epggo Mini Wallles with the
actitude of “In Yo' Face!” because thar daring attitude is so popular
with kids nowadays,” says another boy.

After a few more such interpretations, the teacher wraps up the
lesson. “So sometimes commercials can use people’s feclings—Ilike
defiance—rto link to their products. For your critical viewing project
tonight at home, I'd like you to look for a commercial thac uses brava-
do, especially kids defying adults. If you find one, write down the
name of a commercial and be prepared to describe it to us tomorrow.”

Then, the teacher switches gears to Flowers for Algernon, the short
story the class has been reading, and notes Charlic’s growing defiance
toward his new friends at this point in the story. The whole media licer-
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acy enterprise this day, clearly a regular part of this middle-school
English classroom routine, has taken up about 10 minutes of the period.

N 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 skill-
fully “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 pro-
duce 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
lietle black squiggles of;l white paper. Media literacy 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
not just about 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 build relevance into
contemporary education, building links between the classroom and the
culture so that students will see how important 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 superhigh-
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 they also see it 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 witch the
same tools used to study poetry, 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 literacy, more narrow and
more problematic. Unfortunately, some see media literacy as an
option for low-performing, underachieving students whose interest
can be piqued by television and nothing else. Some see it as a kind
of vocational education, where kids can learn to make TV 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 literacy. It is because
American educators have so many diverse perspectives on the
benefits and value of media literacy and the best scrategies for

o
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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 official 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.

With 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 of 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 of 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 of a single teacher, not because of a
coordinated, communitywide programmatic plan of implementa-
tion. The community of Billerica, Mass., is developing a compre-
hensive media literacy program that reaches all students across the
curriculum in grades K-12.

T CIRCLE TIME in a kindergarten class, the teacher
shows the children two samples of television programs: an ad
and a cartoon. “How 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,” “commeyrcial" 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 after each one, the teach-
er asks the children to describe how the ad tried to sell the produgt.

“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 kindergarten to
make a home video of the kindergarten. The parent tapes :ll)(?llt 10
minutes of the morning class. At the end of the day, the clul(?r'en
watch the tape and sit, transfixed in rapt attention by the familiar
images of themselves and their classmates made novel by the cam-

eras presence. . |
“Did this tape show everything that happened in our class

today?” asks the teacher. . ' .

Heads nod in agreement. “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 ot
shown?” the teacher asks again. )

The children look thoughtful. Arthur raises his hand slowly. “1
came in late today,” he says. “It didn't show e putting my coat on
the hook.” . . i

Gradually, a Aurry of hands go up. All the chlld‘rcn can think o
things that weren't shown. The teacher carefully listens to all the
responses and explains to the children that a camera can never sho\.v
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 o leave out.

HILE MEDIA PRODUCTION is not offered in

every school, most have production facilities or equipment of
some sort. Videotaping student sporting events and dramaric perfc?r,-
mances has been routine since the 1970s. According to teachers, its
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.
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Student-generated production activities are found less frequent-
ly in American schools but are more and more evident at the sec-
ondary level, 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, tape commercials for their school plays, perform satirical
“Saturday Night Live” skits in after-school programs, deliver critiques
of the new principal using computer publishing programs, and hand
in class assignments (and college entrance essays) on videotape or via
modem. Of 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 of professional quality media programs as a sign of
success, “doing stuff” with video (or better yet, 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 product,
interferes with a child’s engagement in the complex process of learn-
ing to create meaningful messages.

One young teacher working with 8- to 12-year-olds eagerly
showed off the students’ final videotape in a public screening at a pri-
vate school’s summer arts program. It was a satiric takeoff of “Planct of
the Apes,” with students taking the on-camera roles and reading lines
obviously scripted by the teacher. The camera work, editing, sound
effects 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 children participating 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 itself.

Its not surprising that in an educational environment that val-
ues product over process, media production classes (in both print and
video) can become playgrounds for creative grown-ups who make all
the important decisions about the construction of the school newspa-
per or class video project, then set young people on the task of finish-
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ing the scut work. Many young people who are disillusioned or cyn?—
cal about student journalism programs in high school point to their
inability to take real responsibility for the choice of message content
in the paper. Similarly, plenty of video magazine programs are pro-
duced by students who are cocrced into making promotional mes-
sages for the sports program, the foreign-language program, or
whatever programs the grown-ups approve. Such is more or less stan-
dard educational fare in our schools.

Such practices occur because to truly empower children and youth
with the ability to design the content and form of their own messages

would entail tremendous risk to the current educational system. The
sexuality, classism and racism,

issues that concern our teen-agers today
drug use, violence, the environment and the nation’s future—are topics
that most educators are unprepared to bring into the classroom. “Teach-
ers and parents in a community often find the voices of young people
very uncomfortable to hear and nearly impossible to respond to.

NE OF THE BIGGEST FAILURES of contempo-

rary journalism education has been in defining its mission as
the cultivation of interest in the profession, focusing on developing
young people’s interests in careers in journalism. This goal is .f‘;ll' too
narrow, considering the oft-expressed and imminent danger of losing
the next generation of news consumers. Journalism educators must
begin to carve out a larger and more productive goal, one thart reach-
es all our children: helping young people develop the citizenship
skills to be effective, skillful and critical news readers and viewers.

Teaching Media Literacy— Yo! Are You Hip to This?

Such skills are essential for full participation in a democratic society,
yet they are skills that few young people get the opportunity to devel-
op. When newspapers are used in American classrooms, too often
they are used for vocabulary practice and reading comprehension,
and not ro strengthen students’ critical understanding of newsgather-
ing practices, their reasoning or analytic skills.

As an effort to reform current educational practice, media litera-
cy advocates explicitly aim to link the skills of analysis with student
production activities, in many of the same ways that language arts
educators link reading and writing as interdependent skills. But what
exactly are the skills of analysis? And what kinds of media analysis are
most appropriate for children of different ages? Most media literacy
programs stress the following key concepts, adapted from British and

Canadian educators:

* Messages are constructed. The construction process is invisible to the
readers of newspapers or the viewers of television. Awareness of the
choices involved in the making of media messages sensitizes readers
and viewers to the subtle shaping forces at work—in the choice of
photo or cutline in a newspaper, in the images, pacing and editing of
a TV news program. Noticing the construction of a message helps
one become a more critical, questioning reader and viewer—but this
kind of noticing doesn't come naturally to the process of reading or
watching TV. It is a learned behavior.

* Messages are representations of the world. The reason why media mes-
sages are so powerful is that viewers and readers depend on them for
their understanding of the culture. One reason why children are
thought to be more vulnerable to media influences is because they
have less direct real-world experience to compare with the representa-
tions provided by television and mass media. Are police officers really
like the guys on “Cops”? Are high school students really as cool as the
ones on “Beverly Hills 902102 Is our community really as dangerous
and violent as it appears from reading the newspaper’s Metro section?
Understanding how media messages shape our visions of the world
and our sense of ourselves is a central concept in media literacy.
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o Messages have economic and political purposes and contexts. 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 to the doorstep for 35 or
so cents a day or 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 systemaric examination of the eco-
nomic and political contexts in which films, TV shows, newspapers

and news programs are produced.

o Individuals create meaning in media messages througl interpretation.
While a U.S. family still may occasionally sit down to watch a TV
program together, the meanings they derive from the program will
differ. Based on contemporary scholarship in literature and the
humanities that examines the intersection benween the reader 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 ioth-grade student 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 comfort in
knowing the good guy will always win. After reading this young
viewer’s thoughtful, creative work, who can say that WWF 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

Teaching Media Literacy—Yo! Are You Hip to This?

of popular, mass audience fare, championing the “good” shows and
- €« » . M

decrying the “bad” shows. It may not be so important what you

watch, media literacy advocates say, but how you watch it.

FO R YEARS, MANY EDUCATORS (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: If only we
ignore television, our children will ignore it and all will 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 nearly 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 Medla Texts

in the Classroom

Renée Hobbs

_ adopted the erm nonpnnt texts” to
describe orks that are not tradi-
tional classroom resources in the
K-12: classroom “Nonprint texts” is
an umbrella that includes everything
from ~photographs 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 Journal 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. Its 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: “T'll never watch TV the same way
again!”

USING “THE SIMPSONS”
IN ENGLISH CLASS

In the classroom 1 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 1t, The Gilded
Age, A Connecticut Yankee, and The Prince and
the Pauper Its 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 “Bart 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
shows history, including specific information
about how frequently old episodes and cur-
rent ones are aired on local stations.

Since most students categorize “The
Simpsons” as a cartoon, we begin by explor-
ing the characteristics of this genre, discover-
ing that the programs 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 grocery 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
preciation

jpa 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’ 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 television pro-
gramming. Students are surprised and de-
lighted to learn that, during his lifetime,
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, its a valuable experience to expand
the study of this major American writer 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 world of the 1990s.

WEB RESOURCES

Stephen Railton of the University of Vir-
ginia has created a web site, Mark Twain in
His Times (hup://etext.virginia.edw/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 lifetime. Students can
read many literary works on-line, see posters
and marketing materials that promoted
Twain, read excerpts from the letters Sam
Clemens wrote to his wife while on the cir-

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

* After looking at Twains 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 OBrien 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 collection of
every episode, with details including the
quotes Bart is made to write on the black-
board in the opening of each episode. Some
episodes are documented with complete
scripts (http://snpp.com).

CONCLUSION

In an interview on “60 Minutes” regard-
ing media literacy teaching at the college
level, media historian and English literary
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 acuvities that build connec-
tions between popular culture and literature
are a part of the answer to that question.

Renée Hobbs teaches Communication at Babson Col-
lege in Wellesley, Massachusctts, and has directed the
Institute on Mcdia Education at Harvard Graduate
School of Education.
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While teachers are most comfortable dis-
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every episode, with details including the
quotes Bart is made to write on the black-
board in the opening of each episode. Some
episodes are documented with complete
scripts (http://snpp.com).

CONCLUSION

In an interview on “60 Minutes” regard-
ing media literacy teaching at the college
level, media historian and English literary
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 between popular culture and literature
are a part of the answer to that question.

Renée Hobbs teaches Communication at Babson Col-
lege in Wellesley, Massachusetts, and has directed the
Institute on Media Education at Harvard Graduate
School of Education.

English Journal

51



f . -
e romed ooy
el e i6a6

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.

ducators have a love-hate relationship with

mass media and new communications technolo-

gies. Although they appreciate the instanta-
Neous access to current events, the diversity of program-
ming choices, and the ability 1o access information
through the Internet, they also have important concerns
about television, mass
media, new technolo-
gies, and the rest of
media culture.

Some teachers see
how the rise in celebrity
culture has changed the
role models available
tor youth. Others are
concerned about the
emphusis on materiu-
istic seltgratification or
about how gender
representition in the
media affects the atti-
tudes of developing
adolescents. Some
teachers are troubled by
the anonymity fostered
in Internet chat rooms
or by the sensational
and repetitive hype in
NCWSPUpers, magizines,
films, and television
programs. Still other teachers are annoved by the “enter-
tin me” attitude that some students have, hating the
idex that teachers compete with TV and other electronic
media for their students' attention,

Nearly all agree that media culture has atfected the
work they do in the classroom. Nearly all agree thae
media culture is an ingredient in young people’s lives
thir 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
information and attitudes gathered 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 rarely mentioned. We live

in an information rich culture, 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 of the K-12 language
arts, social studies, health, vocational education, or arts
curriculum. In Texas, for example, 12th graders are
expected to access, analvze, evaluate, and communicate
messages in many forms, including the ability to
compare and contrast among media genres and the
ability to produce a short documentary. Many other
states are beginning to recognize that the ability to criti-
cally analyze and create messages using media and tech-
nology are essential skills for life in 1 media-saturated
society (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development,
1996).

To explore how media analysis and production can
be integrated into existing secondary curriculums. we
developed an ongoing program especiully tor secondary-
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 supported by grants from thie Arthur
Vining Davis Foundations and the AT&T Foundation A
diverse group of 30 teachers from school districts
including Los Angeles. Atanta. Minneapolis/St. Paul. and
Worcester. Massachusetts. met for the institute and
continues to meet in regional teams during this school
year. Follow-up activities include regular study groups.
opportunities for peer observation, and the sharing of
lesson plans and samples of student work on a Web site.

The program was based on the essential features of
rich professional development experiences (Darling-
Hammond. 1998). First. we emphasized the activities of
learning and teaching, including designing and planning
lessons. evaluating student work, and developing
curriculum. Second, we emphusized the analysis of prac-
tice, looking at and demonstrating sample lesson plans,
critically reviewing video cases of other teachers’ work,
and retlecting on participants’ own experiences with
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media and technology in the classroom.
Third, we emphasized the development
of a collaborative sharing of knowledge
and experience, encouraging regional
and school-based teams to engage in

a multiyear program of continual
learning.

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 industries. 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, advertising, violence, and
so on. Notes Thoman,

It is important to embed the basic
ideas of media literacy into all the
subject areas—especially in the
humanities. By doing this. educators
¢an 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
Chenyl Chisholm. another faculty leader
for the project. spearheads media
literacy initatives in Atdunw under the
auspices of the National Black Program-
ming Consortium. Chisholm emphasizes
the importance of helping teachers
explore wavs of demonstrating how
point of view shapes the facts we get
about news events in contemporary
socien:
IU's importunt tor high school
students to understand how informa-
tion is presented through lenses
which muay validate existing power
refationships and inequities in the
culture.

Such experiences help teachers look at
the world from multiple perspectives
and guin awareness of their own
assumptions and values (Delpit, 1995).
In one sumple lesson, teachers
viewed three versions of the Philadel-
phia MOVE bombing story, trom the TV
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 students
recognize how the news media may
shape representations of “justified
violence” in ways that reinforce power
imbalances in our society.

To explore the uses of film and video
in studying the past, participants
viewed and discussed the Oliver Stone
film JFK. Through an interactive
process of asking questions and making
inferences from information presented
through language and images, teachers
analyzed 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 authenticity and
authority of 2 message. With the
increasing use of the Interner as a
research tool by high school students, it
is essential to identify a set of critical
questions to help students analvze infor-
mation and build their tolerance for
complexity.

Angles of Vision

Cuatherine Gourley. another faculry
leader. described the process of
research for nonfiction books. buased on
her experience as an author of works
tor young adults. When authors use
prmary source materials, those primary
sources iare media messages—and they
also need to be critically analyzed.
Gourley demonstrated a lesson thut
compares two primary sources tfrom the
19th century: a4 printed advertisement
inviting men to sign aboard a whaling
ship and a letter from a sailor aboard a
whuling vessel. Noted Gourley,

Media 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
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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,
cultural, 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 Sherarts, including
perspectives of individuals from diverse
cultural and ethnic backgrounds can
enrich students’ understanding of voice
and point of view and can help students
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
analyzed versions of the Mary Shelley
novel Frankenstein. Some teams
analyzed the novel: others tooked at the
documentary. a feature film, and Web
sites on Frankenstein: still others
reviewed comic book adaptations of the
novel.

Another activity was designed to help
students recognize and use their under-
stunding of visual symbol systems.
Teuchers viewed projections of the
covers of 10 comic books based on
Frankenstein from the past 30 veurs.
Teums of participants reviewed the
covers carefully. looking for visual clues
about the time period in which they
were created and placing them in
chronological order. Teachers discov-
ered that Frankenstein of the 1950s
resembles Charles Addams's Vew
Yorker cartoons. whereas in the early
1960s, Frankenstein looks distinctly
Western in orientation, with chaps and
a cowboy hat in a desert lundscape. By



* the late 1990s, Frankenstein has tattoos
\ and body piercings.
b+ Creating media messages provides
“: opportunities for hands-on problem
* solving that, in turn, promotes deeper
* analysis. Teams of teachers designed
;:f. half-hour animated television programs,
using one of the Frankenstein comic
“book covers as the visual
. representation of their char-
- acter. They determined the
. target audience for the
" program, created a title, and
” wrote a one-line “log line” of
g the episode’s plot. Using
P various dimensions of charac-
‘. terization, they wrote about
. different components of their
i+ 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 vocationat job
readiness tor 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 analvsis. (P. 200)

When High Schools Get

Media Attention

Many educators have acquired their atti-
tudes about the mass mediu 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

Muny educators are beginning to recog-
nize the powerful connections among
literacy theory, critical pedagogy, and
principles of constructivist learmning.
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 thut
the skills of literacy operate within the
historical and social contexts in which
people send and receive messages in a
culture (New London Group. 1990).
The Re-Visioning Project is one effort to
empower high school teachers with
greater understanding of ways to build
students’ critical, reflective connections
between the world of the school and
the media culture that they experience
in their daily lives.

At the conclusion of the institute,
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 communication
be connected 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
study of nonfiction and
fiction, film, video, adver-
tising, print and television
news, as well as persuasive
and business communication.

Recognizing the deep and -

varied connections between
students’ experience of the
mass media and the essential
themes of the arts and human-
ities can be energizing. Said
one teacher who participated in the Re-
Visioning Project’s summer institute,

Photo courtesy of Renee Hobbs

[ learned that after 28 vears of
teaching I can become excited about
new ideas—it's as if I were just
beginning. B
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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.

b

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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RENLEE HOBBS

Deciding What (o Believe
in an Age of Information Abundance:
Lxploring Non-Fiction Television in Education

This paper explores the crucial but largely unconscious decisions
that we make cach day as we decide which information is believable
and truthful. By looking carcfully at the ways in which some
television messages can be made (o scem authentic and credible,
teachers can imptove students’ critical viewing skills through
dynaniic, interactive learning activities that invite students Lo ask,
“How do | decide what to believe?™”

Who hasn’t sat in a darkened classroom, listening to the
“beep’” of the filmstrip or the clacking of the take-up reel, or
basking in the bluc glow ol the television monitor? For nearly 70
years, non-fiction and documentary programs have been used in
Amcrican public schools. In a recent survey of high school
tcachers, 22% claimed to use television programs frequently, and
tcachers also report that more than 50% of the video materials uscd
for instructional purposcs were obtained via taping programs at
home off the air (Public Broadcasting Service, 1997).

As a result of cable tefevision and the increasing number of
choices on television, the clementary school may no longer be the
first place where some children encounter television non-fiction.
There has been an explosion in the quantity of non-fiction matcrials
avaitable to childien in the home, including news programs (Nick
News). documentarics (Where in the World?), and animal programs
(Krafjt's Creatures). Howcever, this increased quantity of cduca-
tional and informational programming does not cnsure that children
will be exposed (o it. In particular, urban schooltcachers have
reported  that  children  have less and  less  Tamiliarity with

Rence Hobbs is Associate Professor of Conmunication at Babson College
and Director of the Media Literacy Project. This essay is a revised version
of a talk delivered at the Fifth Annual Media Studies Symposium at Sacred
Heart University on November §, 1998
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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
information 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 that
teachers have used to examine the construction of authority and
authenticity 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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What 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 attitudes, 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 with
documentarics than those from middle- and upper-class households.

When Scottish filmmaker John Grierson defined the documentary
near the turn of the century as ‘‘the creative interpretation of
actuality,’” 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
the ‘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 interpretations of actuality.”” While many students claim
to find “*school TV’’ boring, non-fiction programs are quite popular
with young American students 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 often 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 with 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 the 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
that 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 the 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 the 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.

What 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.
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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 forth. In his book, Theorizing
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
quite different from those produced by U.S. commercial program-
ming, which differ from independently produced documentaries. In
the 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 that of contemporary
reports is telling. As video technology grew more
sophisticated, the triumph of style over content
was heightened. This allowed the 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, they
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 verité,”’ films that
claimed to objectively capture experience without 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 team 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 I 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 industry, 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 at the fair. Another team developed a
concept that used high-profile celebrities and musicians like Whoopi
Goldberg and Seal to tell 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 to use in creating media. It was clear that these
students were gaining some insight on how viewers’ sensitivity to
producer’s motivation affects the process of deciding what
information is more or less credible.

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

How are Image, Sound, and Language
Used 1o Manipulate the Message?

As a word, ‘‘manipulation’’ has a bad reputation. But the original
meaning of the word manipulation comes from the French word for
““handful.”” When we examine the meanings listed in the dictionary,
manipulation means ‘‘to operate with 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 — sort them, organize them and put
them together — in order to 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 often 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 the 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 2 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 they
did. The teachers then invited students to select a sentence that
would make the source look more or less favorable to illustrate the
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 this
is a ‘*natural’’ bias of film and television, or maybe the public has
simply been trained to expect that 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 the demands of production, to create
a more compelling image, to tell a better story. Such practices are
common in documentary production. Manipulation of events in
front of the camera 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 to illustrate the design problem in
the vehicle (Pavlik). When this story was covered in the news,
journalists tended to represent producers’ actions in ways that made
them 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 to
get a portrait of life inside an igloo. But 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 that he needed
(Marshall).

Does it 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
ethical issues inherent 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
another student. Another inquired, ‘‘Would we be lying if we found
the garbage at the pond’s edge but moved the 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 literaily 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 of the 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 of the 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 they 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 inquiry
and revision (Davidson and Lytle). 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 enhance
authenticity, because the footage encourages us to assume that,
because the images are old, they are true (Nichols, 1993). For
example, in In Search of the Edge, a marvelous *‘fake’’ documentary,
the program uses old home movie footage, with the grainy texture
of 1930’s newsreel film, to introduce a research scientist who
purportedly discovered that the Earth was flat. The convention of
black-and-white archival footage automatically leads viewers to
believe that the character is a real person. Only by asking the
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 to amateur video and hidden camera
techniques also have altered our expectations of what ‘‘real’” looks
like. People’s expectations about what images are authentic are
influenced by camera techniques that 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’ attention. 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 they 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 it.”’ 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 the 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)
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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.

What 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
through intonation, interpretation, 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 took, 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 to the camera unless given
reason to do otherwise’ ’’ (Nichols, 1991, p. 157).

Students can be invited to look at 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’’
that are uscd in framing sources, with 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, white, well-educated
men are the mainstays of the television news and documentary
programming. When teachers invite students to 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, the 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 the ‘‘voice of God’’ narrator
affords another opportunity for critical analysis. This narrator,
always invisible, speaks in a voice that is flat 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 invite 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 of the 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
(Ohmann). 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. The driving
force behind most commercial programming is ratings, and programs
which feature sex, violence, children, animals, and UFOs (the staples
of sensationalism) will attract viewers. (For example, the Discovery
Channel has found that large animals, especially sharks and others
that can eat you, generate the highest ratings.) These five elements
embedded in most commercial television programs have been

NON-FICTION TELEVISION IN EDUCATION 25

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 attention 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 to 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 that both fiction and non-fiction
genres are in the business of storytelling, they gain insight on the
social constructedness of messages in the cultural environment, 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.



26 RENEE HOBBS

Helping young people develop reasoning skills about the constructed
nature of TV is the essence of media literacy education. Parents 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 Renée 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 literacy.
Media literacy has been defined uas 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 messages 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-based contexts (Alvarado,
Gutch, & Wollen, 1987; Brown, 1991; Hobbs, 1994x: Piette, 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 movement in the United
States and the parable of the 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, history, psychology and sociology,
education, and literary analysis each may vigorously defend one’s own under-
standing of what it means to access, analyze, evaluate, or create media texts
without a full awareness of the extent of the complexity, depth, or integrity of
various other approaches. llustrating the antagonism generated by this diversity,
at the founding convention of the Cultural Environment Movement 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 serve as a source of
strength for the emerging media literacy movement, or does it suggest the essen-
tially problematic nature of recent attempts to define and implement such an
expansive and unstable concept as media literacy?

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

Renée Hobbs (EdD, Harvard University, 1985) is an associate professor of communication at Babson
College and is director ol the Media Literacy Project at Clark University's Hiatt Center for Urban
Education. She teaches courses in media studies and offers teacher education programs in media
education. She would like to acknowledge Sarah Michaels and Bob Neill of Clark University for their
support of her research during the 1996-97 academic year.
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Media Literacy Project Associates

A team of experienced education protession:ls
is available to deliver workshops and ofter staft
development and education programs. Project
associdtes are graduates of the Felton Media
Literacy Scholars Program, the nation’s leuding
leadership development and training program in
medlia education.,

Renee Hobbs
Director; Medlia Litercicy Project

Renee Hobbs is one of the nation'’s leading
authorities in media education. Professor Hobbs
developed the Harvard Institute on Media
Eclucation at the Harvard Graduate School of
Education in 1993. She created KNOW TV, a
curriculum for secondary level teachers on the
critical analysis of documentary television,
which won the Golden Cable ACE Award in
1993, Hobbs is a dynamic presenter and is
frequently called upon as a speaker tor
conventions and conferences.

Formorenformction, pease coniact:

Media Literacy Project
Babson College

213 Krichel Hall
Wellesley, MA 02457
phone: (781) 239-4975
fax: (781) 239-6463

email: reneehobbhs@aol.com

Visit Our Web Site
hp://www babson.edu/medialiteracyproject/

Media Literacy (n.)

1: the process of asking questions about what
you watch, see and read  2: literacy skills applied
to mass media culture and information
technology messages 3z a necessary skill for life

in a media saturated society



The Media Literacy Project

Our Mission

The mission of the Media Literacy Project is
to improve the quality of K-12 education by
strengthening young people’s ability to ask
questions about what they watch, see, and read.

The Media Literacy Project develops media
education curriculum materials, provides
innovative and high quality teacher education
programs, develops parent and community
outreach programs, and initiates research to
help build a systematic understanding of how
an expanded conceptualization of literacy can
improve education.

Examples of Curriculum

Development Projects

e KNOW TV.awuard-winning curriculum materials for teaching the
critical analysis of documentarny and non-fiction relevision

* Tuning in to Media, 1 half-hour videotape introduction to media
literacy education

® Messages and Meaning. curriculum on using the newspaper in the
classroom to promote critical thinking skills

* Deciding What to Believe. activities for exploring the authority
and authenticity of internet web sites

® STAND (Students Taking Action, Not Drugs) curriculum activities
for helping students to create their own video anti-drug public
SEIVICE ANNOUNCEMEents

® TV Smarts, three short video segments to promote discussion tor
children and teens

Surviving and Thriving in the
Age of Information

There can be no doubt about it we are in the middle of a revolution
which is transtorming the nature of knowledge and information.

We live inaworld where facts are dvnamic, not static and tixed:
where there is a vastly expanded set of choices regarding information
and entertaiinment; where immediacy and instantaneousness are
changing our expectations about knowledge: and where skillbul
manipulation of the visual media both enhances our ability to learn
and makes us more vulnerable o false knowledge.

The convergence of technologies of communication has created new
Kkinds of expression, information. and entertainment, new processes
and forms of scholarly inquiry, and new wavs of learning about the

world around us,

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

The Media Literacy Project
Professional Development Programs

The Felton Media Literacy Scholars Program is 1 competitive program oftered annually for
asmall group of talented educators, media professionals and community leaders. The program
features 75 hours of instruction and a rigorous advanced-level curriculum which explores a
wide range of theoretical and pragmatic issues in media education. An advanced leadership
development progriam operated in coordination with the Center for Media Literacy in Los
Angeles, the Felton Scholars Program is the premier media education program for mid-career
professionals in the United States.

Teaching the Humanities in a Media Age, . week-long Summer Institute for high school
teachers, tfocusing on the connections between media literacy and the subject areas of English
literature, American history, and the tine and performing wts.

Specially designed workshops, seminars and graduate-level courses for school district
personnel are available on a number of different topics. Programs have been designed tor
teachers in grades K-12, parents and community leaders, leaders in the public health. justice,
and medical communities. Sttt development programs are available tor professional
development credits. All staft development programs are cratted with the specitic needs of
the school district with the close coordination ot 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.
Ackerrnan 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 10
young people, but discovering the “how™
or the hook makes the lesson non-con-
descending.

“] 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 2 common question.

Dennis-Yarmouth’s MacPherson finds,
however, that 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
Internet.

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.”

a

Top Ten Viewing Tips
For Television

1. Watch TV with your children.
Ask questions about shows; initiate 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 to 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 in a program.

Are people made to act and talk a certain way because of their age, gen-
der, race, religion, or cultural backgrounds? 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 solutions are not often found to

. complicated problems.

8. Be aware that all TV programs have an underlying economic purpase.
Discuss this with 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 future viewing.
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
decide what your family will watch. Set limits on how much TV your fam-
ily watches and what they are watching.

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

CENTER FOR MEDIA LITERACY
4727 Wilshire Boulevard, Suite 403
Los Angeles, CA 90010
800-226-9494
Fax: 213-931-4474
www.medialit.org

Reprinted from the Christian Science Monitor, April 12, 1996

A growing trend teaches children how to
analyze and critique today’s media messages.

BY KIRSTEN A. CONOVER
Staft writer of theé Christian Science Monitor

Educators are finally coming out of denial:
Students are more 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 Pennsyivania. “The
change in the way our children are social-
ized is so major, so pervasive, that most
of us take it for granted.” Dr. Gerbner has
been monitoring the media for 30 years.

For years, society has worked to reduce
the supply of objectionable media avail-
able to children: Parents have set limits;
others have crusaded for V-chips and con-
gressional bills. Now educators 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 well as commu-
nicate — messages. It’s about asking ques-
tons, prompting discussions, and empow-

ering the receivers 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 born into a cultural environ-
ment that is no longer established by the
parent, the church, the 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
life’ ... that ‘this is correct and accurate
information.’ :

Media-literacy teachers aim to help stu-
dents learn to be thoughtful 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 stu-
dents 10 take a course in it before they
graduate from 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-Warner Cable and The
Learning 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
Education 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 parz of culture, it is
culture.

“Everyone 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 matenals 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-
ncation 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,filmmakers,online companies, and
others. Rising concerns over content -
particularly violence - and what Gerbner
calls “a galloping monopolization of media™
have also atiracted attention.

“This is the discussion that we’ve not

y

had-that we're finally having.” Dover
says. “It’s going to open the door to broad-
en the dialogue to an amazingly 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
benter-informed viewers they will appreci-
ate - and support - more “‘nutritional” shows.

“If we can help parents and teachers
teach new consumers skills young peo-
ple need in order to navigate this media
sanurated environment,” 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:
Thirty to 40 years ago, the relative lack

. The language is unique 10 each
_pers, TV game shows, or horror
ens fear, camera angles con

. MEDIA USE UNIQUE “LANGUAGES

8}

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-
tent “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 1o fee] 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 teachers are sowing
the seeds of media knowledge in the minds
of their students.

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
Know TV and co-authored 7V Eye: A Cur-
ricuium 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
10 help peopie see how the media try to
attract that attention. “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-

‘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

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

“If we think about it, what are the things
we are most concerned about in our soci-
ety?” asks Bruce MacPherson, director,
of heatth for the school district. “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 1o the project; he offers training to
those who want to try— 85 teachers out
0f 300 are practicing it. The program 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 it.

“Somnetimes, when people think of media
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 advertising. He wants the reporter
to write about a popular circus that

is coming 1o 1own. Not only that, the bank
in question is a major advertiser and the
editor personally knows some of its
board members.

Students 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. Adsmarts, 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 from this? How do differ-
ent viewers interpret the ad? What is the
authenticity of the message? How do lan-
guage, sound, images influence? Special
attention is given to cigarette ads because
smoking rates are rising among young
people, especially girls.

Teachers tend to have fun 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 Cousteaun. Perhaps students’
all-time favorite is the BBC’s 1957 April
Fools’ Day “documentary” about the
“spaghetti harvest.”
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