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Preface for Faculty

Has this ever happened to you? You’re in front of a class of under-
graduates giving what you feel is one of your best lectures on media
effects, history, economics, or content. A student raises her hand and asks
politely, “I’m sorry, but I don’t see how this information is important.” You
get a sinking feeling as you notice that several students nod in agreement.

At first you think that students are so focused on pursuing a career in the
media that all they want is some information to help them get their first job
as a disc jockey, a camera person, an assistant account executive or the like.
There is so much you want to say. You want to tell them that the information
you are presenting is more important than directions about which audio but-
tons to push or how to light a studio set or how to compute a CPM (cost per
thousand). You want to make them realize that you are educating them for life
rather than fraining them for a job. What may seem like irrelevant informa-
tion is really part of a knowledge base they will need to draw on every day of
their lives as they continuously interact with media, whether they work in one
of the media industries or not.

But then you look at the text for the course and notice that it focuses on
theories—a word that connotes to students that the information lives in a jar-
gon-filled world of abstractions somewhere above them. Or, the text is over-
flowing with statistics and charts that glaze the eye and erode students’ moti-
vation to dig behind the facts to see the organizing perspectives. Or perhaps
the text contains many interesting anecdotes that capture the readers’ imagi-
nations but leave them empty with a “So what?” feeling.

Then it hits you: “What we need is a text that will be broad enough to
introduce the important information about the media without wandering off
into a lot of detail about historical figures, statistics about content, or formu-
las about audience ratings. It should present a broad, well-integrated perspec-
tive that would orient students to the key issues, then serve as a foundation
for all subsequent media courses. It should be reader friendly with a self-help
tone so that students would recognize something on every page that they
could use in their day-to-day interactions with the media.”

These are the goals for this book, which has been in development over the
past 4 years. During that time, it has been pilot tested in four undergraduate
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classes and undergone several rounds of reviews by multiple reviewers. This
process has generated extensive rewriting as a negotiation process between
the compelling ideas in the research literatures and the needs of students. This
process has been guided by five principles.

First, the book is not written to serve the special needs of a subgroup, such
as parents, teachers, or policymakers. Instead, it is written to appeal to a more
general audience that wants to think more deeply about the nature of the me-
dia, their messages, and their effects on both individuals and society. Also, its
focus is not limited to one type of medium or one type of message.

As a college text, this book serves as a broad introduction that spans across
many of the boundaries set up in academia to study the media. Some aca-
demic programs (such as journalism) focus on newspapers and magazines,
whereas others (such as telecommunication and RTV) focus on radio and tele-
vision. There are film studies programs, programs for recordings in music
departments, book publishing in English or literature departments. Also,
some programs focus on entertainment, some on information, and others on
persuasive messages (marketing/advertising, political science, speech com-
munication, or rhetoric). Some have a social science orientation while others
take a cultural/critical approach. Some focus on industry skills (copy editing,
reporting, lighting, directing, etc.) while others are more liberal arts programs
with an emphasis on theory. Within each of these academic divisions, there is
a special set of needs; but across all these divisions, there is the common
purpose of educating students to be knowledgeable, well-functioning citizens
within our media culture. This book presents an introduction or a kind of
“Table of Contents” to the thinking that ties us together in this common goal
of educating a media literate generation.

Second, the book is written from a critical perspective. This does not mean
that it criticizes everything about the media. Instead, it means that it chal-
lenges commonly held beliefs about media effects, how the human mind
works, media content, and opinions about the media themselves. The book
also lays out arguments about why readers should be more skeptical, and it
presents strategies for how readers can get more out of their media exposures.
Thus, much of the information is not presented in a purely descriptive tone as
is the case with most introductory textbooks. Instead, this book takes a critical
perspective and presents arguments in which the information is presented as
evidence to advance those arguments. Those arguments are not narrow, pre-
scriptive ones where my purpose is to convince the reader that my perspective
on the media is the only one or the best one. Rather, the book advances the
arguments broadly to encourage readers to construct their own perspectives.
Readers who find themselves disagreeing with my interpretations or extend-
ing them (or both) will be best illustrating the principles upon which this book
is based.
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Third, the arguments in the book are grounded in scientific research. The
findings from this type of research cannot answer all our questions, but they
can answer many of them. These findings are also useful for filtering out
myths and demonstrating support for other speculations. This does not mean
that a reader needs to be a statistician, a media theoretician, or a cognitive
psychologist. When the book deals with statistics, theory, and psychology, it
treats that information in a non-technical manner so that it is accessible to the
general reader.

Fourth, in many places the book has a “self-help” tenor in the way it speaks
directly to the reader. It presents guidance and practical exercises to help read-
ers develop their own skills for dealing with media messages. Thus the book
does not simply present information and leave it up to the students to memo-
rize it or not. Instead, the book tries to sensitize readers to the importance of
certain perspectives so that readers will be strongly motivated to explore the
value of those perspectives by undertaking exercises. In this way, students
have a greater probability of internalizing the key ideas in those perspectives,
and that should motivate them to seek out more information in more advanced
media courses.

Fifth, the book attempts to keep the focus more on knowledge structures
than on individual facts so that readers can get a sense of “the big picture” of
the media. Most students seem to be missing this. Their idea of the media is
largely informed by their memory of images from television shows. Yet stu-
dents often arrive at our courses with the belief that they know a great deal
about the media because they have spent their lives sitting at an ever-expand-
ing banquet of media channels, personalities, special effects, images, and
genres, and they have acquired a great number of unprocessed facts—that is,
they have a recognition of a wide variety of names, slogans, plot develop-
ments, and sound bites. However, much of this information is not particularly
useful in helping them understand the media.

I have found, through knowledge pre-tests administered at the beginning
of my courses, that many students lack even a rudimentary understanding of
the media industries or their effects. Few students understand the economic
nature of businesses or can define “profit.” Few have a good idea of how old
various media are and of the major influences that shaped their development.
Few have any idea about how large the media are in terms of employment or
revenue. Students also do not have a broad general understanding of the non-
media world. Today, students’ knowledge of geography, history, political sys-
tems, and economics is very sketchy, while their memory banks are crammed
with popular culture images and infobits. More students know exactly what
Sandra Bullock’s fee for a movie is than know the name of either of the U.S.
Senators from their home states. Fewer than half the students have even a
close idea of the population of the country or of relative employment sizes of
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different professions, nor have they developed any strategies to help them
make good estimates of these things. Few have a good idea of actual crime
rates, per capita expenditures on health care, or the relative costs of different
government programs, but they have opinions about crime, health care re-
form, and government spending. When they form an opinion about something
in the media or in society, the opinion is not deeply rooted in reasons; rather
it is tethered only to shifting intuitive feelings. If we are serious about edu-
cating the next generation to function well in our changing society, we must
recognize this challenge.

We have the formidable job of convincing students who have a volumi-
nous knowledge of media and culture that while their knowledge base is miles
wide, it is rarely more than an inch deep. That is, we need to help students
assemble their knowledge into organized structures so they can see how
things fit together and can identify where the gaps are.

As you can see from the five principles above, I am not interested in de-
scribing facts to help train students for entry-level jobs in a media company.
Instead, I am more interested in educating students to live in our message
saturated culture. Thus, the overriding goal of this book is to help students
build their skills and knowledge structures to be more media literate.

But what does “media literacy” mean? This is a term that covers a great
deal of conceptual ground. It can refer to the ability to use oral and written
language (Maddison, 1971; Scribner & Cole, 1981; Sinatra, 1986), still and
moving images (Messaris, 1994; Metallinos, 1994), television (Goodwin &
Whannel, 1990), computers (Adams & Hamm, 1989), or to span across many
different kinds of media (Silverblatt, 1995). It can be regarded primarily as a
skill (Kulleseid & Strickland, 1989; Neuman, 1991) or as an accumulation of
knowledge (Bianculli, 1992). It can be treated as a public policy issue
(Aufderheide, 1993), a critical cultural issue (Alvarado & Boyd-Barrett,
1992), a set of pedagogical tools for elementary school teachers (Houk &
Bogart, 1974), suggestions for parents (DeGaetano & Bander, 1996; Kelly,
1983), McLuhan-esque speculation (Gordon, 1971), or as a topic of scholarly
inquiry from a physiological (Messaris, 1994), cognitive psychological (Si-
natra, 1986), or anthropological (Scribner & Cole, 1981) point of view. In
addition, it can focus primarily on one culture, such as American culture
(Manley-Casimir & Luke, 1987; Ploghoft & Anderson, 1981), British culture
(Buckingham, 1990; Masterman, 1985), or Chilean culture (Freire, 1985), or
on several cultures (Scheunemann, 1996) or span across many countries and
cultures (Brown, 1991; Maddison, 1971).

In conducting the research for this book, it became clear that there co-exist
several schools of thought held by groups with different but definite ideas
about how the term media literacy should be used. Four are especially prominent.

One group is composed of scholars who are interested in public policy and
who argue for the importance of educating young children and adolescents
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about the media. The tone of their writings is critical because the authors
generally argue that the media are responsible for a range of negative effects
on individuals and society—essentially by creating a false consciousness
about our world. The audiences for their arguments are educational policy-
makers and other media scholars. These authors speculate about curriculum
changes that need to be implemented in schools in order to address this prob-
lem. While some authors discuss particular instructional practices, these are
presented as examples of their broad vision rather than as specific suggestions
for teachers to implement.

Much of this tradition of thinking about media literacy is traceable to the
work of British scholars such as Len Masterman, who wrote Teaching the
Media (1985); David Buckingham, who edited Watching Media Learning:
Making Sense of Media Education (1990); Manuel Alvarado and Oliver
Boyd-Barrett, editors of Media Education (1992); and Andrew Goodwin and
Garry Whannel, who edited Understanding Television (1990). Other scholars
contributing important work to this tradition are Aufderheide (1993); Brown
(1991); Freire (1985); Manley-Casimir and Luke (1987); McLaren, Hammer,
Sholle, and Reilly (1995); and Ploghoft and Anderson (1981).

A second group includes scholars who are social scientists concerned with
how people develop all the skills necessary for literacy with all kinds of me-
dia. The writings in this area are primarily intended to help the reader under-
stand the skills involved in processing media messages. Some of these writ-
ings take a psychological point of view and focus on processing written and
spoken language (Scribner & Cole, 1981) or visual images (Messaris, 1994;
Sinatra, 1986). Others take a broader sociological (Silverblatt, 1995) or an-
thropological approach (Gordon, 1971).

A third group presents its viewpoint in handbooks that provide practical
suggestions and exercises for parents (e.g., DeGaetano & Bander, 1996) and
teachers (e.g., Houk & Bogart, 1974; Kulleseid & Strickland, 1989). These books
are designed to help people work with children to increase their literacy in the
various media (Adams & Hamm, 1989), especially television (Kelly, 1983).

A fourth group writes a popular-press type of criticism of the mass media
and their effects on society and individuals. The primary targets of criticism
are film (Medved, 1992) and television (Mander, 1978; Postman, 1984).
However, some of the criticism is against the critics (e.g., Literacy in the
Television Age: The Myth of the TV Effect by Susan Neuman, 1991, and
Teleliteracy: Taking Television Seriously by David Bianculli, 1992).

Very important ideas have emerged from each of these groups of thinkers.
I have been weaving these ideas together into an integrated whole as I develop
my courses, in the belief that students will be able to achieve higher levels of
media literacy if they are able to examine this concept from many different
perspectives. I therefore try to show students the concept of media literacy
from the perspective of a cognitive psychologist in Chapters 3, 4, and 5. Then,
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in Chapters 6, 7, and 8, the media are examined primarily from the perspec-
tive of a critical scholar; of a historian in Chapter 9; of an economist in Chap-
ter 10; of a political economist in Chapter 11; of a marketer in Chapter 12; a
social scientist in Chapters 13 and 14; and a sociologist in Chapter 15. The
first two and the last two chapters of the book work to integrate the major
perspectives in the middle of the book.

The book is composed of 18 chapters that are organized into four parts:
Introduction, Skills, Knowledge Structures, and Putting It All Together. Each
chapter begins with an outline and a thesis statement, which is the key idea
of that chapter. Each chapter includes at least one exercise that students can
either do at home to help them apply the ideas in the readings, or do in class
as a stimulus to group discussions. At the end of most chapters, there is a short
annotated bibliography of several additional readings that students could pur-
sue to extend and deepen their knowledge of the topic of that chapter.

The book has some boundaries that must be acknowledged. First, it is fo-
cused entirely on United States media. Second, I do not present the informa-
tion in this book as the definitive set of all things a person needs to know to
be highly media literate. The book is more a table of contents than an ency-
clopedia. It is a beginning point for getting organized and building substantial
knowledge structures. It is also a plan of action to help readers orient them-
selves in their continuous development of media literacy skills.

Third, and finally, I try to blend the insights from the critical perspective
with the social scientific perspective. Social scientists will likely feel uncom-
fortable with the critical tone of some of the sections, and critical scholars will
undoubtedly feel that statistical information is being wrongly privileged in
places. However, I feel that taking the risk of attempting a blending of infor-
mation from the two different worldviews is worthwhile if students (who are
largely unaware of this academic distinction) are able to see a broader per-
spective on the media, their content, and their effects.
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Preface for Students

as this ever happened to you? You’re sitting in class listening to a pro-

fessor lecture about the media, and you wonder: How can I memorize
all this information? There is so much! How much of this will I be expected
to know?

This feeling is a symptom of several needs. Perhaps you need to be con-
vinced that learning the material is worthwhile because it will be useful to you
in your life; if you are committed to learning something, it will come much
more easily to you. Perhaps you think the information is valuable, but there
appears to be too much; in this case, you need some way to organize it all. For
example, it is a formidable task to memorize 30 brand new facts, but if you
can arrange them into six bundles of five facts each, then they are easier to
learn. Better still would be to organize them into a branching structure where
the most important idea is regarded as the trunk of a tree and four or five ideas
branch off directly from that main idea. Each of those branches has its own
four or five extending ideas. Such a structure would be a valuable tool to keep
you organized when you are exposed to yet another 30 or even 300 new facts.
The structure would orient you to where to place the new information so it
could be easily retrieved when you need it for a test, a class discussion, or
formulating an opinion years after the class is over. Knowledge structures are
very important tools in helping us acquire new information, organize that
information, and retrieve that information when we want to use it.

How good are your knowledge structures about the media and the culture
they reflect? Let’s make a quick assessment and find out. At the end of this
Preface, there is a Media Literacy Quiz. This short quiz (it will take you about
10 to 15 minutes) is not a test of the entire extent of your knowledge struc-
tures. Instead, it is a small sampling of information that will help you diag-
nose where your knowledge structures are strongest. Try to answer as many
questions as you can, but don’t be upset if you leave some blank or get them
wrong. Remember, the results are for your eyes only. Okay, turn to the end of
the preface, and take the Media Literacy Quiz.

Let’s see how you did. In Part I—the Media Industries—you could have
earned 29 points. If you earned more than 20 points, you probably have a
broad knowledge of the media industries. If you earned fewer than 10 points,

Xix
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you’ve got some gaps in your knowledge of the size and structure of the
media industries.

In Part II—Media Effects—don’t focus on how many effects you were
able to list. Instead look at the variety of those effects. Are they all negative
effects or are there also some positive ones on your list? Are the effects all
immediate ones or did you also include effects that take weeks or even years
to show up? Are they all effects on your behaviors, or did you also include
effects on your attitudes, values, learning of facts, bodily functions, and abil-
ity to appreciate art or life? The greater the variety of effects you were able
to list, the better your knowledge structure about effects.

In Part III—Media Content—were you surprised by some of the answers?
You have watched over 10,000 hours of television programming so far in your
life, and you remember lots of specific characters, plots, and show tunes. But
are you focusing on the “trees” rather than the “forest”? That is, is your mem-
ory so focused on individual characters and shows that you are missing the
overall patterns in the television world?

Part IV—Perceptions of the Real World—may seem like a strange compo-
nent for a media quiz, but much of this information comes to you from the
media and may not be very accurate. When this information is good, it gives
you a solid foundation for your opinions about education, government, fami-
lies, health, and crime. If you scored more than 20 points on this section, you
probably have a good knowledge base about the real world. More important
than the number of points you scored, however, are the patterns of your esti-
mates. Are you able to think logically and construct good estimates even
when you don’t know the real figures? The patterns of your estimates will
show you something about the skills you use. For example, look at your an-
swers to Questions 16 and 17 together. I’ve had people answer that 60% of
the population has not graduated from high school and that 70% of the popu-
lation has a college degree. That adds up to 130%. The only way this is pos-
sible is if millions of high school dropouts also have college degrees. Even
though you may not know the answer to either of these questions, it is still
possible to be reasonable with estimates. Let’s take another example. Look at
your estimates for Questions 21 and 28. I’ve had people estimate that the
population of this country was 100 million people, and that the annual birth
rate was 50 million. That would mean that over the past 2 years alone, 100
million people were born—which is their estimate of the total U.S. popula-
tion. Where did all the people over 3 years old come from?

Finally, in Part V—Name Recognition—look at where you earned your
points. If you are like most people who take this quiz, you are more familiar
with media personalities than with the people who are behind the scenes in
the media or with real-world figures.
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Now think beyond your scores on the individual sections of the quiz and
ask yourself: Could my knowledge base be stronger? If the answer is yes, then
read on!

This book is composed of 18 chapters that are organized into four parts:
Introduction, Skills, Knowledge Structures, and Putting It All Together. The
introductory chapters ask you to confront the questions: Should 1 work on
developing my knowledge about the media? Why is this important? How can
I get started? In Chapter 1, I present a definition of media literacy that spreads
out across a range of skills and knowledge. No one is totally non-media-lit-
erate, because everyone has some knowledge and skills. Also, no one is com-
pletely media literate, because knowledge continually changes, and our skills
can always be improved.

Chapter 2 is designed to show you that media literacy is at a fairly low
level in this culture and that this is a problem about which we should be
concerned. We live in a media saturated environment where we must filter out
almost all of the information that comes to us in order to be able to function
in our society. We may be screening out too much, however, which would
leave us with a set of faulty beliefs about the media and society.

Part II deals with the skills required for media literacy. Most of you have
developed formidable skills for memorizing bits of information so you can do
consistently well on exams based on objective knowledge. Yet the skill of
memorizing, while useful at times, is less than what you need to be media
literate. The higher level skills of analysis, synthesis, evaluation, and problem
solving can help you make much more efficient use of your time and can help
you see the “big picture.”

Chapter 3 reveals how our understanding of the human mind has changed.
Psychologists have moved away from mechanical models of logical process-
ing of information toward more open-ended, intuitive models, such as the use
of schemas—sets of facts that allow us to organize information. Given the unsys-
tematic, unconscious way we process much of the media information, Chapter
4 makes an argument for more formal processing by developing the skills of
analysis, comparison/contrast, evaluation, synthesis, and appreciation.

A developmental perspective on skills is taken in Chapter 5. In psychol-
ogy, the developmental perspective is generally limited to a focus on chil-
dren’s cognitive development. Chapter 5 expands this focus to look at devel-
opment into adulthood along the cognitive, emotional, and moral dimensions.

Each of the 11 chapters in Part IIT helps you build knowledge structures
about the media industries, their messages, and their effects. Of course, these
chapters cannot give you all the information you need to have well-developed
knowledge structures on these topics, but the chapters can orient you to
what is important and help you structure your approach to fleshing out your
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knowledge with additional reading and study. The first three of these chapters
examine the essence of different types of messages found across all the me-
dia: Chapter 6 examines the news—Is it possible for news to be objective,
given all the influences and constraints on journalists? Chapter 7 focuses on
advertising messages—How has the increase in the number of advertising
messages changed the media industries and other businesses? Chapter 8 ex-
amines patterns of entertainment programming—What kinds of characters,
portrayals, and themes are most prevalent, and what are the message conven-
tions that shape this content?

The next four chapters will help organize your knowledge structures about
the media industries. Chapter 9 helps you see the media industries from an
historical perspective. It presents a highlight reel of each medium to show the
patterns they have all followed in developing into the powerful giants they
are today. An economic perspective is shown in Chapter 10, with each of the
mass media industries profiled in terms of its revenues, expenses, and profit
margins. Chapter 11 shows patterns of ownership and control of the mass
media companies. Each medium is examined separately, then cross-media
ownership patterns are explored. Chapter 12 takes a marketing perspective,
as the nature of the audience is presented through the eyes of industry deci-
sion makers. The view of the audience has changed drastically from the days
of seeing it as a mass.

The next three chapters deal with the effects of the media. Chapter 13 will
help you expand your vision of what constitutes a media effect. Effects are
both long term and immediate. Not only can they affect our behavior, but they
also have profound influences on us cognitively, affectively, and physiologi-
cally, and these effects are positive as well as negative.

Chapter 14 looks at how the effects processes work on us. These processes
are hardly ever simple or direct. More often, the media work in concert with
many other factors that each serve to increase the probability that an effect
may occur. When we take a broader perspective on effects, we can more ac-
curately assess the influence of the media in our lives.

In Chapter 15, the influences of media are examined in terms of changes
in the fundamental institutions of politics, family, religion, and sports. The
media, especially television, have forever altered the way these institutions
function, which means that the media exert indirect effects on us through
these institutions.

Chapter 16 illustrates why a broad knowledge about the real world is as
important as a thorough knowledge about the media industries. Real-world
knowledge helps us check whether the media are presenting a balanced pic-
ture of society. While this chapter cannot present a full inventory of the real-
world knowledge a person needs, it presents some examples (such as in the



