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edia literacy, or media education as it is betrter

known in Australia and the United Kingdom,
gencrally refers to the ability to ACCESS, ANALYZE,
EVALUATE and COMMUNICATE/CREATE infor-
mation in a variety of forms including print and non-
print media.

While it clearly involves teaching WITH or
THROUGH media, its central focus concerns reach-
ing ABOUT media.

To do this effectively requires awareness of, and adher-
ence to, some of the key concepts and principles that
define the theoretical foundations of media education.
The following represents a brict overview of some of
these key arcas.

MEDIA LANGUAGES

‘T'his approach examines the unique characteristics and
attributes of discrete media forms. For example, pho-
tography is a still medium, while both film and relevi-
sion are based on moving images.

The language of both film and television include a
series of key shots (long shots, close- ups, etc) which
are not used randomly bur are selecred based on whart
the director is trying to convey to the audience. A cam-
era positioned below a person or object for example,
almost always conveys some sense of power (physicaL
moral, psychological, political), while a camera that
shoots down on an individual frequently conveys a

sense of powerlessness or vulnerability.

Decisions about the form or style 1o be used in pre-

senting the story or narrative are not random, but are

carefully considered design decisions. Why for exam-
ple was Schindler’s List made in black and white when
color was obviously available and is usually preferred by
contemporary audiences?

Discrere media also have their own codes and conven-
tions. Both tclevision and cinema for example work in
key genres or story- types (western, sci- fi, sit-com, etc).
Each of these genres has rypical locations, stock char-
acters and standard plot or narrative formulas.

MEDIA REPRESENTATIONS

This concept refers to the way the media depicr people,
places, individuals, issucs, countries and cultures, along
with consideration of why these production patterns
persist and the possible social effects or outcomes of
these cumulative, dominant forms of representation.

In The Celluloid South

for example, it is

argued that cinema has
a profound impact on
the way the American
south is perceived in
the popular imagina-
ton. Relatively recent
films like The Divine
Sccrets of the Ya Ya
Sisterhood, Midnight
in The Garden of Good
and Evil, and Sweer
Home Alabama contin-
uc traditions evident in
earlier vehicles like Srecl
Magnolias and  Fried
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Green Tomatoes, not to mention the literary traditions

of Faulkner, Tennessee Williams and others.

At the most basic level, a study of media representa-
tions invites our consideration of stereotypes . On a
more sophisticated level it requires an examinarion of
media industries to see why such patterns of produc-

tion continue,

Anyone who witnessed Halle Berry'’s acceprance of her
Oscar for The Monster’s Ball, heard a speech which
articulated the face that the film industry and the
Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences had for
too long denied black women quality film roles and

their resultant rewards.

Beyond the world, of fiction, the concept  of media
representation also has special significance in consider-
ing the window on the world that the news media con-
struct. Key questions include analysis of the type of sto-
rics that are consistently considered newsworthy at the
national and local level, along with the evaluation of
the balance and bias evident in the way these stories are
presented.

In the process this includes not only analyzing and
cv:ahla[ing the stories the news media sclects; it also
includes an examination of the stories, issues, events,

and perspectives that are not considered newsworthy.

MEDIA AUDIENCES

Media education initially often asked questions about
what MEDIA DID TO audiences, particularly to

impressionable children and teens. Today, while this
remains a concern, it is equally important to consider

what audiences DO WITH THE MEDIA.

The emergence of relatively affordable digital tech-
nologies, means that many young people are not only
consumers of corporate mass media messages, but they
are themselves creators and producers of their own

media products, from websites, to videos.

Related to the different ways in which audiences select
and utilize media, are the key arca of media uses and
gratification theory, which includes studying the pleas-
ure we derive from our encounters with the media, and

our motivations for our media tastes and preferences.

Demographics and psychographics make it evident
thar race, class, gender, religion, level of education and
other factors all influence the media we select and the
way n which we rcad and comprehend media messages.
To use a phrase from media literacy theory, “andiences
negotiate meaning,”

In a pluralistic culture it is also worth considering
whether mass media serves as a form of social cement,
a common culture to hold disparate audicnce groups
together, or whether in fact we have moved from an era
of broadcasting to one of narroweasting in which audi-
ences increasingly have less and less in common with
cach other and the family home finds a TV in each
room so each member of the family can watch their
own choice of programming. A casual look at television
listings shows specialized outlets like WE, rargeting
very distinct demographic groups.






