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1  Five Core Concepts in 
Media Literacy

 from The Center for Media Literacy

 The five core concepts of media literacy provide you 

with the basic ideas you can consider when examining 

media messages.

 All media messages are “constructed.”  All media 

messages are made by someone.  In fact, they are 

carefully thought out and researched and have 

attitudes and values built into them.  Much of the 

information that you use to make sense of the world 

comes from the media.  Therefore, it is important to 

know how media are put together so you can better 

understand the message it conveys.

 Media messages are constructed using a creative 
language with its own rules.  Each means of 

communication—whether it is film, television, 

newspapers, magazines, radio, or the Internet—has 

its own language and design.  Therefore, the content 

of a message must use the language and design of the 

medium that conveys the message.  Thus, the medium 

actually shapes the message.  For example, a horror film 

may use music to heighten suspense, or a newspaper 

may use a big headline to signal the significance of a 

story.  Understanding the language of each medium 

can increase your enjoyment of it as well as alert you 

to obvious and subtle influences.

 Different people experience the same media messages 
differently.  Personal factors such as age, education, 

and experience will affect the way a person responds 

to a media message.  How many times has your 

interpretation of a film or book differed from that 

of a friend?  Everyone interprets media messages 

through their own personal lens. 

 Media have embedded values and points of view.  
Media messages carry underlying values, which 

are purposely built into them by the creators of 

the message.  For example, a commercial’s main 

purpose may be to persuade you to buy something, 

but it also conveys the value of a particular lifestyle.  

Understanding not only the core message but also the 

embedded points of view will help you decide whether 

to accept or reject the message.

 Most media messages are organized to gain profit and/
or power.  The creators of media messages often provide 

a commodity, such as information or entertainment, 

in order to make money.  The bigger the audience, the 

higher the cost of advertising.  Consequently, media 

outlets want to build large audiences in order to bring in 

more revenue from advertising.  For example, a television 

network creates programming that appeals to the largest 

audience possible, and then uses the viewer ratings to 

attract more advertising dollars. 

2 Media Basics
2.1 message

 When a film or TV show is created, it becomes a media 

product.  Each media product is created to send a 

message, or an expression of belief or opinion, that 

serves a specific purpose.  In order to understand the 

message, you will need to deconstruct it.  

 Deconstruction is the process of analyzing a media 

presentation.  To analyze a media presentation you will 

need to look at its content, its purpose, the audience 

it’s aimed at, and the techniques and elements that 

are used to create certain effects.

2.2 audience

 A target audience is a specific group of people at whom a 

product or presentation is aimed.  The members of a target 

audience usually share certain characteristics, such as 

age, gender, ethnic background, values, or lifestyle.  For 

example, a target audience may be adults ages 40 to 60 

who want to exercise and eat healthful foods.   

Demographics are the characteristics of a population, 

including age, gender, profession, income, education, 

 Every day you are exposed to hundreds of images and messages 

from television, radio, movies, newspapers, and the Internet.  What 

is the effect of all this media?  What do you need to know to be a 

smart media consumer?  Being media literate means that you have 

the ability to think critically about media messages.  It means that 

you are able to analyze and evaluate media messages and how 

they influence you and your world.  To become media literate, you’ll 

need the tools to study media messages.
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 Some forms of media are independently owned, while 
others are part of a corporate family.  Some corporate 
families might own several different kinds of media.  
For example, a company may own three radio stations, 
five newspapers, a publishing company, and a small 
television station.  Often a corporate “parent” decides 
the content for all of its holdings.

2.6 laws governing media

 Four main laws and policies affect the content, delivery, 
and use of mass media.

The First Amendment to the Constitution forbids 
Congress to limit speech or the press.

 Copyright law protects the rights of authors and other 
media creators against the unauthorized publishing, 
reproduction, and selling of their works.  

Laws prohibit censorship, any attempt to suppress or 
control people’s access to media messages.  

 Laws prohibit libel, the publication of false statements 
that damage a person’s reputation.

2.7 influence of media

 By sheer volume alone, media influence our habits, values, 
opinions, and beliefs.  Our environment is saturated 
with media messages from television, billboards, radio, 
newspapers, magazines, video games, and so on.  Each 
of these media products is selling one message and 
conveying another—a message about values—in the 
subtext.  For example, a car ad is meant to sell a car, but if 
you look closer, you will see that it is using a set of values, 
such as a luxurious lifestyle, to make the car attractive 
to the target audience.  One message of the ad is that if 
you buy the car, you’ll have the luxurious lifestyle.  The 
other message is that the luxurious lifestyle is good and 
desirable.  TV shows, movies, and news programs also 
convey subtexts of values and beliefs.  

Media can also shape our opinions about the world.  
For example, news about crime shapes our understanding 
about how much and what type of crime is prevalent in 
the world around us.  TV news items, talk show interviews, 
and commercials may shape our perception of a political 
candidate, a celebrity, an ethnic group, a country, or a 
region.  As a consequence, our knowledge of a person or 
place may be completely based on the information we 
receive from the television or other media.

ethnicity, and geographic location.  Media decision 
makers use demographics to shape their content to 
suit the needs and tastes of a target audience.

Nielsen ratings are the system used to track TV audiences 
and their viewing preferences.  Nielsen Media Research, 
the company that provides this system, monitors TV 
viewing in a random sample of 5,000 U.S. households 
selected to represent the population as a whole.

2.3 purpose

 The purpose, or intent, of a media presentation is the 
reason it was made.  Most media messages have more 
than one purpose, but each has a core purpose.  To 
discover that purpose, think about why its creator paid 
for and produced the message.  For example, an ad 
might entertain you with humor, but its core purpose is 
to persuade you to buy something.  

2.4 types and genres of media

 The term media refers to television, newspapers, 
magazines, radio, movies, and the Internet.  Each 
is a medium, or means for carrying information, 
entertainment, and advertisements to a large audience.

  Each type of media has different characteristics, 
strengths, and weaknesses.  Understanding how different 
types of media work and the role they play will help you 
become more informed about the choices you make in 
response to the media.

2.5 producers and creators

 People who control the media are known as gatekeepers.  
Gatekeepers decide what information to share with the 
public and the ways it will be presented.  The following 
diagram gives some examples.
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3 Film and TV
 Films and television programs come in a variety of 

types.  Films include comedies, dramas, documentaries, 
and animated features.  Televison programs cover an 
even wider array, including dramas, sitcoms, talk shows, 
reality shows, newscasts, and so on.  Producers of films 
and producers of television programs rely on many of 
the same elements to convey their messages.  Among 
these elements are scripts, visual and sound elements, 
special effects, and editing.

3.1 script and written elements

 The writer and editor craft a story for television or film 
using a script and storyboard.  A script is the text or 
words of a film or television show.  A storyboard is a 
device often used to plan the shooting of a film and to 
help the director envision and convey what the finished 
product will look like.  It consists of a sequence of 
sketches showing what will appear in the film’s shots, 
often with explanatory notes and dialogue written 
beside or underneath them as shown in the example.  

 For more information, see Listening and Speaking: Producing 
a Docudrama, page 548.

Interviewer: 
Did you have 
any problems 
adjusting 
to life in an 
American high 
school?

Vi: (begins 
to answer 
question)

As Vi answers, 
pull back to 
mid-range shot 
to include both 
girls.

3.2 visual elements

 Visual elements in film and television include 
camera shots, angles, and movements, as well as film 
components such as mise en scène, set design, props, 
and visual special effects.

 A camera shot is a single, continuous view taken by a 
camera.  Camera angle is the angle at which the camera 
is positioned during the recording of a shot or image.  
Each angle is carefully planned to create an effect.  The 
following chart explains the different shots and angles.

Camera Shot/Angle Effect

Establishing shot 

introduces viewers to the 

location of a scene, usually 

by presenting a wide view 

of an area

establishes the setting 

of a film or television show

Close-up shot shows a 

detailed view of a person

or an object

helps to create emotion 

and make viewers feel as if 

they know the character

Medium shot shows a 

view wider than a close-

up but narrower than an 

establishing or long shot

shows part of an object, or 

a character from the knees 

or waist up

Long shot is a wide view of 

a scene, showing the full 

figure(s) of a person or group 

and their surroundings

allows the viewer to see 

the “big picture” and 

shows the relationship 

between the subject and 

the environment

Reaction shot shows 

someone reacting to 

something that occurred in 

a previous shot

allows the viewer to see 

how the character feels in 

order to create empathy in 

the viewer

Low-angle shot looks up at 

an object or a person

makes a character, object, 

or scene appear more 

important or threatening

High-angle shot looks 

down on an object or a 

person

makes a character, object, 

or scene seem vulnerable 

or insignificant

Point-of-view (POV) shot  

shows a part of the story 

through a character’s eyes

helps viewers identify with 

that character

 Camera movement can create energy, reveal 
information, or establish a mood.  The following chart 
shows some of the ways filmmakers move the camera 
to create an effect.

Camera Movement Effect

Pan is a shot in which the 

camera scans a location 

from right to left or left 

to right

reveals information by 

showing a sweeping view 

of an area

Tracking shot is a shot in 

which the camera moves 

with the subject

establishes tension or 

creates a sense of drama

Zoom is the movement of 

the camera as it closes in on 

or moves farther away from 

the subject

captures action or draws 

the viewer’s attention to 

detail
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	 Mise en scène is a French term that refers to the 
arrangement of actors, props, and action on a film 
set.  It is used to describe everything that can be 
seen in a frame, including the setting, lighting, 
visual composition, costumes, and action.

 Framing is capturing people and objects within the 
“frame” of a screen or image.  Framing is what the 
camera sees.

 Composition is the arrangement of objects, characters, 
shapes, and colors within a frame and the relationship 
of the objects to one another.

3.3	 sound	elements

	 Sound	elements in film and television include music, 
voice-over, and sound effects.

	 Music may be used to set the mood and atmosphere in 
a scene.  Music can have a powerful effect on the way 
viewers feel about a story.  For example, fast-paced music 
helps viewers feel excited during an action scene.

	 Voice-over is the voice of the unseen commentator or 
narrator of a film, TV program, or commercial.

	 Sound	effects are the sounds added to films, TV 
programs, and commercials during the editing process.  
Sound effects, such as laugh tracks or the sounds of 
punches in a fight scene, can create humor, emphasize 
a point, or contribute to the mood.

3.4	 special	effects

 Special	effects	include computer-generated animation, 
manipulated video images, and fast- or slow-motion 
sequences in films, TV programs, and commercials.  

 Animation on film involves the frame-by-frame 
photography of a series of drawings or objects.  
When these frames are projected—at a rate of 24 
per second—the illusion of movement is achieved.

 A split	screen	is a special-effects shot in which two or 
more separate images are shown in the same frame.  
One example is when two people, actually a distance 
apart, are shown talking to each other.

3.5	 editing

 Editing	is the process of selecting and arranging shots 
in a sequence.  The editor decides which scenes or shots 
to use, as well as the length of each shot, the number 
of shots, and their sequence.  Editing establishes pace, 
mood, and a coherent story.

 Cut is the transition from one shot to another.  To create 
excitement, editors often use quick cuts, which are a 
series of short shots strung together.

 Dissolve is a transitional device in which one scene 
fades into another.

 Fade-in is a transitional device in which a white or black 
shot fades in to reveal the beginning of a new scene.

 Fade-out	is a transitional device in which a shot fades 
to darkness to end a scene.

 Jump	cut	is an abrupt and jarring change from one 
shot to another.  A jump cut shows a break in time 
or continuity.

 Pace	is determined by the length of time each shot stays 
on the screen and the rhythm that is created by the 
transitions between shots.  Short, quick cuts create a fast 
pace in a story.  Long cuts slow down a story.

 Parallel	editing	is a technique that cuts from one shot 
to another so as to suggest simultaneous action—often 
in different locations.

4	 News
 The news is information on events, people, and places 

in your community, your region, the nation, and the 
world.  The news can be categorized by type, as shown 
in the chart.

	 	
Type Description Examples

Hard	News fact-based 

accounts of current 

events

local newspapers, 

newscasts, online 

wire services

Soft	News human-interest 

stories and other 

accounts that are 

less current or 

urgent than hard 

news

magazines and 

tabloid TV shows 

such as Sports 

Illustrated, Access 

Hollywood

News	

Features

stories that 

elaborate on news 

reports

documentaries 

such as history 

reports on PBS

Commentary	

and	Opinion

essays and 

perspectives 

by experts, 

professionals, and 

media personalities

editorial pages, 

personal Web 

pages
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4.1	 choosing	the	news

	 Newsworthiness is	the	significance	of	an	event	or	action	
that	makes	it	worthy	of	media	reporting.		Journalists	
and	their	editors	usually	weigh	the	following	criteria	in	
determining	which	stories	should	make	the	news:

	 Timeliness	is	the	quality	of	being	very	current.		Timely	
events	usually	take	priority	over	previously	reported	
events.		For	example,	a	car	accident	with	fatalities	will	
be	timely	on	the	day	it	occurs.		Because	of	its	timeliness	
it	may	be	on	the	front	page	of	a	newspaper	or	be	the	
lead	story	on	a	newscast.

 Widespread impact refers	to	the	importance	of	an	event	
and	the	number	of	people	it	could	affect.		The	more	
widespread	the	impact	of	an	event,	the	more	likely	it	
is	to	be	newsworthy.

 Proximity gauges	the	nearness	of	an	event	to	a	
particular	city,	region,	or	country.		People	tend	to	be	
more	interested	in	stories	that	take	place	locally	and	
affect	them	directly.

 Human interest is	a	quality	of	stories	that	cause	readers	
or	listeners	to	feel	emotions	such	as	happiness,	anger,	or	
sadness.		People	are	interested	in	reading	stories	about	
other	people.

	 Uniqueness refers	to	uncommon	events	or	
circumstances	that	are	likely	to	be	interesting	to	
an	audience.

 Compelling video	and	photographs	grab	people’s	
attention	and	stay	in	their	minds.

4.2	 reporting	the	news

	 When	developing	a	news	story,	a	journalist	makes	a	
variety	of	decisions	about	how	to	construct	the	story,	
such	as	what	information	to	include	and	how	to	
organize	it.		The	following	elements	are	commonly	used	
in	news	stories:

	 5 W ’s and H  are	the	six	questions	reporters	answer	
when	writing	news	stories—who, what, when, where, 

why,	and	how.		It	is	a	journalist’s	job	to	answer	these	
questions	in	any	type	of	news	report.		These	questions	
also	serve	as	a	structure	for	writing	and	editing	a	story.		

	 Inverted pyramid is	a	means	of	organizing	information	
according	to	importance.		In	the	inverted	pyramid	
diagram	below,	the	most	important	information	
(the	answers	to	the	5	W ’s	and	H)	appears	at	the	top	
of	the	pyramid.		The	less	important	details	appear	
at	the	bottom.		Not	all	stories	are	reported	using	the	
inverted	pyramid	form.		The	style	remains	popular,	

	 however,	because	it	enables	a	reader	to	get	the	
essential	information	without	reading	the	entire	
story.		Consider	the	following	example.

	 Angle or slant is	the	point	of	view	from	which	a	story	is	
written.		Even	an	objective	report	must	have	an	angle.

Consider	these	two	headlines	that	describe	a	marine	
accident.

	 The	first	headline	alludes	to	other,	possibly	recent,	
cruise	ship	disasters	and	may	be	hinting	that	there	is	
something	wrong	with	the	cruise	ship	industry.		The	
second	headline,	however,	suggests	no	such	opinion	
and	supplies	only	the	most	basic	facts	of	the	incident.

	 Standards	for	News	Reporting
	 The	ideal	of	journalism	is	to	present	news	in	a	way	that	
is	objective,	accurate,	and	thorough.		The	best	news	
stories	contain	the	following	elements:

•	 Objectivity	 The	story	takes	a	balanced	point	of	view	
toward	the	issues;	it	is	not	biased,	nor	does	it	reflect	a	
specific	attitude	or	opinion.

•	 Accuracy	 The	story	presents	factual	information	that	
can	be	verified.

•	 Thoroughness	 The	story	presents	all	sides	of	an	issue;	
it	includes	background	information,	telling	who, what, 

when, where, why, and how.

A	man	and	his	daughters	died	in	a	boating	accident	

off	Montrose	Beach	in	Chicago	today.

The	boaters	were	fishing	in	the	early	

morning	hours	when	the	boat	

apparently	capsized.

Officials	say	that	weather	

was	not	a	factor,	and	

the	accident’s	cause	

is	still	under	

investigation.
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 Balanced Versus Biased Reporting
	 Objectivity	in	news	reporting	can	be	measured	by	how	
balanced	or	biased	the	story	is.

	 Balanced reporting represents	all	sides	of	an	issue	
equally	and	fairly.		

	 A	balanced	news	story

•	 represents	people	and	subjects	in	a	neutral	light

•	 treats	all	sides	of	an	issue	equally

•	 does	not	include	inappropriate	questions

•	 does	not	show	stereotypes	or	prejudice	toward	
people	of	a	particular	race,	gender,	age,	religion,	
or	other	group

•	 does	not	leave	out	important	background	information	
that	is	needed	to	establish	a	context	or	perspective

	 Biased reporting is	reporting	in	which	one	side	is	
favored	over	another	or	in	which	the	subject	is	unfairly	
represented.		Biased	reporting	may	show	an	overly	
negative	view	of	a	subject,	or	it	may	encourage	racial,	
gender,	or	other	stereotypes	and	prejudices.		Sometimes	
biased	reporting	is	apparent	in	the	journalist’s	choice	
of	sources.

	 Sources are	the	people	interviewed	for	the	news	report,	
and	also	any	written	materials	and	documents	the	
journalist	used	for	background	information.		From	each	
source,	the	journalist	gets	a	different	point	of	view.		To	
decide	whether	news	reporting	is	balanced	or	biased,	
you	will	need	to	pay	attention	to	the	sources.		For	a	
news	story	on	a	new	medicinal	drug,	for	instance,	if	
the	journalist’s	only	source	is	a	representative	from	the	
company	that	made	the	drug,	the	report	may	be	biased.		
But	if	the	journalist	also	includes	the	perspective	of	
someone	neutral,	such	as	a	scientist	who	is	objectively	
studying	the	effects	of	drugs,	the	report	may	be	more	
balanced.		It	is	important	to	evaluate	the	credibility, 

or	believability	and	trustworthiness,	of	both	a	source	
and	the	report	itself.		The	following	chart	shows	which	
sources	are	credible.

Sources for News Stories

Credible Sources Weak Sources

•	 	experts	in	a	field	or	

subject	area

•	 	people	directly	

affected	by	the	

reported	event	

(eyewitnesses)

•	 	published	reports	

that	are	specifically	

mentioned	or	shown

•	 	unnamed	or	anonymous	

sources

•	 	people	who	are	not	

involved	in	the	reported	

event	(for	example,	people	

who	heard	about	a	story	

from	a	friend)

•	 	research,	data,	or	reports	

that	are	not	specifically	

named	or	are	referred	to	

only	in	vague	terms	(for	

example,	“Research	shows	

that	.	.	.”)

5 Advertising
	 Advertising	is	a	sponsor’s	paid	use	of	various	media	to	
promote	products,	services,	or	ideas.		Some	common	
forms	of	advertising	are	shown	in	the	chart.

Type of Ad Characteristics

Billboard a	large	outdoor	advertising	sign

Print Ad typically	appears	in	magazines	and	

newspapers;	uses	eye-catching	

graphics	and	persuasive	copy

Flyer a	print	ad	that	is	circulated	by	hand	

or	mail

Infomercial an	extended	ad	on	TV	that	

usually	includes	detailed	product	

information,	demonstrations,	and	

testimonials

Public Service 

Announcement

a	message	aired	on	radio	or	TV	to	

promote	ideas	that	are	considered	to	

be	in	the	public	interest

Political Ad broadcast	on	radio	or	TV	to	promote	

political	candidates

Trailer a	short	film	promoting	an	upcoming	

movie,	TV	show,	or	video	game

	 Marketing	is	the	process	of	transferring	products	
and	services	from	producer	to	consumer.		It	involves	
determining	the	packaging	and	pricing	of	a	product,	
how	it	will	be	promoted	and	advertised,	and	where	it	
will	be	sold.		One	way	companies	market	their	products	
is	by	becoming	media	sponsors.		
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	 Sponsors pay	for	their	products	to	be	advertised.		
These	companies	hire	advertising	agencies	to	create	and	
produce	specific	campaigns	for	their	products.		They	then	
buy	television	or	radio	airtime	or	magazine,	newspaper,	
or	billboard	space	to	feature	ads	where	the	target	
audience	is	sure	to	see	them.		Because	selling	time	and	
space	to	advertisers	generates	much	of	the	income	the	
media	need	to	function,	the	media	need	advertisers	just	
as	much	as	advertisers	need	the	media.

	 Product placement	is	the	intentional	and	identifiable	
featuring	of	brand-name	products	in	movies,	television	
shows,	video	games,	and	other	media.		The	intention	is	
to	have	viewers	feel	positive	about	a	product	because	
they	see	a	favorite	character	using	it.		Another	purpose	
may	be	to	promote	product	recognition.

5.1	 persuasive	techniques

	 Persuasive techniques are	the	methods	used	to	
convince	an	audience	to	buy	a	product	or	adopt	an	idea.		
Advertisers	use	a	combination	of	visuals,	sound,	special	
effects,	and	words	to	persuade	their	target	audience.		
Recognizing	the	following	techniques	can	help	you	
evaluate	persuasive	media	messages	and	identify	
misleading	information:

	 Emotional appeals	use	strong	feelings	rather	than	
factual	evidence	to	persuade	consumers.		Here	is	an	
example	of	an	emotional	appeal	that	targets	people’s	
pity:	“Would	you	let	a	child	go	hungry?		Give	to	St.	
Cecelia’s	Homeless	and	Hungry	Program.”

	 Bandwagon appeals use	the	argument	that	a	person	
should	believe	or	do	something	because	“everyone	
else”	does.		These	appeals	take	advantage	of	people’s	
desire	to	be	socially	accepted.		Purchasing	a	product	
seems	less	risky	when	many	others	also	find	it	worthy	
to	buy.		An	example	of	a	bandwagon	appeal	is	“Don’t	be	
the	last	to	own	a	Little	Jiffy	digital	camera.”

	 Slogans are	memorable	phrases	used	in	advertising	
campaigns.		Slogans	substitute	catchy	language	for	
factual	information.		

 Logical appeals	rely	on	logic	and	facts,	appealing	to	a	
consumer’s	reason	and	his	or	her	respect	for	authority.		
Two	examples	of	logical	appeals	are	expert	opinions	
and	product	comparisons.	

	 Celebrity	ads	use	one	of	the	following	two	categories	
of	spokesperson:

• 	Celebrity authorities are	experts	in	a	particular	field.		
Advertisers	hope	that	audiences	will	transfer	the	
respect	or	admiration	they	have	for	the	person	to	

	 the	product.		For	example,	a	famous	race	car	driver	
may	endorse,	or	recommend,	a	particular	car	model.		
Associating	the	driver’s	expertise	with	the	product,	
viewers	assume	it	must	be	a	high-performance	car.

• 	Celebrity spokespeople are	famous	people	who	
endorse	a	product.		Advertisers	hope	that	audiences	
will	associate	the	product	with	the	celebrity.

	 Product comparison involves	comparing	a	product	with	
its	competition.		The	competing	product	is	portrayed	as	
inferior.		The	intended	effect	is	for	people	to	question	
the	quality	of	the	competing	product	and	to	believe	
the	featured	product	is	superior.

6 Elements of Design
	 The	design	of	a	media	product	is	just	as	important	as	
the	words	are	in	conveying	the	message.		Like	words,	
visual	elements	are	used	to	persuade,	inform,	and	
entertain.

Graphics	and	images,	such	as	charts,	diagrams,	maps,	
timelines,	photographs,	illustrations,	cartoons,	book	
covers,	and	symbols,	present	information	that	can	be	
quickly	and	easily	understood.		The	following	basic	
elements	are	used	to	give	meaning	to	visuals:	

	 Color can	be	used	to	highlight	important	elements	
such	as	headlines	and	subheads.		It	can	also	create	
mood,	because	many	colors	have	a	strong	emotional	
or	psychological	impact	on	the	reader	or	viewer.		For	
example,	warm	colors	more	readily	draw	the	eye	and	
are	often	associated	with	happiness	and	comfort.		Cool	
colors	are	often	associated	with	feelings	of	peace	and	
contentment	or	sometimes	sadness.

	 Lines—strokes	or	marks—can	be	thick	or	thin,	long	or	
short,	and	smooth	or	jagged.		They	can	focus	attention	
and	create	a	feeling	of	depth.		They	can	frame	an	object.		
They	can	also	direct	a	viewer’s	eye	or	create	a	sense	of	
motion.		

	 Texture is	the	apparent	surface	quality	of	an	object.		
For	example,	an	object’s	texture	can	be	glossy,	rough,	
wet,	or	shiny.		Texture	can	be	used	to	create	contrast.		
It	can	also	be	used	to	make	an	image	look	“real.”		For	
example,	a	pattern	on	wrapping	paper	can	create	a	
feeling	of	depth	even	though	the	texture	is	only	visual	
and	cannot	be	felt.

	 Shape is	the	external	outline	of	an	object.		Shapes	can	
be	used	to	symbolize	living	things	or	geometric	objects.		
They	can	emphasize	visual	elements	and	add	interest.		
Shapes	can	also	symbolize	ideas.
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 Notice how this photograph uses these design elements 
to convey a message.

Live the life you want . . . 

 Drive the car you love . . .

 In “reading” this visual image for its message, take note 
of the following: 

• The main image in this photo is a sports car.  The lines 
in this picture are intentionally blurred to suggest 
speed.  Also, the primarily horizontal lines of the car 
and the background suggest motion and speed.

• The main colors in the photograph are red, orange, 
yellow, and black.  The first three are warm colors, 
suggesting heat.  The red also suggests speed, and the 
orange and yellow create a dazzling brilliance.

• The shapes in this photograph are rounded and 
slanted, conveying a sense of sleekness.  The unclear 
edges lend a sense of mystery. 

• The texture of the car appears shiny, due to the 
apparent shine on the hood and the side of the car.  
This texture suggests newness and sleekness.   

 Considering the design elements in this photograph, 
what message is it trying to convey about the car? 

7 Evaluating Media Messages
 Being able to respond critically to media images and 

messages will help you evaluate the reliability of the 
content and make informed decisions.  Here are six 
questions to ask about any media message:

Who made—and who sponsored—this message, 
and for what purpose?  The source of the message is 
a clue to its purpose.  If the source of the message is a 
private company, that company may be trying to sell 
you a product.  If the source is a government agency, 
that agency may be trying to promote a program or 
philosophy.  To discover the purpose, think about why 
its creator paid for and produced the message.

Who is the target audience, and how is the message 
specifically tailored to it?  Think about the age group, 
ethnic group, gender, and/or profession the message 
is targeting.  Decide how it relates to you.

 What are the different techniques used to inform, 
persuade, entertain, and attract attention?  Analyze 
the elements—such as humor, music, special effects, 
and graphics—that have been used to create the 
message.  Think about how visual and sound effects, 
such as symbols, color, photographs, words, and music, 
support the purpose behind the message.

 What messages are communicated (and/or implied) 
about certain people, places, events, behaviors, 
lifestyles, and so forth?  The media try to influence 
who we are, what we believe in, how we view things, 
and what values we hold.  Look or listen closely to 
determine whether certain types of behavior are being 
depicted and if judgments or values are communicated 
through those behaviors.  What are the biases in the 
message? 

 How current, accurate, and credible is the information 
in this message?  Think about the reputation of the 
source.  Note the broadcast or publication date of the 
message and whether the message might change 
quickly.  If a report or account is not supported by facts, 
authoritative sources, or eyewitness accounts, you 
should question the credibility of the message.

 What is left out of this message that might be 
important to know?  Think about what the message 
is asking you to believe.  Also think about what 
questions come to mind as you watch, read, or 
listen to the message.


