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This issue of the National Telemedia Council’s Journal of Media Literacy, designed for the 2006 National Council 
of Teachers of English Conference in Nashville, grew out of the collaboration of active members of both 
organizations. In fact, the editorial direction for this issue was done by committee. We would like to thank the 
editorial board for their continuous support and vision. Joining us for this issue and injecting our committee 
with enthusiasm and energy, Frank Baker provided so many valuable resources and brought in new authors that 
have enriched our journal. Thank you, Frank. And of course, we must thank all of our authors, who give freely of 
their time and talent. That we are able to assemble such a collection of great thinkers voluntarily is a tribute to the 
dedication of so many professionals who strive to grow the field of media literacy.

That is the purpose of our journal and of our organization. NTC is a council of diverse professionals interested 
in growing the field of media literacy and establishing a solid foundation for it in the academic world. And with 
growth, comes change. Our organization has not been afraid to embrace change as long as we remain true to the 
founding principles. With this issue, we are dropping the name Telemedium from our journal title and simply calling 
it The Journal of Media Literacy. We are in the process of revamping the design of the journal as well. It is an evolution 
that will take time and input from all. We ask you to share your creative ideas with us. We need a strong, active 
membership to sustain the efforts of our organization.

To that end, the National Telemedia Council is thrilled to be partnering with NCTE’s Assembly on Media Arts 
through a reciprocal membership arrangement. This is not new. Our two organizations have a long history 
of collaborating. NTC’s co-founder, Leslie Spence, an English teacher herself, forged these bonds from the 
beginning, helping to shape NCTE’s policy on media literacy and building a reciprocal membership opportunity 
in the 1960’s and 70’s. In the 1980’s, members of our organization were instrumental in developing NCTE’s 
Commission on Media and the Assembly on Media Arts. In July of 1994, we co-sponsored and hosted the 
NCTE’s assembly on media arts conference, “Media Education: Instructional Imperatives for the Year 2000,” 
a conference “of, by, and for educators,” chaired by Rich Fehlman. Today, many of our active members are 
continuing to foster this partnership. Mary Christel, an NTC board member, charter member of the AMA, and 
past director of the NCTE Media Commission, is leading the revival of the Assembly on Media Arts, with the 
vision of building a strong network of professionals interested in promoting the integration of media literacy and 
English Language Arts. We hope you will join us by becoming a member of both the National Telemedia Council 
and the Assembly on Media Arts. Please see our membership form in the back or contact Mary Christel directly for 
more information at mchriste@district125.k12.il.us. *

From the Editors

E d i to r  &  E x E c u t i v E  d i r E c to rN t c  P r E s i d E N t



t h e  j o u r n a l  o f  m e d i a  l i t e r ac y�

the political, a tough task for any scholar. Her texts vary 
from Macbeth to an episode of “Friends.” I would like to 
have any feedback from English teachers who venture to 
read and apply its critical premises.

The best Media and English textbook I have seen is 
from Australia. It is titled Queensland Senior English—Theory—
Practice Connection by Margaret Miller and Robyn Colwell 
(Macmillan, Australia, 2004). Using three organizers, 
representation, discourse, and intertextuality, the material 
ranges from decoding roadside kangaroo signs to exploring 
two film versions of Romeo and Juliet. The book is witty, 
imaginative and demanding, providing a kind of mini - 
cultural studies course for high school students.

There are many new faces in the converging media and 
English landscape. This issue of The Journal of Media Literacy 
includes the insights of New Literacy (Bill Crist; Critical 
Media Literacy (Donna Alvermann); Graphic novels (Ian 
Esquivel); the Scottish Film Council and the media triangle 
(Neil Andersen) There are many exciting classroom 
practices that they describe. 

My one reservation concerns the combining of the insights 
of the various literacies. I am surprised that each of them 
access different scholars and seem unaware what others 
may be doing. For example, one area explored in media 
literacy is the commercial implications of media ownership 
and control- especially the influence on our media texts of 
mega corporations e.g. Time-Warner, Disney, Viacom etc. 
Corporate power is also in evidence in the amalgamation of 
publishing companies resulting in a handful of companies—
all with the bottom line philosophy which impacts on what 
we get to read and what gets censored. I may be wrong but 
don’t see this in the recent documents on Critical Literacy 
and the New Literacies.

Off the Desktop: 
reflections and directions  

from experts  in the f ield…

Barry Duncan
e n g l i s h  a n d  m e d i a

We all have so much to learn from and to exchange with 
other countries’ versions of media literacy. Certainly my 
colleagues at the Association for Media literacy in Toronto 
were instrumental, through two important conferences, in 
jump -starting the media education movement in the United 
States in 1990-92. Now many of our American cousins are 
returning the favour by showing us terrific, exemplary work—
for which we are grateful. Personally, I enjoyed for several 
years—even if I was somewhat impatient—participating 
in the NCTE Media Commission and engaging with 
resourceful leaders who had earned their spurs in English 
and Media. Their reflections are in friendly juxtaposition 
here with my own, specifically, I want to recognize brave 
Jedi knights Rich Fehlman, Bill Costanzo, and Ben Fuller. 

The Australians still lead the English-speaking world in 
the depth and variety of their media education initiatives. 
It is no surprise that the overlapping domain of Critical 
Literacy was fostered largely by Australian English teachers 
and theorists who wanted new ways of exploring texts 
through identifying their dominant discourses, critiquing 
gaps and absences and offering social justice projects. 

When I was in Queensland last year as a visiting scholar, at 
University of Queensland, Technology I interviewed crit lit’ 
guru and intellectual dynamo Wendy Morgan, a professor 
of English. Her new book, co-authored with Roy Misson, 
is “Critical Literacy and the Aesthetic: Transforming the 
English Classroom”. That it is published by NCTE is a 
breakthrough and bodes well for its influence. In essence 
what Wendy accomplishes is to reconcile the aesthetic with 
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It would be worthwhile to bring together the spokes people 
for the various literacies. Could we not stage think tanks in 
which the aim would be to see how we could intellectually 
nourish each other? What might a synthesis of the best 
ideas look like? It is exciting that new media have infiltrated 
English studies and the role of the multitasking, multimodal 
teacher has helped radicalized our profession.*

Barry Duncan is an award-winning teacher, author, and consultant 
and pioneering co-founder of the Ontario based Association for 
Media Literacy (AML). He co-authored the best selling textbook, 
Mass Media and Popular Culture, co-edited NTC’s 2003 
book Visions/Revisions: Moving forward with Media 
Education, and regularly shares his expertise in a monthly newsletter, 
“Barry’s Bulletin,” which can be found in the Media Awareness 
Network web site. A sought after speaker around the world, Barry serves 
on the editorial board of The Journal of Media Literacy. He 
received the Jessie McCanse award in 1990.

Neil Andersen
‘Literacy’ has become a woefully abused word over the last 
two decades. With media literacy, information literacy, 
visual literacy, multiliteracies and so many more hybridized 
monikers, the knowledge and skills students need to learn 
and how teachers might support them has become lost in 
turf wars. As educators expend energy arguing over which 
brand of literacy is best, and where it should and should 
not be taught, students suffer from neglect.

That communications technology is changing faster than 
anyone can keep up with is a given. That students need 
communications skills more now than ever before is a 
given. That missteps will be made as educators experiment 
with new strategies is a given. But we must remain open to 
innovations, both in communications technology and in 
teaching strategies. We must be prepared to make mistakes, 
and then learn from them. If we don’t know as much as we 
could, or are not certain of the best educational approach, 
we must be prepared to collaborate with other teachers, and 
more importantly, with our students. Learning is a group 
activity, and including students as information sources 
and part of the decision-making process will expand and 
enrich literacy all-around. Teachers can learn. Students 

can teach. Enjoy the explorations of new technologies and 
their new literacies. 

Neil Andersen currently works with the Toronto District School Board 
as an instructional consultant and leader, English and Media Studies. 
A widely recognized author of teachers study guides, articles and books, 
Neil co-wrote the award-winning guide for the well-known television 
show, Scanning Television. Neil was awarded the Jessie McCanse award 
for leadership in media education, and is an executive member  
of Ontario’s Association for Media Literacy.

Ben Fuller
My first exposure to media production occurred in junior 
high school in 1951. For the graduation ceremony from 9th 
grade a group of us wrote the script, a collection of poems 
focused on contemporary life, presented by a speech choir. 
The thrill we writers had hearing our poems spoken before 
a large audience was one I have never forgotten. Later, in 
high school, an inspired Latin teacher broke our fourth year 
class into small groups and asked each to prepare audiotapes 
on some aspect of ancient Roman life. My group’s topic 
was the Roman working classes. We had a wonderful time 
doing the research and then presenting our findings on 
tape complete with sound effects and background music. 
We had taught ourselves how to do a radio documentary! 

Later as a secondary and university English teacher, I 
remembered these experiences. I asked students individually 
and in small groups to record readings of poems and plays 
on audiotape for presentation and evaluation. At first, they 
were skeptical, but most managed to use the technology 
imaginatively and to perform perceptively. In addition, I 
advised yearbooks and newspapers and saw how students 
worked hard on their writing and photography when 
they realized that hundreds or thousands of students and 
faculty would peruse their efforts. For many years I had 
introductory university journalism students publish an issue 
of the campus paper instead of a final examination. Each 
student, the student editor and I collectively determined 
the student’s performance.

I realized that I was not alone in my use of media when I 
joined the associates program of the Joint Department of 
English and Media Studies of the Institute of Education 
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of the University of London in the mid-1980s. My first 
intention was to learn how the British prepared beginning 
English teachers. However, once I arrived in London, 
I became fascinated with the work of two members of 
the department: Bob Ferguson and David Buckingham. 
Through attending their lectures and conferences organized 
by the British Film Institute and the Society for Education 
in Film and Television, I became aware that there was an 
international effort to move study and production of non-
print media into the classroom to complement and modify 
what was already being done with oral and print media. I 
pulled together my study of traditional British language 
arts and innovative media literacy pedagogies into a report 
that focused on the underlying commonalities. 

Back in the United States, I became more active in NCTE 
and searched for colleagues who shared my new-born 
interests. The Baltimore convention was where we found 
each other at a workshop led by Barry Duncan who brought 
news of media studies innovations in Ontario. The following 
summer I attended a seminal media conference in Guelph, 
Ontario. Soon I was asked to participate on NCTE’s 
Commission on Media and helped to start the Assembly 
on Media Arts. We were a persistent group of advocates and 
gradually gained influence for including media literacy 
standards in both guidelines for student achievement and 
teacher preparation. Later as director of the Commission 
on Media I especially relished the opportunity to write 
widely disseminated annual reports calling for inclusion 
of media studies in the school language arts curriculum. 
I also became a reviewer for university teacher preparation 
programs seeking accreditation by NCATE. I was appalled 
to see how weak university programs were in this area 
and generally recommended refusal of accreditation to 
programs that lacked such requirements. 

Now in retirement, I have limited my role primarily to 
reviewing books on media education or media history for 
either Telemedium or the History of Education Quarterly. In addition, 
I review media submissions for the English Journal. My biggest 
worry is that the progress we made in the late 20th century 
will be lost in the wave of assessment that relies primarily on 
multiple-choice tests and not on student production. Getting 
a good score on the SAT is fine, but pales in comparison to 
applause for a dramatic performance, a funny videotape, a 
startling painting, a graphic photograph, or a well argued 
letter to the editor. Fortunately, even if schools focus on 

teaching for the tests, students in their spare time will seek 
to master the new media technologies that surround them. 
Ironically, my only concern is that they will overlook what 
society has achieved through print. Mastery of both the new 
and the old media is crucial in the 21st century.

Lawrence B. (Ben) Fuller is professor emeritus of English at 
Bloomsburg University of Pennsylvania. An English major at 
Dartmouth College, he holds graduate degrees in American literature 
from Columbia University, journalism from Penn State University, 
and the history of American education from the Johns Hopkins 
University. Since retiring in 2000 he has continued to teach, 
primarily American studies, for the Fulbright program in the Czech 
Republic, Russia, and India. 

William Kist
As we rapidly move from a page-based society to a screen-
based society (Kress, 2003), we really need to make sure 
that our school literacies are as much in synch as possible 
with students’ potential out-of-school literacies. As our 
students are immersed in IMing, blogging, podcasting, 
and surfing outside of school, their experiences of literacy 
at school are becoming more and more irrelevant. Many 
English classrooms I see are trapped in a model in which 
the whole class reads the same book at the same time 
and answers the same study guide (worksheet, fact-level) 
questions. Beyond the harm this kind of literacy pedagogy 
does to print literacy itself, we need to acknowledge 
that these kinds of classroom practices are simply not 
serving our students in a digital age. (I don’t even think 
these kinds of practices are really preparing students for 
standardized tests, either, which is often an argument 
given by teachers who perpetuate this kind of one-size-
fits-all pedagogy.)

And my concern is not only that we are out of step with the 
tech-savvy student born after 1985. My concern is that I’m 
seeing many undergraduates who were born after 1985 who 
have never sent an attachment via email or who have never 
inserted a hyperlink in a document. We English teachers 
must make our classrooms places for a broad kind of literacy 
not only so that we are relevant to the cyber-kids, but to those 
kids who are on the wrong side of the digital divide.
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I’m glad that the National Council of Teachers of English 
is devoting more resources to what they call “multi-modal 
literacies.” Each year, at the national conference, I am 
seeing more and more sessions devoted to new media. It 
concerns me, however, that many of these sessions center 
on using new media to get kids turned on to print, or to 
use new media to teach print conventions. I would hope 
that the organization will continue to challenge itself to 
see that, with these new media, come new conventions that 
are not always related to print literacy, and that, with these 
new conventions comes an new hybrid way of looking at 
“reading” and “writing.” 

William Kist is an assistant professor of Teaching Leadership and 
Curriculum Studies at Kent State University. He is a member of 
the NCTE Media Commission and is a Professional Development 
Consultant for NCTE (http://www.ncte.org/profdev/onsite/
consultants/kist.) Dr. Kist presents nationally and internationally on 
literacy teaching strategies. In addition to his work in education, Kist 
has worked as a video producer and musician (www.williamkist.com.)

Frank Baker
a r e  yo u  u p  f o r  t h e  c h a l l e n g e ? 

It came as no surprise to me in 1999, when a study of state 
teaching standards revealed that media literacy was found 
predominantly in the English Language Arts. ( Elements 
of media literacy were also found in both Social Studies 
and Health).

In 1970, 36 years ago, the National Council for Teachers of 
English passed a resolution urging its members to strongly 
consider integrating “non-print” texts into their teaching. 
At that time, many English teachers took up the challenge—
incorporating television (critical viewing) and motion 
pictures (the language of film) in their classrooms.

Today, teachers (and students) have so many “new” media 
to consider: iPods, cell phones, digital cameras, Personal 
Digital Assistants (PDAs), digital video recorders, video 
and game making software, and more.

The challenge, I think, is to help teachers understand and 
appreciate the culture and media of their students and how 
best to incorporate those into the classroom. At the same 

time, teachers must be comfortable with the new media’s 
tools and how they can be used to advance learning.

I leave you with some questions to consider:

• what skills, knowledge, abilities do you need in order 
to feel comfortable integrating media (and media 
literacy) into instruction?

• does your school or district offer professional 
development opportunities in new media or media 
literacy?

• does your school library media collection (student 
and professional) contain any resource that would 
help you (and your students) advance knowledge and 
understanding?

These are the challenges for you and for the future of media 
literacy education.

Frank Baker is a media education consultant and national presenter 
on integrating media literacy into K-12 instruction. A past President 
of the Alliance for a Media Literate America (AMLA) and former 
Vice President and Web Master of the National Telemedia Council, 
he maintains the Media Literacy Clearinghouse web site: www.
frankwbaker.com. Frank resides in Columbia, SC.

William Costanzo
t h e  c h a l l e n g e  o f  m e d i a  c o n v e r g e n c e

Our students are learning to write and read in a multimedia 
world. Computer keyboards are their pencils, iPods are 
their close companions, and they treat DVDs like books. 
This we know, yet what many of us thought was cutting edge 
pedagogy just a few years ago is rapidly becoming obsolete. 
If we want our English classes to stay in sync with the times, 
what must we know--and do?

When I first became involved in the NCTE back in 
the seventies and eighties, I soon found other teachers 
who shared my vision of building a nation-wide media 
literacy movement. Together with these like-minded 
colleagues, I helped to form an Alliance for Media Arts, 
led an NCTE Committee on Film Study, and joined the 
Media Commission to foster media-related programs. 
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We discussed endlessly what seemed to be the key issues of 
the day. Why is it important to include non-print media 
in the English class? Should media be taught separately 
or integrated into the English language arts curriculum? 
Should we be teaching through the media or about the 
media? How can we get media education included in teacher 
training, state frameworks, and the schools? What are the 
best avenues of research, theories, and classroom practices? 

Meanwhile, as we debated and explored the possibilities, 
the world continued to lurch forward. New media evolved 
and converged at several levels. At the level of technology, 
groundbreaking innovations in storage and delivery created 
videotape, laser discs, CDs, DVDs, satellite, cable, MP3 
files, and the Web. The machines that used these media 
grew more complex and interdependent, so that computers, 
entertainment systems, handhelds, and mobile phones now 
seem to form a vast, interconnected media environment. At 
the level of the text, traditional boundaries between one form 
and another began to blur. It became harder to distinguish 
between television programs and commercials, between 
magazine articles and ads. Movies began to look like MTV 
and video games. Novels generated film scripts and films 
turned into novels almost instantaneously. On the page and 
on the screen, word and image merged as never before, while 
print, graphics, spoken language, motion pictures, music, 
and sound effects blended together into a seemingly seamless 
web. Today, our basic needs for stories, information, 
entertainment, communication, and community are all 
negotiated through these ever richer, multi-sensory texts 
on countless screens of all sizes and shapes, from the largest 
movie palace to the smallest iPod. 

These convergences of technology and text are reflected in 
the corporate world, where industries have been merging 
for years. As we looked on, Time Inc. combined with 
Warner Bros to form Time Warner, which merged with 
Turner Broadcasting and AOL, forming a conglomerate 
of print, film, television, and Internet products. Other 
companies followed suit. Viacom (with its many cable 
systems and MTV) joined Blockbuster (with its video and 
music stores) to buy Paramount Communications (which 
already included publishers, television holdings, movie 
theatres, and theme parks as well as the movie studio). 
Disney acquired Capital Cities/ABC, Sony merged with 
Columbia, and so on. All these cross-media deals create 
a vast infrastructure that supports and perpetuates the 

integration of visual and verbal forms that used to be 
distinct. As soon as a new Harry Potter story emerges, for 
example, it becomes part of a broad network of movies, 
magazine articles, advertisements, talk shows, blogs, toys, 
and computer games. 

How will today’s students learn to navigate this intertextual 
media stream? What skills do they need in order to read, 
analyze, evaluate, and create these intertwining messages? 
And what should we as teachers provide? If we see ourselves 
as teachers of English, of literature and the language arts, of 
critical and creative communication, then I believe we need 
to recognize how literature, language, and communication 
have changed and continue to change. Our students must 
add new codes to their repertoire of reading skills: the icons, 
scroll bars, fonts, sound effects, and transitional tricks that 
guide meaning on a computer or a television screen. They 
must understand how metaphor and alliteration work in 
poetry, but also how camera movement, lighting, music, 
and editing work in the literature of film. They should be 
able to compose with images and sounds as well as words. 
They need to develop mental habits for thinking critically 
and creatively across the media. And they ought to be aware 
of the agendas—cultural, commercial, personal, ideological-
-behind the media texts they encounter every day. 

In brief, we need a convergence of educational initiatives 
to match the widespread, ongoing convergences of text, 
technology, and commerce in our media environment. 
Viewed from this perspective, many of the old issues seem 
irrelevant. In today’s world, it makes little sense to separate 
English from media, print from non-print, teaching 
through media from teaching about media. In most states, 
media education is already part of the curriculum. The 
question now is not whether or not, but how. This is the 
great challenge to our profession, to organizations like the 
NCTE, to teachers and administrators, to teacher trainers, 
researchers, and creators of curricular materials. It’s time 
for convergent education. 

William Costanzo is a professor of English and film at Westchester 
Community College, New York, where he has taught courses in writing, 
literature, and film for more than thirty-five years. Since receiving his 
Ph.D. from Columbia University, he has received state and national 
awards for teaching and scholarship, and for designing educational 
software. His publications include Double Exposure: Composing through 
Writ-ing and Film (Heinemann, 1984), The Electronic Text: Learning 
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to Write, Read, and Reason with Computers (1989), Reading the 
Movies: Twelve Great Films on Video and How to Teach Them (NCTE, 
1992), and Great Films and How to Teach Them (NCTE, 2004). 
Dr. Costanzo has just completed a new college textbook on reading 
and composing across the media. The Writer’s Eye, which integrates 
video documentaries, commercials, radio clips, and Web sites as well as 
print essays into the English curriculum, is schedule for publication by 
McGraw-Hill in early 2007.

David Bruce
r e a d i n g  a n d  w r i t i n g  b roa d ly: 
t h o u g h t s  to  e n g l i s h  l a n g uag e  
a rt s  t e ac h e r s

We appear to be at an intersection in the field of English 
Language Arts regarding what can be considered literacy. 
On one hand, we have a rich tradition with print, and 
most of the end products of national assessments focus 
almost exclusively on print as well. On the other hand, 
our culture offers an array of “beyond print” forms of 
communication and our students are using a number of 
emergent technologies in their daily lives. What are we to 
do with these seemingly contradictory approaches?

Oftentimes, the conversation regarding what constitutes 
literacy becomes polemic, the argument being that one 
form is superior to another. We must reject this either/
or thinking. Print literacy is still vital for survival in this 
culture. So is being conversant in a number of electronic 
modalities. I often refer to the literacies as being 
complementary rather than competing.

A complementary approach is what media literacy is all about. 
If one reduces the common definition of media literacy (to 
access, analyze, evaluate and communicate messages in a 
variety of forms) to its core elements, it is about reading and 
writing. So, as English Language Arts teachers, what does it 
mean to teach reading? To teach writing? 

The entire point of whatever approach one takes with print 
literacy (phonics, balanced instruction, whole language) is 
that the goal results in the students being able to decode 
the text as a meaning making activity, and to find aspects of 

themselves in the reading. Teaching reading from a broad 
perspective, such as with a media literacy framework, includes 
decoding the print symbols on a page, identifying the use 
of perspective in a visual, recognizing ways video images 
are manipulated, understanding the shorthand of text 
messaging, identifying cues for completing a video game, to 
name a few. Despite the differing modalities, the outcome—
student meaning making—is the same as with print.

Likewise, writing (or the more appropriate term, 
composition) is an activity for the students to articulate 
their thoughts on a given topic. Again, keeping in mind a 
media literacy approach, the form the composition takes—
essay, PowerPoint, video, visual collage—is less important 
than the students’ understanding of the broader aspects 
of composition. These include being able to articulate an 
idea, using an organized structure, supporting with details, 
using appropriate transitions, etc. 

Such an approach invites the strengths of students—being 
literate in emergent texts—as well as the strengths of the 
teacher—guiding students in meaning making. It is not 
competing student literacies against teacher literacies. 
Rather—like the print/non-print dichotomy—we should 
view this as a complementary approach. In order for us to 
not become obsolete, we must take what we know how to do 
with print and apply it to the wide variety of texts with which 
students are conversant. Using media literacy as a guiding 
approach will help us toward this goal. 

David Bruce is an assistant professor at Kent State University. Prior to 
earning his Ph.D., David taught high school English and Media Studies for 
11 years. He serves as President of the Ohio Council of Teachers of English 
Language Arts (OCTELA) and as the Director for the Commission on 
Media for the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE).
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Alive and Kicking: 
media l iteracy in the english classroom

b y  j o h n  g o l d e n

stead I learned that everything in education exists 
on a pendulum and by the time I started teaching, 
the mood of the nation had begun swinging to the 
standards and testing movement. The room for 
seemingly “elective” courses got squeezed in favor 
of a much narrower, testable curriculum. As a new 
teacher in the early 90s, I was discouraged from 
teaching the media in favor of a more traditional, 
print-literature based English class. 

Luckily, there were two transformative moments 
when I learned that the study of media could be 
fully and effectively integrated within the English 
classroom. My first “a-ha moment” was when I 
read Reel Conversations by early-adopters Alan Teas-
ley and Ann Wilder (1996, Boynton/Cook). This 
book showed me that my interest in film and the 
media didn’t have to stop at the classroom door, 
and it gave me the language and the confidence to 
incorporate film into my lesson plans. The second 
moment was my involvement in a senior English 
course developed by the College Board called Pace-
setter English. Using the broad definition of “text” 
that Robert Scholes describes in The Rise and Fall of 
English (1999, Yale University Press), the course in-
cluded units on film study and the media.

So, with these experiences and others since, I, like 
so many other English teachers, have grown com-
fortable using elements of media literacy in the 
classroom. There are so many natural overlaps be-
tween the goals of a typical English classroom and 
those of a media literacy program that it is seems 

the long road

When I was a student, I used to love it when my 
teachers went away for a professional conference. 
Not only did we get a sub for the day, but when they 
got back we always got to do some really cool activ-
ity they had learned, which had absolutely nothing 
to do with whatever we might have been studying at 
the time. I remember one time in the 80s (the ac-
tual date is kept intentionally vague to protect the 
increasing aged), all of my teachers must have gone 
away for some media-literacy conference because 
the next thing I knew we were studying television 
commercials in English class, the evening news in 
History class, and even fast-food advertisements 
in my Home Ec. Class. I was hooked. It was as if 
someone had ripped away blinders that I’d been 
wearing my whole school life, revealing new ways 
of understanding the world around me. Unfor-
tunately, the luster must have soon worn off for 
the teachers and we went back to whatever we were 
“supposed” to be learning.

I thought that when I entered my own teaching 
preparation program several years later, media lit-
eracy would be a part of my coursework, but in-

JohN GoldEN teaches English at Grant high school in Portland, 
oregon. he is the author of the NctE publication Reading in the 
Dark: Using Film as a Tool in the English Classroom (2001). read 
a review of his most recent work for NctE, Reading in the Reel 
World: Teaching Documentaries and Other Nonfiction Texts (2006) 
later in this issue. here, Golden shares his “aha” moment of seeing 
the media literacy connection for his own English classroom and 
offers suggestions and support for other fellow teachers. 
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almost unnecessary to identify them in the way I do 
below, but as my students point out often to me, I 
rarely shy away from stating and restating the obvi-
ous. There are, of course, many other ways that 
media literacy is being used in the English class-
room, that are identified and explored throughout 
this issue of The Journal of Media Literacy, but for me 
these are some of the essential features that should 
be a part of any Language Arts curriculum. 

teaching film

Probably the most natural and easily incorporated 
element of media literacy, the teaching of film has 
come a long way since the days when teachers simply 
showed the film version of a print text the class had 
been studying or when teachers showed a film to 
reward good class behavior. Thanks to works such 
as the Teasley/Wilder text mentioned above, as well 
as Bill Costanzo’s Reading the Movies (NCTE, 1992), 
teachers began to see that by studying how films 
are constructed through the use of cinematic tech-
niques like lighting, sound, framing, and editing, 
student analysis could go way beyond writing mov-
ie reviews or identifying differences between the 
film and the print texts. Students who study film 
in an English classroom learn how to see the ways 
that directors seek to influence responses through 
particular camera angles and editing choices. They 
also become critical viewers able to discuss media 
representations of gender, race, and culture. I re-
member one year, a student of mine, referring to 
some action movie he had seen, asked, “How come 
it’s always low-key light when the black characters 
are on?” I didn’t have an answer, but the ques-
tion was a great one that showed that he was seeing 
the media’s construction at work and beginning to 
question it.

I am also convinced that using film helps improve 
students’ skills in the elements of a traditional 
English curriculum. As I tried to show in Reading 
in the Dark (NCTE, 2001) and Reading in the Reel World 
(NCTE, 2006), teaching students concepts like 
theme, tone, symbol, characterization, and so on, 
becomes much easier through the use of film. Ad-

ditionally, students can practice essential reading 
strategies, such as predicting, questioning the text, 
visualizing, etc. with the visual medium with which 
they are much more comfortable, and then trans-
fer what they have learned to the print texts. I have 
seen students’ abilities to analyze and to read criti-
cally improve dramatically through the use of film. 
Also, once armed with the knowledge of film tech-
niques, students are in a much stronger position 
to examine how print and visual texts are similar 
and different. Just as when I learned more about 
English grammar by studying a foreign language, 
students learn a lot about literature by studying 
film. The term “interior monologue,” for exam-
ple, might leave most of my freshmen a little cold, 
but when we examine how a particular scene with 
an interior monologue from a print text could be 
filmed through, say, a voice over or through an 
eye-line match, students begin to see the purpose 
and function of that literary device. 

In no way, though, do I mean that the study of film 
and the media should be somehow subordinate to 
the study of the print text nor that its main pur-
pose is only to somehow trick the students in read-
ing. Rather, over the years in my classroom, I have 
seen too many natural overlaps between the goals 
of media literacy and the English classroom and 
I’ve seen too much student improvement to ignore 
the benefits of using film actively in the ways I de-
scribe above. 

s t u d e n t s  w h o  s t u dy  f i l m  i n  a n  e n g l i s h 

c l a s s r o o m  l e a r n  h o w  t o  s e e  t h e  way s 

t h at  d i r e c t o r s  s e e k  t o  i n f l u e n c e 

r e s p o n s e s  t h r o u g h  pa rt i c u l a r  c a m e r a 

a n g l e s  a n d  e d i t i n g  c h o i c e s .  t h e y … 

b e c o m e  c r i t i c a l  v i e w e r s  a b l e  t o  d i s c u s s 

m e d i a  r e p r e s e n tat i o n s  o f  g e n d e r ,  r a c e , 

a n d  c u lt u r e .
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teaching advertisements

Another natural overlap between the goals of me-
dia literacy and English Language Arts (ELA) is 
the study of advertisements. Most state ELA stan-
dards include requirements to introduce students 
to persuasive techniques, such as bandwagon, tes-
timonials, transfer, and others, and there is no 

better way to do this (or a more successful and en-
gaging lesson) than to ask students to bring in cop-
ies of print advertisements that demonstrate each 
of the persuasive techniques. Oftentimes teachers 
will then ask students to create their own advertise-
ments for real or imagined products by using these 
techniques. 

As with the study of film, students learn much 
more than you might expect when you include a 
close analysis of advertisements. For example, an 
easy way to expand the above activity is for stu-
dents to begin examining the advertisements for 
gender representations. Have students make lists 
of the physical qualities of the males and females 

shown in the advertisements. Do these representa-
tions depict reality? Why or why not? Especially 
for middle school students, it’s essential that they 
have the opportunity to examine the ways that the 
media (advertisements, in particular) can affect 
body image and self-concept; eating disorders and 
unhealthy eating habits often have been linked to 
media exposure. 

This close reading of advertisements inevitably 
leads teachers and students to some of the key 
questions that the study of media literacy asks: who 
has created this message, how was it created and for 
what purpose? An easy answer for, say, a deodor-
ant advertisement is that the company created the 
ad in order to sell more deodorant, but when stu-
dents closely examine the message, they’ll find that 
its real purpose is to make us worry about the way 
we smell and about our attractiveness to the op-
posite sex, which then, of course, leads us to want 
to buy the product. 

teaching editorials

A third way that a number of ELA teachers incor-
porate media literacy standards in their classrooms 
is through the study of the news media, especially 
newspaper editorials. Students in most grade lev-
els are expected to compose in, and improve their 
abilities to write in, the persuasive mode and a great 
way to do this is through the study of published 
models from the op-ed page of the local or even 
school newspaper. When students can examine 
the emotional, logical, and ethical appeals used by 
professional writers to persuade their audiences, 
they are much more likely to be able to incorporate 
them into their own writing. A project in many 
ELA classrooms is to have students create their 
own editorial pages in which they express their 
views about topics that matter most to them. 

And just as with the two previous topics above, 
there are additional benefits that come about when 
examining editorials. Most important is that stu-
dents quickly learn about bias and slant. When a 
teacher presents two editorials on the same topic 
from two different perspectives, students can see 
easily how an author’s word choice can reveal the 
author’s point of view and political perspective. 
A next step might be to allow students to see the 
whole New York Times editorial page, for instance, 
and to compare it to one from, say, The Wall Street 
Journal. Students can then be asked about what kind 
of information is presented in each and how the is-
sues are presented, which are key concepts for both 
an ELA classroom and a media studies course. A 

m o s t  f ro n t- l i n e  t e a c h e r s  r e c o g n i z e 
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o t h e r  a r e a s  a s  w e l l .
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couple of easy extensions that get even further into 
issues of media literacy are to ask students to com-
pare the coverage of various cable news stations, 
such as CNN and Fox News or to conduct research 
into the ownership of the various media outlets. 
The results of their observations always surprise 
students and lead to excellent class discussions 
about the roles and purposes of the media. 

the future

In my work with ELA teachers around the coun-
try, I’ve found that many fully embrace the goals of 
media literacy, even as they grapple with balancing 
all of their state and local standards and require-
ments. English teachers today are besieged with 
more and more testing and packaged curriculum 
that purports to prepare students for the tests. But 
most front-line teachers recognize that not only 
is the study of the media essential to assisting stu-
dents in navigating the real world around them, 
but that the critical thinking skills that students 
gain through media analysis actually improves 
students’ abilities in other areas as well. I’ve also 
found that most states actually have some type of 
media literacy standards and it’s only a matter of 
convincing school and district personnel that the 
movie you’re showing or the advertisements you’re 
presenting have direct links to specific objectives. 

Teachers will find additional support for this from 
sources like The College Board, which has recently 
revised its own College Board Standards for College Suc-
cess by adding a media literacy strand to go with 
the reading, writing, and oral literacy standards, 
and from the National Council of the Teachers of 
English, which has long championed the essen-
tial role that media studies should play in the ELA 
classroom. The media standards for both of these 
organizations are available online. An essential 
text for anyone who has bothered to read this far 

into this article is Seeing & Believing: How to Teach Media 
Literacy in the English Classroom (Boynton/Cook, 2001) 
by media gurus Mary Christel and Ellen Kruger, 
which discusses, among many other topics, film 
and image analysis and gender/cultural represen-
tations in the media. 

While much of this article has focused on the anal-
ysis of media, a final encouraging area for media 
literacy use is the growing number of teachers who 
are asking students to produce their own media. 
The lower costs of equipment and the easy-to-use 
post-production software available has allowed for 
teachers with minimal budgets and little techni-
cal knowledge to help students to create their own 
films, podcasts, and blogs.

Media literacy has never gone away, of course, but 
it’s encouraging to see an increasing number of 
teachers who are able to use its goals in the class-
room. Like fashion, everything in education re-
ally does exist on a pendulum; if you really liked 
something, like parachute pants or media literacy 
in the classroom, stick around long enough and 
it’ll swing back around. Luckily, I feel that many 
signs are pointing toward a resurgence of media 
study, though remember that this means that leg 
warmers are just around the corner, too. *

m o s t  s tat e s  a c t u a l ly  h av e  s o m e  t y p e 
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Pointers for Introducing Critical  
Media Literacy to Your Students
b y  d o n n a  e . a lv e r m a n n , p h . d.

know about the topic: its role in classrooms; the 
tensions at play between a media studies perspec-
tive and a cultural studies perspective; and four ap-
proaches to connecting students’ popular culture 
to critical media literacy. This article will provide 
a brief overview of each of these subtopics, with an 
eye to offering a few pointers along the way.

cml in classrooms 

Although the notion that literacy is reinventing 
itself through new hypermedia and digital tech-
nologies (Luke & Elkins, 1998) is no longer novel, 
it continues to have enormous implications for 
teachers at the middle and high school level, as 
does the fact that these new media/technologies are 
fundamentally and irreversibly affecting how ideas 
get represented in texts and communicated. Cen-
tral to most discussions of these implications is a 
perceived need to develop young people’s critical 
awareness of how all authored texts (print, visual, 
and oral) situate them as readers, writers, listeners 
and viewers within particular cultural and histori-
cal contexts. 

In today’s media culture, texts are often multimod-
al; that is, they incorporate images, words, sounds, 
gestures, and even artifacts. They are commonly 
associated with television, video, hypermedia, the 
Internet, and with other forms of new information 
communication technologies (ICTs) such as instant 
messaging, chatting, text messaging, blogging, and 

C hances are if your students are anything like the 
young people who were part of an after-school 

media club study that my colleagues and I conduct-
ed (Alvermann, Hagood, Heron-Hruby, Hughes, 
Williams, & Yoon, in press), they will have devel-
oped a certain kind of critical awareness of how TV 
commercials, Web pop-ups, and other kinds of 
advertisements attempt to get them to respond in a 
particular way. What they may not know, however, 
is that all texts, including their textbooks, rou-
tinely promote or silence particular views. Criti-
cal media literacy (CML) is an important though 
too infrequently taught skill in the area of English 
language arts.

How you go about introducing your students to 
this skill will depend to some extent on what you 
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emailing. Less commonly thought of as media texts 
are the symbolically rich structures through which 
people make meaning when they engage in music, 
film, dance, drama, art, and other nonprint forms 
of communication. Becoming literate in a world 
that increasingly mingles print and nonprint texts 
is part and parcel of living in the 21st century. It is 
also a function of learning how to identify coercive 
power arrangements within the media establish-
ment and what strategies are available for resisting 
them (Alvermann, 2002; 2004). 

tensions between two 
perspectives

As I have written elsewhere (Alvermann, 2002), 
critical media literacy may be defined broadly in 
one of two ways: a) it is emancipatory, or empow-
ering, in that it seeks to free people from coercive 
practices, and b) it recognizes that knowledge con-
stitutes power. Educators who teach critical media 
literacy within an emancipatory frame typically 
focus on creating communities of active readers, 
viewers, and listeners capable of identifying the 
various ideological positions that print and non-
print texts offer them. They also focus on teach-
ing people how to make informed decisions about 
which ideological positions they will accept or take 
up, which they will resist, and which they will at-
tempt to modify.

Some extreme forms of emancipatory approaches 
to instruction that attempt to free students from 
the perceived evils of popular media are criticized 
for their heavy-handed tactics, including censor-
ing, boycotting, or blaming the media for society’s 
ills.    More typically, however, CML is seen as 
simply being concerned with helping students de-
velop an awareness of the power of media messages 
so that informed, or empowering, decisions can 
be made about their use. This awareness is taught 
in various ways. Some literacy educators advocate 
identifying the various ideological positions that 
different media texts afford readers, viewers, and 
listeners. For this group of educators, knowing the 
ways in which individuals are marked by race, class, 
and gender is central to the work of doing criti-

cal media literacy. A major pedagogical objective 
from a media studies perspective is to assist read-
ers (viewers, listeners) in becoming adept at resist-
ing any attempt by the media to manipulate their 
world views. The potential for such manipulation 
is seen as a threat to personal freedom, and ulti-
mately to society at large.

Other literacy educators, and in particular those 
who view CML from a cultural studies perspective, 
are concerned not so much with countering the 
media’s so-called threatening and manipulative 
hold on audiences as they are with striking a bal-
ance between pleasure and critique. Instead of re-
quiring students to critique the very texts they find 
pleasurable, educators who take a cultural studies 
approach to CML look for ways to guide read-
ers, viewers, and listeners through a self-reflective 
process aimed at teaching them to question their 
own pleasures within their own set of circumstanc-
es and with texts of their own choosing.

Viewed from a cultural studies perspective on 
CML, audiences are not passive.  They do not 
merely reflect the images, language, and sounds of 
commercially produced media texts; instead, they 
actively engage in producing their own meanings 
that then become part of the historical and social 
conditions in which future media texts are con-
stituted and consumed (Alvermann & Hagood, 
2000).  It is this interactivity, coupled with the 
fact that the same text may evoke different mean-
ings from people thought to share common cul-
tural understandings, that makes analyzing au-
dience consumption a valuable, but sometimes 
rather unpredictable process.  

c r i t i c a l  m e d i a  l i t e r a c y  m ay  b e  d e f i n e d 
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A word of caution is in order, here. To teach CML 
solely from a cultural studies perspective without 
also considering the coercive forces at work in me-
dia production can have potentially serious conse-
quences.  For example, it could blind both teachers 
and students as to how various media work on and 
through them. Another potential danger in focus-
ing on audience consumption alone is that by privi-
leging meaning that is constructed at the point of 
reception, teachers may run the risk of inscribing 
even further any stereotypical thinking and biases 
that students bring to popular media texts.  

This tension between a cultural studies perspec-
tive (with its emphasis on audience consumption) 
and a media studies perspective (with its concern 
for what texts do to audiences) is reflected in much 
of the debate surrounding modernist pedagogi-
cal discourse. From a media studies perspective, 
teachers and students are viewed as inhabiting sta-
ble membership categories; for example, teachers 
are perceived as knowledgeable (the knowers), and 
students as learners (the naïve ones). However, 
from a cultural studies perspective, it is quite pos-
sible to imagine situations in which some border 
crossing between the categorical teacher-student 
“divide” might occur. For example, it is conceiv-
able that students are not as naïve as some teachers 
might imagine.

four approaches to 
connecting students’  
popular culture to cml

Teaching CML in conjunction with middle and 
high school students’ interests in popular culture 
texts is quite worthwhile and can lead to some in-
teresting insights on how students process these 
texts. In previously published work (Alvermann, 
Moon, & Hagood, 1999), we identified four ap-
proaches for doing so. One approach that I do not 
personally endorse views popular culture as being 
detrimental to young people’s development. In 
presenting popular culture as a degrading (low-
culture) form of entertainment, teachers are send-
ing the message that by engaging in it, students are 
losing valuable time that could more profitably 
be spent in developing their minds and tastes for 
“better” (higher?) forms of culture. Carmen Luke 
(1997), an Australian educator with many years 
of experience in researching and teaching CML, 
contends that when teachers think of popular cul-
ture in this way, their teaching leans toward pros-
elytizing about mass media’s harmful effects. 

A second approach to using popular culture in 
the classroom consists of teaching students how to 
critically analyze various forms of popular culture 
texts. For example, teachers might ask students to 
assume various roles—the “ideal” reader, viewer, 
listener. In this approach, popular culture be-
comes an object that is useful primarily for the 
lessons it can teach. Students learn to critique it 
such that the learning process becomes what Buck-
ingham (1998) describes as one of “demystifying 
underlying truths that are normally hidden from 
view” (p. 8). When this approach is implemented, 
popular culture becomes a pedagogical guise for 
limiting the pleasures students can take from it. 
Not surprisingly, young people are quick to pro-
tect their own thinking by pretending to see the 
teacher’s perspective.  

A third approach to using popular culture in the 
classroom emphasizes the pleasures students take 
in various forms of media-produced texts (e.g., 

[ t h e ]  t e n s i o n  b e t w e e n  a  c u lt u r a l 
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s t u d i e s  p e r s p e c t i v e  ( w i t h  i t s  c o n c e r n  f o r 

w h at  t e x t s  d o  to  a u d i e n c e s )  i s  r e f l e c t e d 

i n  m u c h  o f  t h e  d e b at e  s u r ro u n d i n g 

m o d e r n i s t  p e da g o g i c a l  d i s c o u r s e .



vo l u m e  5 3 , n u m b e r  2   •   fa l l  2 0 0 6 ��

magazines, lyrics, videos, rap lyrics, TV, movies, 
blogs). Teachers who favor this approach typically 
shy away from asking students to critique what they 
find pleasurable in these texts. The underlying as-
sumption is that everything is relative, and thus ev-
eryone is entitled to her or his own pleasures. This 
view, however, has its drawbacks. When students 
are not shown how to be critically aware of me-
dia-produced popular culture texts, their thinking 
about such texts goes unchallenged. They do not 
develop tools for exploring their likes and dislikes 
of certain forms of popular culture. In short, their 
learning is truncated. For as Luke (1997) points 
out, “views and voices from everywhere are poten-
tially views and voices from nowhere” (p. 25). 

Finally, a fourth approach (and one that I favor) 
involves developing students’ ability to be self-
reflexive in their uses of popular culture. Teach-
ing CML from this perspective provides students 
with opportunities to explore how media and the 
mass-produced icons of popular culture attempt 
to influence their emotional, social, and material 
lives, and how they in turn can resist or even re-
direct those attempts. This self-reflexive approach 
to teaching CML in conjunction with popular cul-

ture strikes a balance between proselytizing about 
mass media’s harmful effects and allowing students 
to experience the pleasures of popular culture texts 
without the necessary challenges for extending 
their learning. *
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Integrating English and Media Studies
b y  n e i l  a n d e r s e n

I spend a considerable amount of time talking to 
teachers about ways they might integrate media 

studies with their current teaching practices. I did 
this for seven years as a consultant for the Toronto 
District School Board, and am continuing to do 
so free-lance. The teachers I speak to may be pre-
service or in-service, but they share the belief that 
media studies are important to their students’ fu-
tures. They also share a measure of anxiety about 
how to teach media studies, as pre-service media 
education is still rare in Ontario.

Excepting for Additional Qualifications courses, 
where we have over 100 hours to gain a comfort 
level with media studies, many of my teacher en-
counters are only a few hours in length at best. I 
have to be focused and concise.

One of the technologies that teachers use when 
delivering curricula is a framework, many of which 
are graphic. A Venn diagram helps teachers ex-
plain the concept of compare and contrast. A flow 
chart helps them explain the concept of sequence 
and/or cause and effect. A framework I use to help 
teachers understand and implement media studies 
is a triangle based on one originated by the Scot-
tish Film Council. 

The Media Studies Triangle’s sides are labeled Text, 
Audience and Production. Each of these qualities is 

assumed to combine synergistically to create mean-
ing, which is set inside the Triangle. See figure 1.

The Triangle is not the only framework teachers 
have at their disposal. The Media Literacy Resource Guide 
(Ontario Teachers Federation, 1989) contains a 
framework of 8 Key Concepts. The Media Education 
Think Literacy document contains a framework of 5 
Key Concepts (www.aml.ca). David Buckingham’s 
Media Education (Polity) describes a framework of four 
elements. 

What sets the Triangle apart from these lists is its 
graphic nature. All of the other frameworks refer-
enced above are described in words. That means 
that they are subject to the structures of writing. 
Some inevitably appear before others, and read-
ers might infer a hierarchy that may not be useful. 
Number 3 on the lists may be equally important 
as any other concept, but is still number 3. A se-
quence is also suggested by the list, so that readers 
might assume they should begin with number one 
and proceed to numbers 2, 3 and 4, when it might 
be most useful to begin with number 4.

Because the Triangle is a graphic, its three sides 
suggest neither a hierarchy nor a sequence. Stu-
dents can begin with any side, proceed to any other 
side, and revisit sides at will. Because ‘meaning’ 
resides in the center of the Triangle, they are re-
minded that all three elements are working to cre-
ate their understanding. It is a powerful graphic 
organizer, and it facilitates an interactivity that can 
become powerful media analysis for novice and 
experienced teachers.

All of these factors aside, I find the Triangle par-
ticularly poignant because its sides represent my 
evolution as an English and media teacher. It also 
helps me understand some of the key differences 
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between literary study and media study. I believe 
that my teaching of literature has improved as a re-
sult of my media studies.

When I began teaching, the meaning of a text was 
generally thought to reside within the text itself. 
The text communicated a significant cultural 
heritage. My job as a teacher was to help students 
understand and appreciate the text’s meaning by 
revealing its codes and conventions. Much of my 
time was spent as an interpreter.

A decade or so later, reader response and audience 
theory emerged. My teaching shifted to include the 
audience as a key element in the making of mean-
ing. The students and I negotiated the meaning of 
texts together, taking into account the terms on 
the Audience side of the Triangle. My role shifted 
from interpreter to facilitator, and class discus-
sions became a great deal more enjoyable because 
they included personal responses. Cultural Studies 
also emerged, adding further richness and coher-
ence to the range of discussions. Because Toronto 
is one of the most culturally diverse cities in the 
world, using a Cultural Studies model to under-
stand texts is not just easy, it is necessary.

As the definition of ‘text’ expanded from novel 
and poem to magazine ad and music video, a con-
sideration of production conditions became im-
portant to the meaning-making process. Because 
these played such a large role in the nature of the 
text and the ways in which it was delivered to audi-
ences, we had to consider them.

Then it hit me. If including the role of audience 
in the process of literary meaning-making was ex-
citing and enjoyable for me and my students, why 
wasn’t I including the study of literary production, 
as I was when studying media texts? I realized that 
much of my literary study had treated novels and 
plays as if they were detached from their social, po-
litical and economic contexts. And further, I came 
to realize that some of my disaffected students were 
apathetic as a result of this disconnect. By failing 
to connect the literary texts to personal and cul-
tural contexts, I was preventing my students from 

f igure 1

b e c a u s e  t h e  t r i a n g l e  i s  a  g r a p h i c ,  i t s 

t h r e e  s i d e s  s u g g e s t  n e i t h e r  a  h i e r a r c h y 

n o r  a  s e q u e n c e .

connecting with literature in ways that they were 
able to connect with media texts.

I changed the way I taught English. I began using 
the Triangle as often as possible to ground the texts 
and provide my students with multiple opportuni-
ties to make meanings.  When I taught The Great 
Gatsby, I researched the genesis of the book so that 
we could understand not only its historical con-
text, but also its personal meaning for Fitzgerald. 
There are several movie adaptations of the novel, 

but I didn’t show them. Rather than considering 
whether or not the actors fulfilled our expecta-
tions of the characters, or if symbolism was as 
powerful in the movie as in the novel, I showed 
The Last Tycoon (1976), a movie based on a novel 
Fitzgerald wrote 16 years later. This allowed us not 
only to consider the thematic and structural simi-
larities between the two narratives, but also to dis-
cuss director Elia Kazan, writer Harold Pinter and 
Fitzgerald’s fate after he wrote Gatsby.
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When I taught Shakespeare, I invited students to 
find similar themes and plot elements in music 
videos. We examined posters for Shakespearean 
movies, discussing how effectively they captured 
the themes or plots, and inferring which audi-
ences each poster was attracting. I invited them to 
cast a new movie adaptation with their favorite ac-
tors, interpreting the action and themes in differ-
ent ways and defending their choices by referring 
to the text. My efforts were to move our study from 
a traditional Cultural Heritage approach to one of 
Personal Response and Cultural Criticism.

When I taught poetry, I invited students to suggest 
music that would support the moods and themes 
and images that might illustrate or symbolize ideas.

These strategies helped me provide new and use-
ful contexts for our literary studies. In order to 
suggest actors or music, students had to do close 
readings of the literary texts. By exploring ways in 
which different actors might represent the roles, 
we could assess the cultural significance of both 
the literature and popular culture. By approach-
ing through media and popular culture, we were 
better able to understand the literature. 

These are the messages I am now taking to English 
teachers who want to integrate literary and media 
studies. The Media Studies Triangle provides an 
efficient and effective graphic framework for both 
the analysis and creation of media texts. Encour-
aging students to make popular-culture-based re-
sponses to literary texts helps them make connec-
tions between the texts and their own experiences. 
It also helps them understand the literary texts more 
comprehensively. Because it can also prevent some 
students from becoming apathetic or disaffected, it 
becomes a win-win situation for everyone. *

b y  n e i l  a n d e r s e n

adapted from media studies k-12, 

toronto district school board, 2005

New books are published every second of every day. 
Bookstores overflow with exciting new arrivals. 
Movies come and go regularly, some arriving with 
great fanfare, many fading quietly and quickly. Yet 
Harry Potter continues to succeed on a large scale, 
influencing children worldwide and generating 
profits for companies large and small. How can 
media consumers better understand why Harry Pot-
ter succeeds consistently in a high-risk cultural en-
vironment? How can they understand why so many 
people remain so enthusiastic?

A method, or framework, for examining media 
messages is the Media Triangle, which provides 
three different but complementary approaches to 
the study of any selected text. The three sides remind 
consumers to examine a text from multiple perspec-
tives. This multiple-point-of-view approach is one 
of the greatest strengths of media studies. 

The three sides of the triangle represent three dif-
ferent, but complementary views of a media mes-
sage. They remind us that all three must be con-
sidered to fully understand a message’s meanings. 
The ‘Text’ side encourages people to consider 
such qualities as denotation, connotation, codes, 
values, and commodity. The ‘Audience’ side en-
courages people to consider the audience’s role in 
creating meaning, and includes such qualities as 
culture, gender, and psychology. The ‘Production’ 
side is one that most clearly distinguishes media 

Harry Potter 
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analysis from literary analysis because it acknowl-
edges the role of production practices and regula-
tions, such as distribution, ownership, codes, and 
practices in the creation of media meanings. 

looking at HARRy PoTTER  via the 
media triangle

Harry Potter is a most-interesting and useful cul-
tural phenomenon for media study. Harry be-
gan as the main character in novels—a traditional 
print form—but has evolved into images on cloth-
ing, dishes, notebooks, bedsheets, pajamas, and a 
character in movies and games. Characters from 
the stories are found regularly in conversation and 
during Halloween trick-or-treating, and Potter-
world words (muggle, quidditch, howler) have en-
tered daily conversation. 

Harry Potter is a huge social phenomenon, but is 
neither unprecedented nor alone. His adventures 
descend from a long line of heroes, archetypes and 
story lines. J. K. Rowling has not created a new 
hero so much as re-fashioned a traditional hero in 
a new way. Her building blocks come from centu-
ries of Western heroes, villains, quests, settings and 
plots. She has also highlighted or re-cast Harry in 
a way that makes his life and adventures compelling 
for 21st century children and the adults who will-
ingly share his world.

Examining Harry Potter using the Media Studies Tri-
angle can help people better understand the vari-
ous meanings he has come to hold for different 
audiences and artists.

audience

Audience characteristics include culture, gender, 
textual competence, psychology and social function.

The Harry Potter stories focus on the misadventures 
of a boy growing up in two worlds – modern-day 
London during the summers and a fantastical pri-
vate school for wizards in the other three seasons. 
Most people have a sense of fantasy and pretend 
in their lives. Adults who purchase lottery tickets 
are manifesting their desire for fantasy. Children 
cannot legally purchase lottery tickets, but they can 
indulge their fantasy lives using their imaginations, 
wherein toy spacecraft journey to Mars or stuffed 
animals counsel them not to be afraid of the dark.

A dominant fear for children is the fear of aban-
donment, and the Harry Potter stories resonate heav-
ily with that fear through their main character’s 
orphaning at an early age. Harry spends much of 
his time pining for a surrogate family, and finds 
one through his time spent with the Weasleys and 
with Hagrid (who helped rescue him as a baby). 
Adults can often relate to Harry’s longings if they 
have moved away from their roots to pursue work, 
have experienced family break-ups or have changed 

and the Media Triangle

e x a m i n i n g  H A R Ry  P oT T E R  u s i n g  t h e  m e d i a 
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h e  h a s  c o m e  t o  h o l d  f o r  d i f f e r e n t 

a u d i e n c e s  a n d  a rt i s t s .



t h e  j o u r n a l  o f  m e d i a  l i t e r ac y�0

jobs frequently. Each of these traumatic experi-
ences might increase their sensitivity to abandon-
ment and need for feelings of security.

People might easily relate to Harry’s abandon-
ment, which in fact recurs each summer when he 
must leave Hogwarts to return to number 4 Privet 
Drive. Most will also relate to Harry’s desire to 
be accepted by his peers at Hogwarts. All people, 
and especially tweens and teens, feel the need for 
peer acceptance. Harry’s scar is a constant sign 
that he cannot achieve assimilation into the Hog-
warts student body. His scar forces him not only 
to stand out, but symbolizes that he has a unique 
power relationship with the most dreaded villain 
in the world. His peers find him compelling, but 
with the exception of a few special students, most 
are afraid to get too close to him. Those who DO 
count him as a friend do so because they are them-
selves outsiders: Ron Weasely is a red-headed pau-
per, Hermione Granger is a gifted girl of mixed 
parentage, Neville Longbottom is an orphaned 
war victim like Harry, and Hagrid is part giant, 
part human. The Harry Potter stories are filled with 
issues of difference, prejudice and bias to which 
children of all ages can relate.

People who often find their responsibilities over-
whelming can also relate to the Harry Potter stories. 
Harry just wants to be a kid and enjoy the simple 
miseries promised by a private school life – lone-
liness, malevolent teachers, gruelling homework, 
anxieties over tests, the big game or the weekend 
furlough. But in addition to these pressures, Har-
ry must regularly fear and fight for his own and the 
lives of others. He is forced to grow up too early 
and face responsibilities and concerns that have 
mortal as well as moral consequences.

Male audience members who enjoy sports might 
relate to the fact that Harry is a male hero with a 
talent for Quidditch. But Harry has other charac-
teristics that males may not commonly consider in 
their own lives. He longs for his parents’ approval 
and companionship, or that of his surrogate par-
ents: Mr. and Mrs. Weaseley, Hagrid, Dumb-
ledore, and Sirius Black. He has anxiety-ridden 
nightmares that cause his scar to burn and he has 
ongoing moments of near-paralyzing insecurity. 
Both males and females can relate to these feel-
ings, although in different ways.

Hermione is a character that female audience 
members might relate to more easily than Harry. 
Hermione is clever, but like Harry, an outsider. 
She longs for a peer acceptance that her birth de-
nies her, so she works tirelessly to compensate in 
an arena where she CAN succeed—academics and 
wizardry. She can never be the best pure-bred wiz-
ard, but she can be the best Muggle wizard. 

No matter who is in the audience, the Harry Potter 
stories provide a vulnerable character with whom 
they can relate on one ground or another. Most 
children are accustomed to living in an adult-dom-
inated world where their choices and decisions are 
constantly monitored, and sometimes prevented, 
by adults. Children are, by virtue of their diminu-
tive size and positions, sensitive to power and power 
relationships. Harry Potter is largely about power and 
power dynamics between adults and children. Harry 
is subordinated to the Dursleys, even though he is 
smarter and more moral. Ironically, he can turn 
them all into furniture at the flick of his wrist, but 
compels himself to endure and civilly obey their 
inhumanity. Children and adults might easily re-
late to a wish to turn an unpleasant superior into a 
foot stool, and understand the power dynamics that 
make them obey those they might despise. In each 
story, Harry and his friends are forced to disobey 
adult edicts, take measures into their own hands, 
and defeat evil through extraordinary magic and 
courage. These moments speak to all people who 
have had power issues in their lives.

Because of his complex character and circum-
stances, Harry Potter’s adventures appeal to a vari-

n o  m at t e r  w h o  i s  i n  t h e  a u d i e n c e ,  t h e 
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ety of audiences on a variety of levels. All of these 
contribute to his popularity and ambiguity, and 
allow many different audience members to inter-
pret and use the Harry Potter messages in differing 
but important ways.

production

The production side of the triangle includes 
considerations of codes and practices, owner-
ship, control, finance, distribution, legality and 
technology. These issues existed with the works of 
Shakespeare, Jane Austen, Charles Dickens, Vir-
ginia Woolf, and Margaret Laurence, and can add 
considerable interest and meaning to the study of 
their work. Study of the conditions of production 
is often neglected, however, because time has ob-
scured them. In the case of Harry Potter, the entire 
history is recent, and production conditions are 
easily remembered or researched. 

J.K. Rowling has licensed Harry Potter imagery and 
words to a variety of companies that produce a wide 
range of texts. The conditions of production influ-
ence the meanings that media consumers make. For 
example, Raincoast Books, the Canadian publisher, 
prints the novels on recycled paper, much to the 
delight of Ms. Rowling, who likes the idea of being 
ecologically responsible. This models ecological be-
haviour to all Canadian Harry Potter readers.

Harry Potter books are produced in several versions. 
Hard cover versions appeared first, followed years 
later by soft-cover versions. Two covers were de-
signed, one for the child audience and another, 
more austere version, to appeal to adult readers. 
Boxed sets were created as soon as enough soft-
cover books had been printed to fill a box. The 
novels were translated from English into more 
than 60 languages, including Latin, Greek, Welsh 
and Gaelic. The covers were also re-designed to 
suit the cultures for which they were intended. 
Special, celebratory, large-print and audio edi-
tions have all been produced for special audiences. 
(The first book, Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone, 
was re-titled Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone for the 
US market only. Rumour has it that the American 

publishers were concerned that American readers 
would not understand what a philosopher’s stone 
might be, and this lack of audience prior knowl-
edge would harm book sales.) Each of these pro-
duction changes were made based on a knowledge 
of audience.

Anybody can purchase and read a Harry Potter book, 
but no one can adapt it into a movie without a legal 
agreement with its author. The agreement details 
both the degree of quality that will be committed 
to the movie and the amount of money that will be 
paid to the author. Warner Brothers has licensed 
the right to adapt the novels into movies, but Ms. 
Rowling has negotiated an unusually high level of 
control over the movie projects. This control has 
allowed her to influence many of the major creative 
decisions in the adaptation processes. She has been 
able to prevent the screenwriters from removing or 
modifying substantial portions of the stories.  In-
cluded in the creative decisions was the choosing 
of unknown British actors rather than more well-
known American actors. This fact allowed viewers 
to meet the movie characters without prejudice, as 
freshly as they had the print characters.

Harry Potter games have also been produced, but Ms. 
Rowling has been able to highlight the heroism and 
self-sacrifice rather than the potential violence that 
might reasonably arise from Quidditch matches, 
encounters with giant spiders or dragon hunts.

The Harry Potter saga has been fraught with groups 
who have tried to limit or prevent some people from 
reading or seeing it. The books are still banned in 
some places on the grounds that they promote an 
occult worldview. Had some of the novels’ scenes 
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been rendered with their full degree of violence and 
horror when adapted for the screen, they would have 
received restricted ratings, preventing their primary 
audience from seeing them.

Because Warner Brothers produced the movies, 
and because of the company’s financial resourc-
es, considerable monies could be committed not 
only to the movies’ production values, but also to 
the expensive computer-generated imagery (CGI) 
that made the magic seem real. Objects and people 
don’t just fly, but do so in full motion and inter-
act with one another along the way. Elves, fur-
niture, dragons and goblins all move realistically 
and interact convincingly with their surroundings 
and human characters. The time and technologi-
cal expertise required to accomplish this level of 
fantasy-as-reality is expensive, but the audiences’ 
willingness to buy tickets and recordings help to 
make them possible.

media text

Studies of texts involve examinations of denota-
tion, connotation, codes, genres, values, com-
modity and intertextuality. Rather than probing 
how audiences interpret the messages (audience) 
or how the conditions of production have influ-
enced the meaning (production), this perspective 
looks at the text itself. 

Harry Potter descends from a long line of young and 
old heroes and wizards:  King Arthur had Merlin, 
Frodo had Gandolph, and Alice had the Cheshire 
Cat. Each of these characters and their adventures 
provided a literary and cultural history for the Har-
ry Potter adventures, and J.K. Rowling has borrowed 
liberally from these and many other stories.

What makes the Harry Potter stories so gripping 
are the many powerful and compelling elements 
blended subtly with 21st century issues and anxiet-
ies. The elements are historical, but the blend is 
contemporary. The boarding-school tradition has 
been a part of the European experience for cen-
turies, and has customarily included initiations, 
orientations, rivalries and champions. The disso-
lution of the family unit, however, is a more con-
temporary experience, so Harry’s dependence on 
the Dursleys and his longing for a family unit is a 
more contemporary issue. The conflicts that arise 
from his experiences help strengthen his character 
and allow him to survive under extremely hostile 
conditions, something that comes from a more 
contemporary milieu, where children might be 
abandoned by one or both parents, either through 
divorce or war.

Harry is constantly attacked by the Dursleys for be-
ing obnoxious and an insufferable obligation. He 
suffers constant persecution at the hands of Pro-
fessor Snape or Draco Malfoy and his thugs. Yet 
he resists the temptation to give any one of them 
a well-deserved bad thought, let alone a spell. He 
refuses to compromise his values and beliefs in 
goodness by stooping to their level. He feels bad 
much of the time, but will not make anyone else 
feel bad. These qualities make Harry Potter a com-
pelling character to study. Each time he gets into a 
new predicament, readers and viewers know that he 
will not take the easy way out, will not let someone 
else take the heat, that he will put himself in harm’s 
way to protect others, and will not take retribu-
tion for transgressions against him. But he WILL 
survive and triumph over seemingly overwhelming 
odds. It is his faith and strength of conviction that 
keeps readers interested, that make him a figure 
in the pantheon of great heroes, and that keep his 
adventures popular as books, movies and games.

The familiar theme of an outsider at boarding 
school is combined with someone gifted in per-
forming magic (although not always learning it 
easily). The familiar theme of someone having to 
deal with hostile adolescent peer groups is com-
bined with monsters and mortal combat. The 
familiar theme of the home team vying for the 
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championship is given a magical twist where flying 
balls threaten to knock them off their brooms. It 
is the combination of the familiar and the new, 
the age-old issues of childhood combined with 
new childhood perils, that make the Harry Potter 
stories compelling. It is the highly-visual action 
and conflicts of the stories that help them become, 
with minimal adaptation, entertaining movies. It 
is the constant tension and competition that allow 
the stories to be adapted into popular adventure 
games. It is the David-and-Goliath sense of mon-
strous conflict that makes Harry Potter images so at-
tractive on clothing.

Audiences constantly yearn for new and compel-
ling entertainment. They appreciate the enter-
tainment even more if it can help them understand 
and navigate the challenges they face in their own 
lives. Harry Potter can provide them not only with 
excitement and challenge, but also with a life view 
and a set of values they can take into their own ac-
tions. They can be assured that life is fraught with 
hazards and challenges, but that hard work, per-
severance, and faith in their own talents will help 
them achieve success. People appreciate such mes-
sages, and are happy to pay to be a part of them.

People can use the media studies triangle to help 
them examine a text, whether it is an individual 
book, story, game or the entire collection. The tri-
angle helps them consider the text from different 
perspectives, but also helps them understand how 
each perspective contributes to the meanings and 
uses that people might have for them. It is useful 
to see the differing aspects of the triangle because 
we can focus on one at a time, but also important 
to know that it is the combination of all the ele-
ments that constitute the meaning. It doesn’t mat-
ter where people begin, but it is important that 
they visit each side of the triangle at least once. It 
is best to keep moving around the triangle rather 
than trying to exhaust all the ideas connected to 
one side before moving to the next. People will 
find that ideas arising from the discussion of one 
side will often connect and inflect ideas on other 
sides, and this dynamic is where the study becomes 
powerful and useful.
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Focus on Film:
they learn it  thru the movies

b y  dav i d  m . c o n s i d i n e  &  f r a n k  b a k e r

individuals, institutions, and issues. They Died with 
Their Boots On, made during World War II, depicts 
a somewhat romanticized General George Arm-
strong Custer. By the time we get to The Last Samurai 
(2003), Custer is described as “a murderer who 
fell in love with his own legend.” Rather than la-
menting the impact of the film industry and other 
popular culture, Wineburg said, “we might try in-
stead to understand how they might be used… to 
advance students’ historical understanding.” Such 
a process would be compatible with many strands 
described by The National Council for the Social 
Studies, including those that address institutions, 
identity, culture, and change. 

Unfortunately not everyone looks so favorably 
upon the idea of film in the classroom. Just ask 
Melanie. In an attempt to motivate and stimulate 
her students as they studied meteors and dinosaur 
extinction theories, Melanie used a clip from the 
popular movie, Armageddon. She was chastised by 
her department head and told that in the future 
she should use an episode from the TV documen-
tary series NOVA. However well researched and 
produced that series may be, in terms of student 
engagement, (a necessary prerequisite for learn-
ing), it loses out to Armageddon and other Holly-
wood fare. 

Suspicion about the contribution movies can make 
to the curriculum is hardly new. It is in fact rooted 
in the history of educational media and well docu-
mented in Paul Saettler’s excellent History of Instruc-
tional Technology. Almost from its inception, Saettler 
tells us, film has been recognized as a potentially 
powerful teaching tool and “a potent medium of 
education”, at the same time as it has confronted 

“ f i l m  h a s  i t s  ow n  l a n g uag e , i t s  ow n 

g r a m m a r .”

 (martin scorcese, director and chair of the film foundation)

“ i  n e v e r  r e a l i z e d  h ow  i n e f f e c t i v e ly 

i  u s e d  f i l m  i n  m y  c l a s s ro o m  u n t i l  i 

c r e at e d  t h e  m ov i e  g u i d e . n ow  i  s e e  w h at 

a  p ow e r f u l  t e ac h i n g  to o l  f i l m  c a n  b e .” 

 (braley, north carolina middle grades teacher)

“ … j u s t  l i k e  t h e  b o o k  w i t h o u t  a n y  o f 

t h e  i n t e r e s t i n g  pa rt s .”

 (review of the movie, the da vinci code)

“K ids love movies! This fact is evident when you 
tell them you’re about to show a clip of a mov-

ie, and the noise level in the classroom drops im-
mediately.” That’s Belinha talking. She teaches 8th 
grade in Branford, CT. She explored the subject 
of historical perspective with her students using the 
MGM classic Gone With the Wind and the acclaimed 
Ken Burns documentary Civil War. The “students 
were able to see the burning of Georgia from two 
different venues and appreciate how movies can 
impact our thinking of history,” she said.

Belinha’s got that right. In Historical Thinking and Other 
Unnatural Acts, Sam Wineburg documented the way 
movies shaped the way students and their parents 
perceived eras like the 1960s and events like the 
Holocaust. As a mass medium that depends on 
the public, it is inevitable that movies will some-
how reflect social attitudes and concerns about 
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widespread opposition and a pervasive “notion 
that entertainment, commercialism, and educa-
tion do not mix.” 

Tellingly, he also documents research from the 
1920s that clearly identified the vital role the 
teacher played as an instructional intermediary, 
helping students understand key ideas and depic-
tions in movies. “However inherently effective the 
photoplays may be” researchers wrote some 75 
years ago, “it will only attain its highest degree of 
effectiveness when accompanied by good teaching 
based on the appreciation of the real goal to be at-
tained and of the capacity of the material to con-
tribute to its attainment.” 

the motion picture study guide: 
a model from appalachian state 

One teacher training institute that has consistently 
recognized the potential movies offer as teaching 
tools, is The College of Education at North Caro-
lina’s Appalachian State University, which houses 
a graduate and undergraduate middle school pro-
gram and a masters in media literacy. Drawing 
upon the model established in the movie study 
guides developed by Australian Teachers of Media 
(ATOM), education majors are expected to work 
in teams to create interdisciplinary motion picture 
study guides. While the guides are frequently based 
on books in the English Language Arts (ELA) cur-
riculum, such as The Outsiders, Ruby Bridges, Holes, or 
Tuck Everlasting, teachers have also created fascinating 
guides from movies as different as Seabiscuit, National 
Treasure, Fly Away Home ,October Sky,The Mighty, Newsies, 
Remember the Titans, and My Dog Skip. 

In addition to including standards-based instruc-
tional strategies, these guides typically connect 
movie content to the developmental dimensions 
of early adolescence described in National Middle 
School Association’s (NMSA), This We Believe or to 
curriculum themes described by James Beane in, A 
Middle School Curriculum: From Rhetoric to Reality. 

Themes and concerns related to identity, cultural di-
versity, class systems, independence, human rights, 

and global conflict are evident in numerous study 
guides. Beyond  learning facts and developing students 
cognitively, adolescent empathy and engagement can 
also be fostered through movies. The NMSA publi-
cation Promoting Harmony recognizes that the popularity 
of S.E. Hinton’s novel The Outsiders is based on the de-
gree to which “it captures the emotional turbulence 
of adolescence” and the fact that many young readers 
will have experienced and shared, “the feelings ex-
pressed such as confusion, anxiety, excitement, the 
general sense of searching…” 

Many movies can fulfill the same function as young 
audiences watch the trials and tribulations of peo-
ple their own age, like PK (The Power of One), David 
(I am David), or Peter and Susan (The Chronicles of Nar-
nia). Movies like Big and 13 Going on 30 allow them to 
consider what being an adult might be like. Rebel 
Without a Cause, despite the fact that it is now 50 
years old, remains one of the quintessential screen 
representations of adolescent angst. Because it was 
made in the 1950s it has the added attraction of 
having no cussing and minimal violence. Teach-
ers who do use this film report that once the kids 
get over the fact that it looks old, they get into the 
story about three confused and angry teens.

One of the most recent study guides developed by 
North Carolina teachers is called Bridging Continents. 
Designed for 7th and 8th grade and based on state 
standards, it addresses racial prejudice in Africa 
and Australia by using Hotel Rwanda and Rabbit Proof 
Fence. The interdisciplinary curriculum team was 

david coNsidiNE, Ph.d. coordinates the graduate program in 
media literacy at North carolina’s appalachian state university.  
an australian educator who relocated to the us in the 1970’s, he 
is the author of numerous books and articles about media, youth 
and curriculum. dr. considine chaired the 1995 Ntc National 
conference on media literacy as well as the 2003 alma National 
conference in Baltimore, and has served as a media literacy 
consultant to the White house drug control policy office. he 
is a former board member of Ntc and recipient of the Jessie 
mccanse award.

FraNK BaKEr is a media education consultant and national 
presenter on integrating media literacy into K-12 instruction. a past 
President of the alliance for a media literate america (amla) and 
former vice President and Web master of the National telemedia 
council, he maintains the media literacy clearinghouse web site: 
www.frankwbaker.com. Frank resides in columbia, sc.
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made up of one teacher each from Language Arts, 
Social Studies, Math, and Science. 

While the humanities teachers usually respond 
fairly quickly to their assigned tasks, the connec-
tions are not always obvious to teachers in other 
subject areas. In this case, the Math and Science 
teachers were more than up to the challenge. The 
subject matter in Hotel Rwanda included genocide, 
decaying bodies and refugees forced to live in un-
sanitary conditions that became breeding grounds 
for infection and disease. The study guide ad-
dressed state competencies, including scientific 
inquiry, water quality standards, and biological 
hazards such as viruses and bacteria. The subject 
matter was brought home even further when the 
teachers connected these issues to conditions faced 
by victims of Hurricane Katrina, the Indonesian 
tsunami and the earthquake in Pakistan. 

A parent, principal, or administrator exposed to 
one of these movie guides is left with little doubt 
that teachers have created engaging, challenging 
resources that include taxonomies, rubrics and 
activities related to learning styles, multiple intel-
ligences or brain-based learning.

Teachers describe the collaborative process of creating 
the study guides as “exciting,” “challenging,” and “time 
consuming.” Invariably they also report a sense of  
accomplishment and pride in the finished product. 

One area that teachers are asked to include in every 
study guide, steps beyond the traditional subject ar-
eas and focuses on Media Literacy. This means ad-
dressing some of the central concerns of Media Lit-
eracy, which might include an understanding of the 
audience the film targets, the values and ideology in the 
film, or the way in which people, places, countries, 
cultures, events, and issues are depicted or represented 
in the movie. It always includes some discussion of 
the genre, codes, conventions, and language of cinema. 
For the most part, teachers become co-learners with 
their students, since few of them have had any for-
mal training in the language of motion pictures. As 
Braley put it, “My students were part of my creative 
process so they cannot wait to complete some of the 
activities included in my Movie Guide.”

teaching with movies:  
it ’s in the standards

The use of motion pictures in the classroom has 
been spurred by the endorsement of both major 
reading/language arts teaching organizations in the 
United States. In their joint declaration, National 
Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) and Inter-
national Reading Association (IRA) declared, “Be-
ing literate in contemporary society means being 
active critical and creative users not only of print 
and spoken language but also of the visual language 
of film and television.” This emphasis upon film 
language is increasingly evident in state standards. 

In Texas, an influential state with textbook pub-
lishers, Viewing and Representing standards are 
contained in the ELA curriculum. They make 
specific reference to “character traits,” dialogue, 
mood, genre, and film techniques. 

In 2004, the College Board included more than 30 
contemporary films in SpringBoard, a new middle 
school language arts curriculum. The curriculum 
infused film around three themes: choice, chang-
es and challenges all of which resonate with both 
middle school teachers and students. Students read 
novels and poems in addition to learning to criti-
cally view films. SpringBoard wisely encourages the 
use of film clips, rather than showing an entire film, 
so that student may focus on a specific topic. 

This is pedagogically sound and invites an instruc-
tional strategy that Gavriel Salomon in The Interac-
tion of Media Cognition and Learning described as AIME. 
The acronym stands for the Amount of Invested 
Mental Energy. When students are not cued and 
prepped prior to viewing media, Salomon argued, 
they frequently engage in “cognitive economy” or 
“shallow processing.” On the other hand, when 
teachers give them directions prior to screening 
and allow time for discussion and feedback af-
ter the screening, the students are more mentally 
alert, as result of which they comprehend and re-
tain more ideas than students who received little 
guidance or direction from their teachers. In short, 
for learning to occur the focus has to shift from what they watch 
to how they watch. 
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SpringBoard provides numerous examples of this 
type of approach. Using the film The Mighty, based on 
the novel Freak The Mighty, student attention is called 
to the camerawork and editing used in the opening 
sequence, in which the larger than life Max walks 
through his middle school hallway, where he receives 
incredulous stares from his smaller peers. The cam-
era perspective shifts from the objective (what Max 
sees) to the subjective (how others see him). 

In the work based on Steven Spielberg’s E.T., stu-
dents study tone and are guided in their viewing of 
the film’s opening sequence, in which E.T. is aban-
doned on Earth by the mother ship. Students are 
assigned to groups and directed to pay careful atten-
tion to elements, including camera framing, cam-
era angles, lighting, music, and sound.

Another cinematic device students learn to recog-
nize, appreciate and identify is the flashback, which 
is often accompanied by the narrator’s voice-over. 
Leonardo Di Caprio’s voice over provides back-
ground information and character motivation at the 
beginning of the coming-of-age classic This Boy’s Life: 
“It was 1957. We were driving from Florida to Utah. 
After my mother was beaten up by her boyfriend, we 
got in the Nash and high-tailed it for the uranium 
fields.” In the Disney version of Holes, young Stanley 
Yelnats is being bussed to court-ordered detention 
at Camp Green Lake when he recalls both his fam-
ily curse and the incident that sent him digging up 
holes. The Sandlot, What’s Eating Gilbert Grape, The Outsid-
ers, The Education of Little Tree, Clueless, and Spanglish all use 
voiceover at the opening of the film. Perhaps one of 
the most compelling flashbacks is found at the start 
of Stand By Me, based on the Stephen King story. We 
see Richard Dreyfuss sitting in his car and his voice 
takes us back to his adolescence: “I was 12 going on 
13 the first time I saw a dead human being. It hap-
pened in the summer of 1959; a long time ago, but 
only if you measure it in terms of years.”

In the fall of 2005, the Film Foundation, unveiled 
a new middle school film curriculum, “The Story 
of Movies,” designed to educate students about the 
language and preservation of motion picture clas-
sics. FF also has drafted National Film Study Stan-
dards for Middle Schools emphasizing not only the 

language of film but also the historical and cultural 
contexts, production and creative expression, audi-
ence response, and aesthetic values. Similarly, the 
National Board for Professional Teaching Stan-
dards expects students to be “intelligent readers of 
texts in different media,” including film.

The first film examined in The Story of Movies is the 
1963 classic To Kill a Mockingbird (www.storyofmovies.
org). It provides an excellent example of an inter-
disciplinary approach to film. While most teachers 
are familiar with the novel and the movie, it is for 
the most part studied in English as a literary text. It 
obviously can also be examined from the context of 
history and social studies. For example, its repre-
sentation of the South in the 1930s can be analyzed 
for accuracy and authenticity. It also can be viewed 
as a social-cultural artifact that tells us something 
about the era in which it was both created and con-
sumed, which is to say America in the early 1960s. 
In what way was the production and marketing of 
this film a reflection of the Kennedy years and the 
Civil Rights movement? Finally, this film might 
well be compared to another product of that era, 
Raisin in the Sun, which depicted the Black experience 
not through the eyes and words of a White writer, 
but rather through the words of a Black woman, 
Lorraine Hansberry. Teachers looking for different 
approaches to teaching with and about To Kill a Mock-
ingbird will find many useful activities at (http://www.
frankwbaker.com/tkam.htm)

thE chroNiclEs oF NarNia: thE lioN, thE Witch aNd  

thE WardroBE  photo courtesy of walt disney pictures
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Of course the study of film, if it is to have meaning 
for young people, should not be relegated to so-
called classics. Contemporary movies, including 
controversial ones like The Da Vinci Code, can stimu-
late vigorous debate about the role of film in soci-
ety, including issues of media representations, media 
values, and media effects. 

Two notable films from 2005 are worthy of teach-
er consideration here. Both Capote and Good Night 
and Good Luck were recognized by the Academy of 
Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. Both films fo-
cus on journalists as individuals and journalism 
as a process and profession. Both films document 
the powerful storytelling capability of their central 
characters, author Truman Capote and veteran 
newsman Edward R. Murrow, who skillfully utilize 
words and images to get their messages across.

For English teachers, Capote has the bonus of fea-
turing author Harper Lee (To Kill a Mockingbird) as 

a secondary character in the story. Much of this 
film raises questions about professional integrity, 
journalistic exploitation, and the public’s right to 
know—questions that are not locked in the historical 
past, but are as timely and relevant today as the na-
tion struggles with issues of government surveillance 
and the right of the press to protect their sources.

A less controversial but equally engaging movie 
from 2005 was The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, The 
Witch and The Wardrobe. Based on the children’s book 
by C.S. Lewis, the story has the universal appeal of 
other fantasies (Star Wars, Lord of the Rings, The 
Matrix) that include the struggle between good 
and evil, and it provides an excellent opportunity 
to explore the archetypes, rites of passage, genre 
conventions, and themes and motifs described by 
Joseph Campbell in The Hero With a Thousand Faces. 
The use of Narnia in the classroom could also be 
facilitated by screening relevant segments from 
Shadowlands, the 1993 biopic of author C.S. Lewis 
(Anthony Hopkins) and his relationship with the 
American poet, Joy Gresham.

learning to look and listen: 
the language of film 

Although many teachers are initially nervous about 
teaching a new language, our experiences with stu-
dents and teachers in classroom, libraries, work-
shops, and conferences across the country is that 
they become quite comfortable quite quickly to 
the extent that they report noticing film style and 
techniques even when they thought they were view-
ing recreationally. This new attention or aware-
ness in turn generates new opportunities for them 
to develop a list of titles and scenes they can use in 
their own classrooms. 

Once students have been introduced to these con-
cepts, their parents report that their children are now 
actively reading film and pointing things out to them 
that they themselves were not aware of. In turn the 
students share the new examples they have discovered 
with their teachers thus adding to the repertoire of 
potential clips the teachers have to utilize. 

caPotE  photos courtesy sony pictures classic
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Rather than jumping headlong into visual analy-
sis, a useful transitional exercise is to have students 
consider the way images and sound contribute to 
mood. Anyone who has ever seen Jaws is well aware, 
for example, of the powerful stimulus/response 
conditioning created by a few simple bars of music 
early in the film. Selecting a few brief scenes that 
are emotionally powerful can serve as a motivator 
to get students talking about and thinking about 
the discrete contributions sound and visuals make 
to a film and the way these in turn influence our 
feelings during the screening. It is also a good idea 
to show the scenes once without sound and then 
later with sound. An interesting variation on this 
is to break the class in two with one group focusing 
on sound (they cannot look at the screen during 
the time the scene is playing) and another group 
concentrating on only the visuals.

The very opening scene of Jurassic Park lends itself 
very well to such an exercise. The accident that in-
volves the teenage girls, the truck, and the horse 
in The Horse Whisperer, is another very strong scene 
where editing, flashback, sound effects, camera 
angles, and music all contribute to the total im-
pact. An emotional scene (without dialogue) that 
works well in both Language Arts and Social Stud-
ies can be found in Snow Falling on Cedars (DVD chap-
ter, The Camps). It depicts the forced removal of 
the Japanese-Americans from their small town to 
internment camps during World War II. Apollo 13 
has useful applications in Social Studies, History 
and Science. It also has strong sequences to analyze 
in terms of mood, editing, and character develop-
ment (see DVD chapter, Fall to Earth).

spot the shot: getting started

The growth of DVD technology, SmartBoards, 
LCD projectors, Smart Rooms, and other tech-
nology now permit large-screen, clear freeze frame 
images that greatly enhance the opportunity teach-
ers have to foster visual discrimination skills. 

One of the most successful exercises we have expe-
rienced with students and teachers alike is exam-
ining the director’s design decisions in A Beautiful 

Mind, which won the Academy Award for Best Pic-
ture. Using only the first 4–5 minutes of the film’s 
opening sequence, cue your own class by asking 
them to pay careful attention to the following two 
questions:

 1. What do we learn about John Nash in this 
scene and how do we learn it? What does Rus-
sell Crowe do in the classroom sequence to let 
us know the way his character thinks and feels? 
He does not speak in this interior scene. 

 2. What design decisions has the director made 
in the classroom scene and the exterior 
courtyard scene that helps us learn more 
about John Nash? What does he show us, how 
and why?

C o n t i n u e d  o n  pa g e  3 2  > >

Good NiGht, aNd Good lucK  photos courtesy of warner brothers
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R i C h e R  R e a d i n g s :  l e a r n i n g  
t h e  l a n g uag e  o f  f i l m

B Y  d av i d  m . c o N s i d i N E

The French concept of mise en scene refers to the orga-
nization of a frame or scene and addresses the contribu-
tion separate elements cumulatively make in contributing 
meaning to a scene. The elements include Posture, Posi-
tion, Point of View, and Props. More than an exercise in 
spot the shot, this technique helps students recognize, read and 
appreciate the deliberate design decisions involved in making a film. This 
is consistent with McREL ELA benchmarks that expect stu-

dents to “understand the way in which image-makers care-
fully construct meaning.” It is also consistent with ELA ob-
jectives from The National Board for Professional Teaching 
Standards (NBPTS) that expect teachers to “go beyond the 
analysis of the narrative properties…and examine the effects 
of cinematic tools the director uses to create visual texts.” 

figure 1 • a beautiful mind   russell crowe’s posture, 
including bent shoulders, eyes cast downward, and fidgeting 
hands, contribute to our sense of the character. his position at 
the back of the room away from other students adds to the 
effect. director ron howard said of the character, he is “socially 
clumsy, fundamentally alone.” 

figure 2 • rebel without a cause   James dean holds the 
milk bottle to his face. the prop has symbolic meaning. By using a close 
up, the director draws our attention to the object and its impor tance 
just as ron howard shows objects in close up in the cour tyard 
sequence of A Beautiful Mind. 

figure 3 • legend  
traditional use of Point of 
view (Pov). By placing the 
camera below the demon, the 
figure is made more powerful 
and menacing. conversely the 
Pov is reversed in the same 
scene and looks down on the 
vulnerable girl.

t h e  j o u r n a l  o f  m e d i a  l i t e r ac y�0
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figures 6 & 7 • framing   a director 
can emphasize something about a character, or 
draw attention to a character by composing a 
shot in such a way that it constructs a frame 
within a frame. scott hicks consistently depicts 
ishmael this way in snow Falling on cedars. in 
the opening of the cour troom scene, ishmael 
is shot through the bars of the balcony. this 
turns into a flashback to childhood and again 
the director frames him, in this case through 
fence panels. repeated throughout the film, the 
technique often functions as a commentary on 
ishmael’s state of mind and the nature of his 
relationship with hatsue.

figure 5 • motif  
Forest Gump opens and 
closes with a feather. the 
theme or motif of flight, 
running and destiny 
pervade the film visually 
and verbally including 
the use of songs like 
“Blowin’ in the Wind” 
and “Freebird.” 

figure 4 • mission impossible   the frame combines 
Pov with Position and Prop. the high angle shot stresses the 
vulnerability of the man on the spiral staircase. the choice 
of a spiral staircase also functions symbolically and creates a 
greater sense of confusion than a traditional staircase would. 
as such, it reinforces the characters’ state of mind. 

We encourage teachers to use short segments from film to 
provide students with a wide number of examples of each 
main element, allowing time for discussion and feedback. 
The selection of clips described here is intended to utilize 
films that clearly demonstrate key elements of film language 
rather than to view entire films.

A short (5 minutes) useful teaching scene that incorporates 
the 4 main elements of mise en scene and has youth appeal 
can be found in Superman II in the sequence when Lois dis-
covers that Clark is Superman. 

Once students and teachers learn to recognize these ele-
ments, they will have little trouble finding other examples. 
One of the most frequently used shots, for example, is a 
high- or low-angle point of view to emphasize power or vulnerability. 

It is evident in historical dramas such as Elizabeth when the 
embattled queen tries to convince the bishops to support the 
Act of Unification. It can be seen in the death of Inman near 
the end of Cold Mountain and the death of Sylvia in Searching for 
Neverland. 

It is visible in a boy’s simple prayer to St. Elizabeth (I am 
David).

Illustrations by Caldecott medal winner Gail E. Haley.  
Visit www.gailehaley.com

Teachers are encouraged to cut and paste these images on worksheets as they intro-
duce their students to each element and/or to the relevant clips from each movie.
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Invariably, without having introduced the defini-
tion of mise en scene or explained key elements such as 
Posture, Position, Point of View (POV), and Props, 
teachers and students alike begin to discuss Crowe’s 
body language and director Ron Howard’s close-
ups of various objects seen through Nash’s eyes. 
Although some people worry that such an exercise 
reads too much into movies, in reality, it fosters a 
deep appreciation of the art of film and recognizes 
the directors design contributions. The marketing 
poster for A Beautiful Mind reinforces our interpre-
tation of the opening scene by saying, “He saw the 
world in ways no one could have imagined.” 

For those who wonder about the ability of students 
to grasp these concepts, listen to Stephen, a lateral 
entry teacher in Durham, North Carolina, who 
teaches both media analysis and media produc-
tion: “I’ve used this with my kids and it has worked 
out well. October Sky has a great introduction that 
can be read visually to introduce  the audience to 
the story, from the color palette of the shots to the 
miner’s radio signal disappearing as they descend 
into the mine.”

Stephen is the face of the future. A young media 
savvy teacher, he is aware of how turned on the kids 
are by media and he has the opportunity to bring 
the new technology into his teaching style. Not 
content to have his students read and comprehend 
other people’s media, he teaches them to create 
their own media productions. In this he is greatly 
aided by a supportive administrator and new tools. 
IMac’s movie editing system makes student pro-
duction more attainable. Software including Mov-
ieMaker, Final Cut Pro, and Pinnacle Studio is 
increasingly becoming available in schools. 

Now, today, like no other time in our past, we have 
the opportunity, tools, strategies, techniques, re-
sources, and standards to make film, the power-
ful teaching tool Thomas Edison once thought it 
would be. Reviewing The Star Wars—Where Sci-
ence Meets the Imagination exhibit at Boston’s 

Museum of Science, the Boston Globe proclaimed 
it “hugely enjoyable…eye-popping…breathtak-
ing.” “It’s fun,” they said. “You learn something. 
Best of all, the fun is in the learning.” We couldn’t 
agree more. When our students are having fun, 
they are engaged and they are being educated. Now 
in their second century, movies deserve a legiti-
mate place in the classroom and the curriculum, 
with creative teachers skillfully employing them to 
both reach and teach their students. *

All teachers quoted in this article gave permission for the quotes 
to be used. Some names have been changed at the request of these 
teachers.

references

Beane James, (1990) A middle school curriculum: From rhetoric to reality.Nmsa: 

Westerville, ohio.

Nmsa (2003) This we believe: Successful schools for young adolescents. Westerville, 

ohio.

saettler, Paul (1968) The history of instructional technology. mcGraw hill: New York.

salomon, Gavriel, (1979) The interaction of media, cognition and learning. Jossey-Bass: 

san Francisco.

van hoose, John, david strahan and mark l’Esperance (2001) Promoting harmony: 

Young adolescent development and school practices. Nmsa: Westerville. ohio. 

Wineburg, sam (2001) Historical thinking and other unnatural acts. temple univer-

sity Press: Philadelphia.

resources
cinemateque film study guides 

http://www.cinemateque.bc.ca/education/film_study_guides_intro.htm

secondary study Guides 
http://www.filmeducation.org/secondary/studyguides/index.html

scanning the movies study Guides 
http://www.chumlimited.com/mediaed/studyguides.asp

Walden media Film study Guides  
http://www.walden.com/

atom’s the Education shop
http://www.theeducationshop.com.au

recommended texts

considine, david m. and Gail E. haley (1999) Visual messages: Integrating imagery 
into instruction. teacher ideas Press: Englewood, co.

costanzo, Bill (2004) Great films and how to teach them. NctE Books: urbana, 
illinois.

Golden, John (2001) Reading in the Dark: Using Films as Tool in the English classroom. 
NctE Books: urbana, illinois.

teasley, alan B. and ann Wilder (1996) Reel conversations: Reading films with young 
adults. Boynton/cook: Portsmouth, Nh. 

> >  C o n t i n u e d  f R o m  pa g e  2 9



vo l u m e  5 3 , n u m b e r  2   •   fa l l  2 0 0 6 ��

Graphic Novels: 
a medium with momentum

b y  i a n  e s q u i v e l

teaching comics now

In my first year of teaching eighteen years ago, I 
introduced students in my media class to television 
shows, films and comics as ‘legitimate’ texts to be 
studied. I was not overly successful, largely because 
I assumed the students would share my enthusiasm 
for studying popular culture, but they did not. I 
was treading on the ground of their personal plea-
sure. They wanted to watch television shows and 
films, not analyze them. I was more successful with 
comics. These were seen primarily as texts for chil-
dren so my students were willing to analyze them 
because they felt distanced from them – as young 
adults they had moved on to more “serious” lit-
erature.

As well, a number of my students were reading 
comics and graphic novels such as The Dark Knight 
Returns, Watchmen and Cerebus (by Canadian Dave 
Sim). They considered these texts to be a genre of 
underground literature that represented life in a 
way that few mainstream novels did. They wanted 
to read, analyze and discuss them. These comics 
certainly were not mainstream—back then, at least. 
Yet they were engaging and “literary” by any defi-
nition of the word. They contained topical subject 
matter, highly stylized writing and illustration, and 
stories with depth: complex characters, compelling 
plots, imaginative settings, mythic overtones, and 
profound themes. Needless to say, very few of my 
colleagues were using comics at the time, and I was 
hard-pressed to find any in the school library, but 
my students were an eager source.

How times change. The use of graphic novels (and 
comics) in schools in Toronto has increased sig-
nificantly since then, and almost exponentially 
over the past five years. That’s good news. None-
theless, their inclusion seems driven by at least two 
contradictory impulses, each of which is problem-
atic and requires examination, and each of which 
has merit and deserves recognition. Where the two 
impulses—let’s call them “literacy” and “liter-
ary”—converge, fortunately, is at the point of 
recognizing the importance of using resources 
that better meet the needs and interests of stu-
dents whose lives outside of school are shaped 
by contemporary media. I would argue that this 
is what media teachers advocate. In this article, 
I briefly describe the two impulses and position 
them in the context of a familiar paradigm, the 
low/high culture debate. My goal is to initiate a 
dialogue with the reader, using my experience as a 
point of departure, and addressing some theoreti-
cal and practical concerns in an attempt to bridge 
the debate. I also suggest a third impulse that is 
more conducive to the contemporary needs of our 
students, and one that I believe drives most me-
dia teachers: curiosity. As an English teacher, I am 
well acquainted with the low/high culture debate 
and regularly have to negotiate my way through it. 
Yet my background in teaching media informs my 
perceptions and causes me to view the debate, and 
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the use of graphic novels, in a particular way. As a 
result, I eagerly advocate their use but also ques-
tion how and for what purposes they are used.

“literacy” vs. “literary” impulses

The differences between the literacy and literary im-
pulses are significant, although not irreconcilable. 
One impulse treats the graphic novel as a tool for 
literacy development, as part of a strategy to engage 
readers who are reluctant because their skills are 
“weak”; graphic novels are positioned as a narrative 
form that will lead to books with more “value” and 
“depth.” Research shows this to be true under certain 
conditions. The other impulse is to integrate graphic 
novels of a particular type—those deemed literary—
as a way to entice resistant (not reluctant) readers 

for whom the traditional narrative structure of the 
novel, which they can navigate easily, is perceived as 
“boring” when compared to film, television or vid-
eo games. This approach also is valid in certain contexts. 
In effect, the “literacy” impulse conceives of graphic 
novels as simpler than novels and thus easier to read, 
while the “literary” impulse sees both as equally so-
phisticated and therefore worth studying alongside 
other literary works. Each impulse has the potential 
to encourage students to read with enthusiasm, if 
thoughtfully integrated.

Teachers who view graphic novels as legitimate lit-
erary texts are still in the minority. In Toronto 

and across the province of Ontario, we have a long 
tradition of prejudice against writing that doesn’t 
meet certain standards of cultural “uplift.” We 
come by that honestly. In 1870, the founder of our 
education system, Edgerton Ryerson warned:

Trashy and positively unwholesome literature 
is so widely extended throughout the coun-
try… [that] persons who read little or noth-
ing besides trashy novels of the day would be 
better not to read at all… The most popu-
lar and best thumbed works in any reading 
rooms are invariable those that are the most 
worthless—we might say dangerous. (Edgerton 
Ryerson, quoted in Newkirk, 69).

Ryerson captured a sentiment that continues to-
day in schools, where the debate over what types 
of texts should be read rages on, and with it the 
question of how to improve students’ reading and 
writing. This is the literacy impulse. It underpins 
and frames our perceptions, personal and public, 
of all novels, and especially graphic novels. Eng-
lish/Language Arts teachers are mandated to teach 
students to read so they will appreciate a range of 
texts that fall into the category of literature, from 
essays to poetry to plays to novels.

The corollary of this is that one of the objectives 
of teaching literature is to help students to develop 
their literacy skills to such an “advanced” level that 
they will “naturally” gravitate to literary works of 
“high caliber.” Related to this goal is the belief that 
it is essential that students read widely and exten-
sively in order to become well-rounded citizens 
and “critical thinkers.” And yet, when it comes 
to popular texts, such as fantasy novels or comics, 
many educators refuse or hesitate to include them 
in their courses because they fall outside their def-
inition of literature. Not surprisingly, these are 
the very texts to which students tend to gravitate, 
and to which they easily can relate. Why would an 
educator who values literacy pass over or disparage 
a text that promotes reading? The answer is partly 
that teachers ultimately are arbiters of ‘taste’. What 
they believe has merit, has merit, and vice versa.

t h e  u s e  o f  g r a p h i c  n o v e l s  ( a n d  c o m i c s ) 

i n  s c h o o l s  i n  t o r o n t o  h a s  i n c r e a s e d … 

e x p o n e n t i a l ly  o v e r  t h e  pa s t  f i v e  y e a r s . 

t h at ’ s  g o o d  n e w s .  n o n e t h e l e s s ,  t h e i r 

i n c l u s i o n  s e e m s  d r i v e n  b y  at  l e a s t 

t w o  c o n t r a d i c t o ry  i m p u l s e s ,  e a c h  o f 

w h i c h  i s  p r o b l e m at i c  a n d  r e q u i r e s 

e x a m i n at i o n , a n d  e a c h  o f  w h i c h  h a s 

m e r i t  a n d  d e s e rv e s  r e c o g n i t i o n .
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low culture vs.  
high culture

At the core of any discussion of literature, is the 
issue of taste, and the perception that certain ar-
tifacts are expressions of low culture while others 
capture the ethos of high culture. The notion that 
one type of text, that which is considered literary, 
has more intrinsic value than another, that which 
is seen as popular, is fairly prevalent. It is embed-
ded in traditions, practices, institutions, discours-
es, and pedagogy; its pull is hegemonic. Following 
this questionable line of thinking, Shakespeare’s 
plays, belonging as they now do to high culture, are 
literature and thus prescribed in the curriculum. 
So-called “pulp fiction”—horror, romance, crime 
stories, etc.—belong to low culture and therefore 
generally are excluded from curricula, except in 
so much as they are studied as forms of popular or mass 
culture. Ah, the good fortune of the media teacher 
who gets to use such texts as “content,” and the li-
brarian who has latitude to use them to encourage 
reading. (It is worth noting that the Japanese have 
been reading graphic novels for decades; they are 
an accepted cultural form and widely available.)

The “best” of these alleged “low-brow” texts oc-
casionally gets the nod by pundits as a work of 
literary achievement, which thereby justifies its 
inclusion as a classroom text. This is the “literary 
impulse.” Frankenstein and The Lord of the Rings seem to 
have attained this status, as has the graphic novel 
MAUS, which tells the gripping tale of a Holocaust 
survivor through the eyes of his son. One feels in-
clined to applaud the arbiters of taste for think-
ing outside the box in such cases. Yet how ironic 
it is that the low/high culture debate has insinu-
ated itself even into people’s perception of graphic 
novels, including those who create, publish and 
sell them. Rather than sidestep the debate and 
champion graphic novels of all stripes as a form 
suitable for study—acknowledging, of course, the 
usual concerns over racism, sexism, explicit con-
tent, etc.—many people resort to the same old ar-
gument: These graphic novels are “literary” and those 
are not. This stance supports the idea that some 
texts are not as “good” as others, which ultimately 
justifies the critics’ claims that some types of texts, 

e.g. graphic novels, are not as “good” as others, i.e. 
novels. It clearly fails to interrogate the dominant 
discourse around the selection of texts by endors-
ing a process of selection, which also implies that 
there is a need to select, and that the criteria by 
which a text is selected will be determined not by 
the reader but by someone with the requisite ex-
pertise to make such a selection. That is, someone 
with “authority”—and “good taste,” obviously. Of 
course, the fact that the graphic novel is a site of 

fRequently asked questions

•  a r e n ' t  g r a p h i c  n ov e l s  j u s t  f o r  k i d s ?  t h e  av e r ag e  ag e 

f o r  t h e  g r a p h i c  n ov e l  r e a d e r  i s  2 9  y e a r s  o l d.

•  a r e n ' t  t h e y  m o s t ly  r e a d  b y  m a l e s ?  i t  d e p e n d s  o n  t h e 

g e n r e . s u p e r h e ro  c o m i c s  t e n d  to  b e  r e a d  b y  b oy s / m e n , 

a lt h o u g h  yo u n g  wo m e n  l i k e  c at wo m a n  a n d  s h e -

h u l k . m a n g a , a r c h i e  c o m i c s , b o n e , a n d  t h e  s a n d m a n 

s e r i e s  a r e  e x a m p l e s  o f  t e x t s  t h at  a r e  v e ry  p o p u l a r 

w i t h  a  f e m a l e  a u d i e n c e .

•  d o  t h e y  c o n ta i n  ' p ro b l e m at i c '  c o n t e n t ?  y e s , s o m e -

t i m e s , a s  d o e s  ot h e l l o, c at c h e r  i n  t h e  ry e , t h e  b l u e s t 

e y e , t h e  s w e e t  h e r e a f t e r , e t c . 

•  w h at  i s  “ M A n g A ” ?  m a n g a  m e a n s  ‘ c o m i c ’  i n  j a pa n e s e . i t 

c o u l d  b e  c o n s i d e r e d  a  c at e g o ry  o f  i t s  ow n , w i t h 

s u b - c at e g o r i e s  s u c h  a s  ko d o m o, w h i c h  i s  f o r  6  to 

1 1 - y e a r  o l d s , a n d  yao i , w h i c h  o s t e n s i b ly  i s  f o r  g i r l s 

b u t  i s  a l s o  r e a d  b y  g ay  m a l e s . m a n g a  g e n e r a l ly  i s 

d i v i d e d  i n to  s to r i e s  f o r  a  m a l e  ( s h o n e n )  a n d  t h o s e 

f o r  a  f e m a l e  ( s h o j o )  a u d i e n c e . t h e  t e r m  m a n g a  r e f e r s 

to  t h e  f o r m at  o f  t h e  b o o k  r at h e r  t h a n  t h e  c o n t e n t. 

m a n g a  s t y l e  i s  i d e n t i f i a b l e  i n  pa rt  b e c a u s e  t h e  h u -

m a n  c h a r ac t e r s  h av e  s h a r p  f e at u r e s  a n d  e y e s  t h at 

a r e  d i s p ro p o rt i o n at e ly  l a r g e  f o r  t h e i r  fac e s / b o d i e s . 

h i g h ly  e x ag g e r at e d  fac i a l  e x p r e s s i o n s  a n d  r e ac t i o n s 

a r e  c o m m o n . t h e  b ac k g ro u n d s  a r e  a l s o  o f t e n  v e ry 

d e ta i l e d, e s p e c i a l ly  i n  c o n t r a s t  to  t h e  c h a r ac t e r s . 

m a n g a  s t y l e  h a s  b e g u n  to  m a n i f e s t  i n  n o rt h  a m e r i -

c a n  c o m i c s  s u c h  a s  s p i d e r m a n , t e e n  t i ta n s  a n d  s c ot t 

p i l g r i m  ( b y  c a n a d i a n  b rya n  l e e  o ’ m a l l e y ) .
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struggle subtly legitimizes it by making it like every 
other form of literature.

In my school board, at least graphic novels are on 
the map, even if they still are seeking a permanent 
home. At my school, our librarian has played a 
pivotal role in bringing graphic novels into the 
building and into the curriculum while managing 
to avoid the low/high debate. But just because she 
has avoided the debate does not mean she isn’t in-
volved in and contributing to it. She is trying both 

to meet the needs and interests of the students, 
and keep her library relevant. If you build it, they 
will come. And they have! Students have formed 
a graphic novel club, are reading them as quickly 
as they appear on the shelves, and are asking for 
new titles. The political implications are clear: the 
librarian is endorsing graphic novels. She is le-
gitimizing them and the repercussions are evident. 
Students have begun to ask their English (and Art) 
teachers if they can study graphic novels and create 
them in class.

a third impulse

For media educators, the low/high debate provides 
a backdrop for what we normally do. We follow a 
third impulse, basically. Call it the “Wow, that’s 
cool. Let’s take it apart to see what makes it tick” 
impulse. Thus, we find in The Sopranos a richness 
of language, imagery and invention that we also 
find in Shakespeare, or to use a Canadian con-
text, Margaret Atwood. We dig through the lay-
ers of The Matrix like scholars sifting through The 

Wasteland. We locate meaning in the texts we study, 
but we also produce meaning. We legitimize those 
texts as suitable for study. We acknowledge that 
some texts are more popular than others, but we 
don’t suggest they are intrinsically better. High 
culture, we wonder? It takes a fair bit of work to 
make the art of Hamlet evident in the classroom. 
A whole industry—from filmmakers to textbook 
publishers—has arisen around the Bard to ensure 
that he remains in vogue among critics and audi-
ences alike. English and Language Arts teachers 
are key players in that project. Suggest to them that 
we embrace Shakespeare too readily and see how 
they respond: Shakespeare is relevant, profound, 
elevated language, the universal human condition. 
Shakespeare is literature, which simply means that 
Shakespeare has some serious cultural capital.

Teaching media allows one to address the high/low 
debate by deconstructing it, stripping away the lay-
ers of ideology that perpetuate it and interrogating 
the discourse that nurtures it. And having some 
fun in the process. Nowhere is this more true 
than in the case of graphic novels. Instead of ask-
ing whether they can provide a bridge for a certain 
type of reader, we should be asking how schools 
privilege a particular kind of reading (and writ-
ing). In addition to accepting the paradigm shift 
that has created a reader who comprehends print-
ed texts that meld the visual with the linguistic, we 
should be wondering, At what cost? Or, to loosely 
paraphrase Marshall McLuhan—which is manda-
tory since I’m a Canadian educator—we should 
ask, What will this new narrative form enhance and 
what will it obsolesce?

Without a doubt, graphic novels enhance creative 
expression. They constitute a unique medium of 
communication with its own aesthetic form, codes 
and conventions, language, and ideology. They are 
a hybrid of image and word, of art and literature. 
At their best, they are highly cinematic, relying on 
visual more than written language and the reader’s 
ability to produce closure—to sustain the story across 
the spaces between the frames; spaces that are al-
ways literal but also often metaphorical. To read 
graphic novels requires a particular set of skills, a 
technique of interpretation that is similar to but 

w e  l o c at e  m e a n i n g  i n  t h e  t e x t s  w e  s t u dy, 

b u t  w e  a l s o  p ro d u c e  m e a n i n g . w e  l e g i t i m i z e 

t h o s e  t e x t s  a s  s u i ta b l e  f o r  s t u dy. w e 

ac k n ow l e d g e  t h at  s o m e  t e x t s  a r e  m o r e 

p o p u l a r  t h a n  ot h e r s , b u t  w e  d o n ’ t  s u g g e s t 

t h e y  a r e  i n t r i n s i c a l ly  b e t t e r .
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not the same as that required for a novel. If we 
teach students to read graphic novels, are we pre-
paring them to read traditional novels? Or instead 
are we facilitating a means to interpret a specific 
system of signs in which the image and word are 
co-dependent? Such skill may assist them to read 
other compound texts like websites but it may also 
encourage the obsolescence of the ability to read a 
story composed just of words. Will the world of the 
“classic” literary text be lost to a future generation, 
except through adaptation?

You have to ask yourself these types of questions 
when you teach media. You have to know where 
you stand—and where others will place you. Am I 
contributing to the debasement of the culture by 
encouraging the use of graphic novels with their 
potential to supplant traditional novels? Only if I 
think the latter are intrinsically superior. Other-
wise, the two forms can co-exist side by side per-
fectly well. What we do with them will determine 
what they mean to us. Students are curious con-
sumers. They will buy into a text because it inter-
ests them, not because it is “better.” If it engages 
their imaginations, and lets them use them, they 
will keep reading, or viewing, or listening, or us-
ing their other senses to make sense of the text. 
You have to trust young people. It also helps to 
recall what McLuhan suggested in his Tetrad: Any 
emerging technology that is seen to enhance our 
ability to extend our senses—in this case the nar-
rative form of the contemporary graphic novel—
eventually will reverse on itself and aspects of the 
previous technology—in this case, the form of the 
novel—will be retrieved, its “obsolescence” revis-
ited. It’s a cycle of struggle, an ebb and flow that 
graphic novels exemplify.

a brief history: graphic novels 
in schools

Graphic novels began to appear in North Ameri-
can schools—more accurately in school libraries—
in the early 1990s, largely after the publication of 
Art Spieglman’s MAUS: A Survivor’s Tale, which was 
critically acclaimed. Coupled with its sequel, MAUS 
II, the graphic novel won a Pulitzer prize in 1992. 

The pubic libraries played a key role in legitimiz-
ing their use in schools both in the United States 
and Canada. Yet it was only texts of a particular 
type that were favoured, and which we now perhaps 
take for granted as seminal works. A Contract with God 
(considered by many to be the first graphic novel 
in North America), V for Vendetta, The Dark Knight Re-
turns, Watchmen, and The Sandman, were among the first 
to be accorded such status; Bone followed shortly 
thereafter. More recently, graphic novels such as 
Ghost World, Safe Area Gorazde and Persepolis have made 
the honor roll. In Canada, Chester Brown’ Riel, 
Seth’s It’s A Good Life If You Don’t Weaken, and Ho Che 
Anderson’s King are cited as literary works. All these 
texts fit the definition of literature as well as most 
of Shakespeare’s plays do. When librarians picked 
up the cause of the graphic novel in the 1990s and 
went public with their support, they were at the 
vanguard of a movement that picked up consider-
able steam a decade later.

Reasons foR using gRaphiC 
novels in the ClassRoom

•  t h e y  c o n ta i n  s to r i e s  n ot  to l d  e l s e w h e r e  o r  ot h e r - 

w i s e  ( e . g . b o n e , p e r s e p o l i s , h e l l b oy, b l ac k  h o l e )

•  t h e i r  u s e  c a n  m e e t  t h e  n e e d s  o f  s t u d e n t s  w h o  a r e 

v i s u a l / s pat i a l  l e a r n e r s

•  t h e i r  i n c l u s i o n  ac k n ow l e d g e s / va l i dat e s  t h e  

s t u d e n t s '  ow n  r e a d i n g  c h o i c e s

•  t h e y  p rov i d e  a  d i f f e r e n t / u n i q u e  way  to  e x p l o r e 

n a r r at i v e  e l e m e n t s , d e v i c e s  a n d  t e c h n i q u e s  o f  

s t y l e  ( c o d e s  a n d  c o n v e n t i o n s ) , a n d  n a r r at i v e  

pat t e r n s  a n d  a r c h e t y p e s

•  t h e i r  c r e at i o n  i n vo lv e s  a  r a n g e  o f  s k i l l s / k n ow l e d g e , 

a n d  i s  a n  i d e a l  p l at f o r m  f o r  c o l l a b o r at i o n

•  t h e y  l e n d  t h e m s e lv e s  to  i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a ry  u s e  i n  a rt, 

h i s to ry, s c i e n c e , g e o g r a p h y, e n g l i s h , e t c .
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The current support for the comic book form is a 
far cry from earlier responses. Serious criticism first 
surfaced almost a hundred years ago, prior to World 
War I in England where comics were highly popular 
among the working class. Comics were seen as:

a ‘threat’ to literacy on two, contradictory 
levels. First, any publication based on pic-
tures was deemed to be automatically inferior 
to prose materials: reading was associated 
with an ‘improving ethic’, whereas [comic] 
strips and cartoons had the opposite effect. 
Secondly, it was argued that the close print 
in the new comics was bad for the eyesight… 
More than this, conservatives began to com-
plain more generally about cultural debase-
ment…  Snobbery was at the heart of 
much of the counter reaction, with words 
like ‘vulgar’ and ‘gauche’ becoming common 
descriptions (Sabin 2003, 25).

In the United States, “there was a backlash from 
certain sectors of American society. This shared 
much in common with the British attack on com-
ics: the mix of words and pictures was similarly 
said to be intrinsically lowbrow, trash and ‘det-
rimental’ to ‘proper’ reading. However what was 
different about the American experience was that 
the inherent class prejudice took on religious and 
racial overtones” (Sabin 2003, 25). In the end, 
the opposition was poorly organized and faded out 
in the face of the popularity of comic strips—until 
the 1950s when an American psychologist, Fredric 
Wertham, launched a crusade against comics.

Wertham’s 1954 book, The Seduction of the Innocent, 
claimed that comics were linked to teen suicides, 
aggression and disrespect for authority, and would 
“ruin an adolescent’s taste for fine literature” 
(Weiner 2003, 8). He compared the consumption 
of comics to an addiction to drugs, and suggested 
that they led to escalating violent behaviour. The 
backlash reached a fevered pitch: “experts” warned 
parents of the imminent threat of reading comics; 
people gathered in public to burn them; conser-
vative politicians and community leaders, particu-
larly those from the Christian Right, called for the 
government to ban them. The backlash culminated 
in Congressional hearings that forced the creation 
of the Comics Code. The uproar then died down 
for a decade.

However, the critique of comics resurfaced in the 
late 1960s in response to the so-called “anti-au-
thority” messages found in them—such as support 
for the Civil Rights Movement—and references to 
drugs, even when the purpose behind the latter was 
to warn people about the negative consequences of 
abuse and addiction. In the 1970s, the rise of “un-
derground comics,” which often dealt with sexual-
ity, moral corruption, discrimination, and depic-
tions of counter and sub-cultures, was the focus of 
calls for censorship under the mantle of “obscen-
ity.” At the same time as it pushed the boundaries 
of content, the underground comics movement 
also pushed the boundaries of form, which helped 
to keep comics relevant and broaden their appeal. 
It was not until the late 1980s, as noted above, that 
a shift in attitude towards comics finally occurred.

Readership of graphic novels has spread from the 
back alley to schools to the towers of academia to 
main street. Walk into any major bookstore today 
and you no doubt will find comics, graphic novels 
and books about them. Scott McLoud’s Understand-
ing Comics, Trina Robbins’ From Girls to Grrrls: A History 
of Female Comics from Teens to Zines, and Paul Gravette’s 
Graphic Novels: Stories To Change Your Life are “must have” 
resources for teachers. The fact of their existence 
speaks volumes about the newfound status of the 
graphic novel. So, move over Shakespeare and make 
room for the Zeitgeist. *

r e a d e r s h i p  o f  g r a p h i c  n o v e l s  h a s 

s p r e a d  f r o m  t h e  b a c k  a l l e y  t o  s c h o o l s 

t o  t h e  t o w e r s  o f  a c a d e m i a  t o  m a i n 

s t r e e t …  s o ,  m o v e  o v e r  s h a k e s p e a r e  a n d 

m a k e  r o o m  f o r  t h e  z e i t g e i s t.
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the ComiC book Code / the ComiCs Code authoRity

In the 1950s, the hysteria over the “corrupting influence” of comics on children—spurred on in 
part by Wertham’s The Seduction of the Innocent—led the U.S. Congress to force publishers to 
conform to certain “community standards” or else be put out of business. The perception was that 
because comics were full of depictions of gore, sex and violence, children who read them would turn 
into social deviants. These standards are inscribed in the 1954 Comics Code Authority (CCA).
 The Comics Magazine Association of America (CMAA) reviews all comics and if appropriate, 
approves their publication; the comic is stamped with a CCA seal on the cover to show that it has 
‘passed’ inspection. The CCA is actually a relatively short document of about 1,800 words. There 
are two main categories for standards: Code for Editorial Matter and Code for Advertising Matter. 
Below are some of its key regulations, as outlined in “Code Red in the new comicdom,” by James 
Adams (Globe and Mail, May 2, 2000).

•  i n  e v e ry  i n s ta n c e , g o o d  s h a l l  t r i u m p h  ov e r  e v i l  a n d  t h e  c r i m i n a l  p u n i s h e d 

f o r  h i s  m i s d e e d s .

•  s c e n e s  o f  e x c e s s i v e  v i o l e n c e  s h a l l  b e  p ro h i b i t e d. s c e n e s  o f  b r u ta l  to rt u r e , 

e x c e s s i v e  a n d  u n n e c e s s a ry  g u n p l ay, p h y s i c a l  ag o n y, g o ry  a n d  g r u e s o m e 

c r i m e s  s h a l l  b e  e l i m i n at e d.

•  s c e n e s  d e a l i n g  w i t h , o r  i n s t r u m e n t s  a s s o c i at e d  w i t h  wa l k i n g  d e a d, 

to rt u r e , va m p i r e s  a n d  va m p i r i s m , g h o u l s , c a n n i b a l i s m  a n d  w e r e wo l f i s m 

a r e  p ro h i b i t e d. a l l  c h a r ac t e r s  s h a l l  b e  d e p i c t e d  i n  d r e s s  r e a s o n a b ly 

ac c e p ta b l e  to  s o c i e t y.

•  s e d u c t i o n  a n d  r a p e  s h a l l  n e v e r  b e  s h ow n  o r  s u g g e s t e d.

•  f e m a l e s  s h a l l  b e  d r aw n  r e a l i s t i c a l ly  w i t h o u t  e x ag g e r at i o n  o f  a n y 

p h y s i c a l  q u a l i t i e s . a dv e rt i s i n g  f o r  t h e  s a l e  o f  k n i v e s , c o n c e a l a b l e  w e a p o n s 

o r  r e a l i s t i c  g u n  fac s i m i l e s  i s  p ro h i b i t e d.

 Given the fact that the content of most other contemporary media falls well outside the Code's 
boundaries, it's no wonder that some comic book publishers have abandoned the Code in order to 
hold on to their readers and attract new ones.
 For a detailed Graphic Novel Unit/Lesson Plan and Bibliography, visit the website of the As-
sociation for Media Literacy at www.aml.ca
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Enhancing Literacy Skills  
Through Digital Narrative
b y  ro b e rt  k e n n y  &  g l e n da  g u n t e r

a changing instructional 
paradigm

The uses and skills for using computers and other 
digital media on the part of today’s youth is in-
creasing exponentially. While adults label these 
advances as technology and new media, children view 
digital media as being neither technological nor 
new. Alan Kay once said that technology is only 
considered “technology” if it is invented after you 
were born (cited in Tapscott, 1998). Today’s stu-
dents do not know of a classroom that does not in-
clude the Internet.

Computers, videos, DVDs, and television appeal 
to a variety of learning styles because they com-
bine moving pictures and audio (Fletcher, 2001, 
2004; Honey, Pasnik & Saltrick, 2004; Mayer, 
2001). What is different today is the pervasiveness 
of digital media in children’s leisure time activi-
ties, (Rushkoff, 1997; Prensky, 2002) drastically 
changing the way they think, perceive, and learn 
(Dresang & McClelland, 1999; Neiderman, Ken-
ny, Sanchez, & Croft, 2005). These changes in 
perceptual, cognitive, communicative, and learn-
ing skills bring up several interesting questions 
as to the kinds of instructional strategies that will 
motivate today’s digitally-oriented reluctant readers 
whose preferred natural language is ‘digital’. There 
is considerable research that links motivation to past 
learning experiences,  attitudes, perceptions, and 
self-efficacy (Keller, 1983; Keller & Suzuki, 1988; 
Weiner, 1974, 1986). Based on the concept of “teach 
to one’s strengths and then remediate the weakness-
es” (Doman,1984), the proper use of digital media 
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One of the goals for the Center for Research in 
Education, the Arts, Technology, and Entertain-
ment (CREATE) at the University of Central 
Florida is to investigate the role digital media can 
play in the curriculum plans of educators. Based 
on Doman’s concept of teaching to the strengths to 
remediate the weaknesses, students learn “screen-
to-page” concepts to strengthen their reading and 
writing skills. Results of preliminary and pilot 
studies indicate that designing instruction around 
digital narratives can be effective in significantly 
changing participants’ attitudes towards literacy 
and mechanics of reading comprehension and cre-
ative writing. 
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tools can be effective in attracting the attention of 
these reluctant learners. 

story and academic 
achievement

While digital may be the current language of choice, 
story is one of the oldest and most elemental forms 
of knowing. Story has shown to have a powerful ef-
fect on cognition. Those who study narrative epis-
temology know that stories “effect a change in con-
sciousness, a surrendering of defenses, and creative 
engagement with the imagination” (Bradt, 1997, p. 
viii). Many educators relate the use of story to Je-
rome Bruner’s (1986) ideas about situated cogni-
tion, in which he showed that situating information 
by embedding context helps learners retain and un-
derstand information for longer periods of time. 
Situating what is to be learned in the context of a 
story helps the learner select, arrange, and organize 
information into manageable chunks. 

Research into the learning deficiencies experienced 
by disadvantaged students supports the belief that 
one’s ability to narrate a coherent story can actual-
ly predict future successful academic achievement 
in other school subjects. It supports our notions 
about how focusing on teaching narrative struc-
ture and story can significantly improve a child’s 
general cognitive abilities. Several educational re-
searchers, who focused on teaching students from 
lower socio-economic classes (Feuerstein, 1980: 
Joos, 1967; Payne, 1996) over several generations, 
suggest that these students typically demonstrate 
delayed language development, a limited ability to 
understand and tell stories; they come to school 
with a completely different set of skills and rules 
for communicating, which result in their not fully 
developing the cognitive structures they need to 
learn at the levels required for successful comple-
tion of standardized reading and writing scales and 
statewide tests. Feuerstein (1980; Keller, 2006) 
further showed a causal relationship between the 
lack of development of formal story structure and 
general academic failure. Feuerstein also sug-
gests that a casual language register is episodic and 

random, and very often omits consequences and 
cause and effect. Consequently, a student lacking 
access to a formal story structure does not know 
how to plan. In formal register, the story structure 
focuses on plot (beginning-middle-end); it weaves 
a sequence, and studies characters, cause and effect, 
and consequences for one’s actions. In causal reg-
ister, the focus of the story is interpersonal, and on 
intrapersonal relationships and characterizations. 

digital story as the central 
organizing construct

Today’s digital kids do not like to read because 
they feel it is boring and/or they have trouble vi-
sualizing the words they are reading. It has been 
shown that most of today’s media-centric youths 
demonstrate many of the same verbal communi-
cation deficiencies as those students from genera-
tional poverty. Our work with today’s digital kids 
has confirmed that a curriculum based on digital 
narrative is effective because it utilizes two very 
attractive motivators: digital formats combined 
with the power of interactive story (Kenny, 2004; 
Kenny & Gunter, 2004; 2005). If vocabulary 
and sentence structure are the mainstay of written 
communication and if vocabulary and syntax are a 
student’s weakness, then they are stumbling blocks 

to the successful completion of writing and read-
ing assignments, and lead to frustration and nega-
tive attribution. On the other hand, using familiar 
communication tools to first develop an under-
standing of underlying story structures, planning 
and critical thinking and to rely less on words and 
sentence structure heightens the chances for posi-
tive outcomes. 

w h at  i s  d i f f e r e n t  to day  i s  t h e  p e rva s i v e n e s s 

o f  d i g i ta l  m e d i a  i n  c h i l d r e n ’ s  l e i s u r e  t i m e 

ac t i v i t i e s , d r a s t i c a l ly  c h a n g i n g  t h e  way 

t h e y  t h i n k , p e r c e i v e , a n d  l e a r n .
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As an organizing concept, story is integrated im-
mediately into the curriculum. Students first learn 
about the basic narrative building blocks like plot 
types, character archetypes, scenario, and environ-
ments (many of the same elements used to build 
narrative-based video games). In a round-table 
environment, students are presented with story-
building activities and introduced to the historical 

role story has played in learning. Students partici-
pate in story circles in which they are provided cues 
and insights on how stories are generated. They 
are then invited to tell personal stories about an 
important event that has happened in their lives. 
Other activities include those like the fantastic 
binomial generated from books like the Grammar 
of Fantasy by Gianni Rodari, and board games like 
Pitch!, developed by Rick Stone, a nationally known 
storyteller.  They then use these newly-learned 
narrative building blocks to develop their own vid-
eo-based personal stories. Next, they learn how to 
compare movies to written narrative forms, and, 
finally, stories are introduced to serve as advanced 
organizers to set the scene for math and science 
problem solving. 

matching books with 
reluctant readers

According Diana Kimpton (2004), there are two 
types of reluctant readers –those who can read but 
do not enjoy it and those who find reading so dif-
ficult that they avoid it whenever they can. The 
majority of today’s student population is probably 

made up of some combination of these two groups. 
Both groups think reading is hard work and not 
worth the effort. Regardless if one agrees with the 
alleged positive effect of the various reading in-
centive programs such as Reading Counts or Accelerated 
Reader, classroom teachers have begun to recognize 
what reading teachers and media specialists have 
known for years  –if you properly match poten-
tial readers to an author or genre, even the most 
reluctant will be more likely to complete the book 
and to read others from that favorite author or 
genre (Eriksson 2002). Stephen Krashen (2002) 
noted that increased availability of high interest 
books and opportunity for sustained reading that 
are provided to students with access to the rewards 
programs account for the lion’s share of increased 
learning achievement. 

Matching books with reluctant readers is harder 
than it would seem. Other than the design and/or 
limited contents found on book jackets, there is 
very little that potential readers can use to identify 
books that they might want to read. Media special-
ists and teachers often find themselves being asked 
by students to make book selections for them. One 
alternative might be to first allow students to watch 
the movie made from the book. While some would 
argue that watching a movie first might ruin the 
intellectual experience found in exercising one’s 
imagination while reading, some experimental re-
search supports the notion that seeing the movie 
first might actually help the reader better under-
stand and comprehend what he or she is reading 
(Gropper 1966; Nugent 1982). The question, 
then, is how to provide visual pre-reading orga-
nizers without spoiling the reading experience. 
Digital book trailers are an interesting compro-
mise in the pursuit of these matchmaking activi-
ties. Just as movie trailers have been very successful 
in influencing audiences in selecting the movies 
they watch, trailers made specifically for the books 
should do the same for books. These trailers can 
be compared to an animated book jacket. Properly 
created trailers are produced in such a way to both 
attract potential readers and to crystallize the essence 
of the context of the books, using visualizations of 
the characters, themes, and metaphors, etc. 

t h i s  s h a r e d  e n v i ro n m e n t  d e m o n s t r at e s 

t h e  p o w e r  o f  t h e  d i g i ta l  m e d i u m  a n d  i s 

w h e r e  t h e  r e a l  l e a r n i n g  ta k e s  p l a c e …

…  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  a rt i s t i c  r e n d e r i n g s 

a n d  i n t e r p r e tat i o n s  a r e  s e e n  f i r s t  h a n d. 

s t u d e n t s  n o  l o n g e r  q u e s t i o n  d i f f e r e n c e s 

b e t w e e n  r e a d i n g  a n d  wat c h i n g .
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Digital BooktalkTM (DBT) (http://www.digitalbooktalk.
com) is an online portal on which several success-
ful pre-reading organizing strategies are used to 
match potential readers to books.  The trailers pro-
vide a pre-reading visual to help potential readers 
become familiar with the characters and context 
found in the stories. The number of titles of books 
on the site is growing and follows school and state 
recommended reading lists. A suggest-a-book fea-
ture uses automated intelligence to replicate the 
traditional interest questionnaires developed by 
librarians, media specialists, and teachers. 

reading versus watching

The videos found on the Digital BooktalkTM Web-
site serve as a role model for students to create 
their own book trailers. It is in this activity that 
the real learning takes place. Given the nature of 
today’s media-centric students, it isn’t surprising 
that teachers are all too often repeatedly asked why 
their students need to read the book rather than 
watch the movie made from it. A book’s credibil-
ity is often enhanced once a movie has been made 
from it. In spite of their strong opinions about 
whether watching the movie first ruins the read-
ing experience, teachers still struggle with how to 
answer that question in a relevant an appropri-
ate manner. One way is to remind students that a 
movie is the result of someone else making creative 
decisions on what goes in it. Not all movies remain 
true to the book, and besides wouldn’t they like to 
be the director of their own movie about the book 
(hence the title UB the DirectorTM)? Planting the idea 
that reading the book as if they are going to make 
their own movie about it is a positive way to moti-
vate students, provide a reason for him or her to 
read the book critically for content and context, 
and reinforce the concept of visualizing while read-
ing. The problem is that there is not enough time in 
the classroom for each student to make a full-length 
motion picture about the books they read. 

On the other hand, producing a one to two minute 
trailer is much easier to do in the time frame pro-
vided. To produce a trailer, the student still has to 
read the book and know enough of the details about 

the setting and context and needs to make insight-
ful decisions as to which scenes need to be put into 
it. Students learn the principles of dramatic beats 
and story arcs working in a mediated visual domain 
with which they are familiar. They act as the direc-
tor who uses a camera and special effects to create 
the scenes and address state standards for bench-
marks for the core competencies for literature. 
Students are motivated to read, research, and write 
because they are doing so for a favored and famil-
iar medium, doing the identical evaluation for the 
book that they would be asked to do in a traditional 
classroom setting. Only this time the assignment 
has more relevance and offers a much higher pros-
pect of success because it involves a technology they 
are already familiar with. 

Once the trailers are produced, they are shown and 
evaluated in a shared environment by their peers. 
This shared environment demonstrates the power 
of the digital medium and is where the real learn-
ing takes place. If each student or student group is 
assigned the same book, differences in artistic in-
terpretations and comprehension surface during 
the viewings. Students have to defend their deci-
sions and have enough knowledge about the book’s 
contents that can only be gathered by reading it. 
The concept of artistic renderings and interpreta-
tions are seen first hand. Students no longer ques-
tion differences between reading and watching.

Based on the fact that the Web site is receiving hits 
from several schools across the country and in Eu-
rope, it is evident that the trailers are beginning to 
be used in classrooms. There are further reports 
from school media specialists who state that they 
can always tell when the trailers are shown in the 
classrooms because in the days that follow they run 
out of their limited supplies of those books featured 
on the Web site. Further research has to be done to 
determine if this increased usage of the site trans-
lates into actual increases in students completing 
the books with which they are matched. Further 
studies are being developed to review whether the 
DBT portal encourages students to critically ana-
lyze, reflect upon, and write about their selected 
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book. In other words, does the portal effectively 
increase the values associated with the traditional 
concepts of literacy?

The Digital BooktalkTM program has been suc-
cessfully implemented in several schools dur-
ing the past three years. Preliminary research 
findings gathered during pilot studies show  
UB the DirectorTM is particularly effective in positively 
changing students’ attitudes towards reading and 
writing, has been a factor in increasing comple-
tion rates for the books they read, and motivates 
them in general towards reading. Two ten-ques-
tion, Likert scale personal preference inventories 
were administered that ask various questions about 
the role reading and writing has in participants’ 
lives and the way that they perceive their role.

Responses and results for the narrative-based ac-
tivities in other subject areas such as social studies 
and science are just as revealing. Students research, 
write, and create scripts, newsletters, flyers, and a 
variety of other projects that far exceed the tradi-
tional paper and text classroom assignments. The 
same students that typically do not do well read-
ing a textbook or listening to a lecture, appear 
to flourish because they are actively engaged in a 
project that has meaning to them. One student 
remarked, “I don’t mind learning if it’s fun, I just 
don’t think learning should seem like work all the 
time.” Through this project, students were moti-
vated to learn a variety of research, writing, critical 
thinking, and decision-making skills. Students in 
one elementary school were involved in a story-

based project where they ran a mock presidential 
election occurring simultaneously with actual cur-
rent events and concurrent with a fictional nation-
al environmental disaster. Students followed the 
election coverage using televised media, the Inter-
net, and newspapers. They also gathered political 
and scientific information to devise solutions to 
the pending catastrophe, analyzed various points 
of view, and made decisions about how to run their 
campaigns. Students wrote and edited scripts, as-
signed tasks, worked cooperatively, and managed 
other students cooperatively.  These fifth grade 
students created group video projects to relate 
their point of view, presented their party’s mission 
in the form of a story, and created election broad-
casts. Their teacher stated that her students’ lit-
eracy skills and reading and math scores improved, 
especially on the Florida Comprehensive Achieve-
ment Test (FCAT), a statewide, standardized test 
that assessed reading, writing and math skills. 
Based on these assessments and in-class reviews, 
it became obvious that the students’ literacy skills 
had improved. They were motivated to read more 
and complete assignments when the outcome is 
doing something that they enjoy instead of taking 
another test.

summary and conclusions

In our pilot studies we have achieved success using 
narrative-based digital tools with which students 
have shown improvement in word recognition, 
reading comprehension, and vocabulary skills, 
and have generally boosted their self-esteem. Stu-
dents learn with media that are already familiar to 
them such as digital video, music, and photogra-
phy and incorporate reading, writing, listening 
and speaking into assignments in all academic ar-
eas. Through their scripts, students retell events 
and facts in a logical and sequential manner in 
addition to summarizing and synthesizing facts 
from various sources. Students also gain fluency as 
they begin to produce their videos and they learn 
self-correct skills because they see and hear mis-
takes that they might not have caught by reading 
the scripts alone (Taylor & Gunter, 2006). We 
have found that these activities present opportuni-

s t u d e n t s  w h o  a r e  l e a r n i n g  w i T H 

n a r r at i v e - b a s e d  m e d i a  s u c h  a s  d i g i ta l 

v i d e o ,  i n c o r p o r at e  t h e  m o s t  i m p o rta n t 

a s p e c t s  o f  c u r r i c u l u m — r e a d i n g , 

w r i t i n g ,  l i s t e n i n g  a n d  s p e a k i n g — i n t o 

a s s i g n m e n t s  i n  a l l  a c a d e m i c  a r e a s .  t h e y 

a r e  d e v e l o p i n g  l i t e r a c y  w h i l e  u s i n g  a 

m e d i u m  t h at  i s  a l r e a dy  f a m i l i a r  t o  t h e m .
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ties for developing what David Jakes (2006) refers 
to as a ‘competitive voice’, one that can be shared 
with others because it uses multiple media simulta-
neously thus helping to remediate any differences 
or  disability because it does not depend upon one 
medium to communicate. 

For years most of the focus in literacy education 
has been to teach children to code and decode 
words. It is our position that new ways of teaching 
literacy should be investigated to meet the needs of 
today’s media-centric youths who, we believe, will 
benefit from using mediated programs that help 
motivate, and that talk to them in their own lan-
guage. Students who are learning with narrative-
based media such as digital video, incorporate the 
most important aspects of curriculum—reading, 
writing, listening and speaking—into assignments 
in all academic areas. They are developing literacy 
while using a medium that is already familiar to 
them (Taylor & Gunter, 2006). They are moti-
vated because they get to participate in the con-
struction of their own stories without having first 
to learn vocabulary and formal sentence structure 
–those very things that seem to frustrate and de-
moralize struggling readers and writers. The order 
of instruction is reversed. Writing activities are in-
troduced at the end, after basic storyline patterns 
are learned. Teachers also benefit from using nar-
ratives in their curriculum because they are no 
longer assessing students’ recall of obscure facts. 
Stories provide an opportunity to conduct au-
thentic assessment of the students’ critical think-
ing skills. *
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LiteraryWorlds.org
virtual real ity environments and  

teaching l iterature

by dr . allen webb

scholars for teaching works by Shakespeare, Daniel 
Defoe, Virginia Woolf, Tony Kushner, and Judith 
Ortiz Cofer. 

In the LiteraryWorlds.org project we are creating 
immersive, interactive, and engaging virtual en-
vironments to support reading, and more deeply 
involve students with the language, characters, and 
settings of literary works. In the free and acces-
sible on-line spaces we are making, students can 
explore and interact, role playing and interrelat-
ing as characters, extending and altering charac-
ter conduct in purposeful ways, exploring on-line 
museums and cultural materials, analyzing the im-
pact of setting, language, and dialogue on behav-
ior and events—all directly related to the specific 
works they are assigned to read in their secondary 
or university English classes.

In these virtual reality spaces, students are able to 
engage with literary works from the inside out, to 
enter into and more deeply understand specific 
cultural and historical contexts as they explore in 
their own imaginative voice the dilemmas, con-
troversies, and issues that face literary characters. 
These environments are visually engaging in a way 
not before possible, and they are complex perfor-
mative spaces where students engage in interac-
tive writing. They offer an intriguing extension 
of reading and discussion, and, because they are 
involving and interactive, they create interesting 
spring boards to class discussion. It is our hope 
that these specific virtual environments can cap-
ture the imagination of students weaned on video 
games and the internet and draw them into serious 

I magine students reading Shakespeare’s “A Mid-
summer Nights’ Dream,” then finding them-

selves in the world of the play, performing the 
roles of Puck, Oberon, Lysander, Hermia or Bot-
tom—not on a stage but in the setting of Athens 
and its forests. Or readers of Chinua Achebe’s 
Things Fall Apart suddenly waking up as members of 
an Igbo tribe in a Nigerian village, encountering 
Christian missionaries, and debating religious 
beliefs. Or, after reading Orwell’s 1984, students 
joining an underground revolutionary party and 
evading the Thought Police. These activities, and 
many more, are happening in free, on-line virtual 
worlds that my colleagues and I in the English De-
partment at Western Michigan University are de-
veloping for literature students at secondary and 
university levels.

Our worlds develop the new media and tech-
nologies to discover possibilities for teaching and 
learning about literature. The worlds we are mak-
ing include a portal to 19th Century England based 
on Dickens’ works, to migrant labor camps based 
on Of Mice and Men, to South Side Chicago of the 
1940, based on Native Son, and to a variety of oth-
er thoughtful virtual worlds designed by literary 

allEN WEBB is a professor of English at Western michigan 
university with scholarly interests in English education, postcolonial 
and minority literatures, and internet learning. he has authored 
and edited books in literary study and the teaching of English, 
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council of the teachers of English and a member of the Executive 
Board of the conference on English Education.
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literature and academic content in a truly creative 
and intellectually serious way. Several of the worlds 
have been created and beta-tested in classes over 
the last two years. Others are coming on-line in 
the fall of 2006 and Spring of 2007.

The potential of the new media to enhance teach-
ing and learning is enormous, but we believe 
meaningful technological development will de-
pend on an intense and sustained engagement 
with teachers deeply knowledgeable about learn-
ing content. The scholars designing these literary 
worlds include experts in early and contemporary 
British, American, postcolonial, and children’s 
literature. After selecting a specific literary work 
these WMU English professors use a software 
called “enCore” to create an on-line learning 
environment that is something between a col-
lection of interactive chat-rooms, an interactive 
video game, and an on-line museum. EnCore 
is an award winning, newly revised, open source 
software package, designed for university educa-
tional use built on LambdaMOO with a built-in 
server-side client called Xpress. It was awarded 1st 
place in the category “Rhetoric and Writing Soft-

ware in University Education” at the Computers 
and Writing Technology Competition (http://lin-
gua.utdallas.edu/encore). The illustration shows  
the enCore user interface, allowing the 
presentation of images, objects, and sound files in 
a particular “room” or space, links to other spaces, 
a running record of places visited and conversa-
tions on-going, and an input screen where par-
ticipants can input their “speech” and “actions.” 

While EnCore 4 has been used for other purpos-
es, the model for using the structure in literature 
teaching emerges from Robert Rozema’s 2004 
doctoral dissertation that I directed, a dissertation 
that researched the impact on students of a virtual 
reality environment Rozema created for Aldous 
Huxley’s Brave New World. In this environment Roz-
ema’s high school students deepened their under-
standing of the characters, imaginative world, and 
political analysis of the novel they were reading. 
Characters and their situations became more and 
more meaningful and “real” to students and this 
facilitated an increasingly complex ethical analysis 
of their conduct. Rozema’s students were creative 
and analytical at the same time, writing dialogue 

Literaryworlds.org homepage
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and developing additional virtual spaces that dem-
onstrated an understanding of Huxley’s text at 
high conceptual level. Many continued their in-
volvement in the activity long after the course was 
finished. Dr. Rozema’s presentation about this 
experience at the 2003 NCTE Conference was 
given the National Technology Leadership Award, 
and an article about it appeared in the English Journal 
(Rozema, 2003).

My prototype environment, based on Chinua 
Achebe’s novel Things Fall Apart has also been used 
successfully with high school and college students 
to engage them more deeply with the literary text 
and generate significant writing and critical think-
ing. Web English Teacher (www.WebEnglishTeacher.
com) has given it an “A+” award. Students enter into 
this prototype virtual environment and “wake up” 
as a wide range of Igbo villagers, British mission-
aries, and colonial administrators in a visual space 

based on an extensive archive of authentic black 
and white photography taken by an anthropologist 
in the turn-of-the-century Nigerian area where 
the novel is set. The village is filled with images, 
characters from the novel, and short recordings 
of traditional West African music. Students visting 
the “Village of Umuofia” have commented,

“I have never seen anything like it before. The 
most important thing for me was seeing the 
pictures of huts, walking sticks, and tools. I was 
amazed at the quality of craftsmanship and the 
amount of time these people must put into carv-

ing them. Also the website did a good job rein-
forcing how characters communicated with each 
other and how they came to their decisions.”

“This activity helped me to place myself in a 
villager’s shoes and try to think like they did. I 
got to kind of experience first hand what they 
went through.”

“I enjoyed my on-line experience in the Village 
of Umuofia. It really made you feel as if you 
were in the book and living as your character.”

Teachers can examine this prototype environment 
and learn about using it with their own students, at 
www.literaryworlds.org/umuofia/.

English teachers may also enjoy taking their stu-
dents to “Midsummer Night’s Madness,” doctoral 
researcher Joe Haughey’s virtual reality space. In 
the world Haughey designed, students reading 
Midsummer Nights’ Dream take time away from dis-
cussion to enter into an enormous virtual world 
paralleling the Classical Greek setting of the court 
and forests portrayed in the play. Taking on the 
roles of court society, working class guild mem-
bers, imaginative fairies and sprites, such as Puck, 
students follow a series of role play activities in 
close parallel with the text, and experience virtu-
ally the confusion, magic, charm, and possibility 
of Shakespeare’s most imaginative play. 

Utilizing virtual reality environments in teaching 
draws on old ideas, such as the dramatic satisfac-
tion from participatory story telling and the learn-
ing potential of entering deeply and imaginatively 
into specific informational contexts. These worlds 
also lead students and teachers into the future of 
teaching and learning where traditional values 
are extended and enhanced by the properties and 
pleasures of emerging digital environments. The 
kind of literary reading experiences we are creat-
ing was first described as a theoretical possibility in 
MIT professor Janet Murry’s pathbreaking book 
Hamlet on the Holodeck: The Future of Narrative in Cyberspace 
(1997). In thinking about traditional teaching, 
Jeff Wilhelm (1997) writes about how important 
it is for successful teenage readers to enter imagi-

t h e  p ot e n t i a l  o f  t h e  n e w  m e d i a  to 

e n h a n c e  t e a c h i n g  a n d  l e a r n i n g  i s 
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t e c h n o l o g i c a l  d e v e l o p m e n t  w i l l  d e p e n d 

o n  a n  i n t e n s e  a n d  s u s ta i n e d  e n g a g e m e n t 

w i t h  t e a c h e r s  d e e p ly  k n o w l e d g e a b l e 

a b o u t  l e a r n i n g  c o n t e n t.
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natively into the story world of literary works. In 
helping language arts teachers to engage students 
with reading, Wilhelm particularly emphasizes the 
potential of dramatic roleplay. As we design these 
virtual environments for literary study, we wrestle 
with the degree to which this medium should be 
approached as a role play, a gaming activity, or as 
virtual museum spaces. The enCore medium makes 
possible all three types of experience and many of 
the virtual spaces we have made cross over catego-
ries. Those that have strong game characteristics, 
such as “Thoughtcrime” and “Midsummer Mad-
ness” still have an important narrative focus. Some 
worlds, such as “Village of Umuofia” or “Mice, 
Men, and Migrant Labor” emphasize virtual live 
action roleplay where inhabiting characters is basic 
to the immersive experience of active reading. 

An important dimension of this new medium is the 
possibility it creates for exploring the time period 
and setting of literary works, that is diverse histori-
cal and cultural moments, locations that are often 
very different from the experience of student read-
ers, yet critical to understanding the literary work. 
In this sense, in addition to supporting “reader re-
sponse” teaching, these worlds open up possibilities 

for historical, multicultural, and cultural studies 
teaching as suggested in Literature and Lives (Carey-
Webb, 2001). At LiteraryWorlds.org three of the 
worlds emphasize the setting and geography of Lon-
don, “Moll’s World” in the 18th Century, “Dickens’ 
London” in the 19th Century, and “Woolf’s Lon-
don” in the early 20th Century. “Woolf’s London,” 
based on early 20th Century photographs of the city, 
closely follows two walking trips that main characters 
in Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway take through down-
town London and explore the connection between 
their inner thoughts and the urban geographical 
landmarks in the novel. 

new conceptions of pedagogy

Game spaces and role plays call for new concep-
tions of pedagogy where teacher delivery of knowl-
edge and information gives way to participatory 
and constructivist learning. Changing thinking 
about teaching is a greater challenge than learn-
ing new technologies. One of the questions that 
our Literary Worlds team wrestles with is, how can 
we create virtual environments where students will 
have significant freedom to make choices about 

An enCore User Interface in Village of Umuofia Virtual World
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their activities or the roles they play, and still 
maintain close fidelity to the literary text on which 
the world is based? A sort of prototype for what 
we are doing can be found in “choose your own 
adventure” books or in hypertext fiction, such as 
Patchwork Girl by Shelly Jackson, that enjoyed a cer-
tain popularity in the 1990s, or even some of the 
fan zines and websites that have sprung up about 
popular television programs. James Gee (2003) 
has carefully described a wide range of skills de-
veloped when students are engaged in electronic 
games. When students enter into a virtual world, 
such as Thoughtcrime or the Village of Umuofia 
they are extending the plot, action, and characters 
of the novel beyond the text. Attempting to enter 
into the imaginative world created by the author, 
they are modifying that world based on their own 
insights and understanding, and based on the in-
teraction they have with others in the virtual world. 
When students take the virtual activity seriously, we 
believe that they are being highly respectful of the 
source literary text. Indeed, the results can lead to 
most interesting reflections on the original work.

Writing and class discussion is important after 
experiencing a virtual world as students need to 
reflect on their experience and insights and they 
need to share those with others. Participation in 
this kind of activity can help students to imagina-
tively understand the perspective of characters far 
different from themselves. Andrew Burn (2005) 
writes about the role of narrative in games, “Nar-
rative in games oscillates between offering infor-
mation and demanding action, triggering a cycle in 
which the player acts, which functions as a demand 

to the game (what next?), which replies with more 
information and demands, and so on.” (52) When 
the game activity has the dimension of live action 
role play, that narrative is a collaborative, collec-
tive creation. Teachers can ask students what they 
have learned about the work from taking the part 
of a character, and students can share with each 
other what it was like to be, say Puck, Titania, or 
Bottom. The exchange of perspectives thus greatly 
enriches understanding of the text, drawing in the 
experiences of all of the characters and all of the 
students. It is also important to explore how activi-
ties in the virtual world compare and contrast with 
events in the literary work. For instance, a teacher 
might have a rich discussion with a question such 
as, “why when we role played the characters in 
Things Fall Apart, did our Igbo villagers and British 
colonizers come to a mutual understanding about 
preserving Igbo culture and why does that not hap-
pen in Achebe’s novel?” 

Not all works lend themselves to game or role play 
activities. Many of the spaces we are creating at 
LiteraryWorlds.org are more like specialized liter-
ary museums where students can engage with and 
explore a wide variety of materials that serve to 
supplement a particular literary work. “The Im-
mutable Hill,” designed by Dr. Jon Adams, offers 
a foray into the historically and culturally diverse 
novel Democracy by Joan Didion. The novel, set pri-
marily in Hawaii, also involves scenes in Califor-
nia and South East Asia and refers to a wide spec-
trum of international events during the Vietnam 
and Cold War. Adam’s virtual world introduces 
students to this panoramic backdrop in a way that 
enriches their reading and understanding of the 
novel. Museum-like spaces in LiteraryWorlds.org 
allow students to make individual or group visits. 
When they visit with others, students can partici-
pate in conversation about the spaces they are ex-
ploring. Often those spaces include quotations or 
passages from the literary work set in juxtaposition 
with images, links, and other resources. In this way 
we hope both to support close reading and help 
students learn about the historical, social, and 
cultural context of specific works.

u t i l i z i n g  v i rt u a l  r e a l i t y  e n v i r o n m e n t s 

i n  t e a c h i n g  d r aw s  o n  o l d  i d e a s , 

s u c h  a s  t h e  d r a m at i c  s at i s f a c t i o n 

f r o m  pa rt i c i pat o ry  s t o ry  t e l l i n g  a n d 

t h e  l e a r n i n g  p o t e n t i a l  o f  e n t e r i n g 

d e e p ly  a n d  i m a g i n at i v e ly  i n t o  s p e c i f i c 
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Teaching in a virtual world environment does pose 
certain challenges. Our own redesign of the open 
source enCore means that students and teachers 
will be sent a transcript of their activity and dia-
logue whenever they visit a virtual world. These 
transcripts allow teachers to assess, evaluate, and 
hold students accountable for their participation – 
something that we have learned is important since 
the teacher can not be everywhere at once in these 
virtual worlds. Indeed, the virtual worlds are not 
simply places where teachers can “drop off” stu-
dents – instead they are spaces that invite teacher 
themselves to develop academically meaningful ac-
tivities tied into their curriculum.  The more that 
teachers explore and understand the virtual world 
they want to use, the better they can direct student 
activities in that environment.

Because I want students to develop their own 
imagination, for years I have recommended that 
they read the book before they see the movie. The 
LiteraryWorlds.org team sometimes wonders if by 
building these spaces we might, in some ways, be 
scripting students’ imaginative experience. Read-
ing good literature already invites readers into a 
virtual world in their own heads. A good writer 
helps us “see” from the point of view of charac-
ters, and discover new historical, cultural and 
geographic spaces, and “There is no frigate like a 
book to take us lands away...” This is, of course, 
the very power of literature. We do not believe that 
this new digital teaching medium we are pioneer-
ing will ever replace the imaginative worlds that 
literature creates for the reader. Indeed, we hope 
that using these virtual spaces will be an interest-
ing, creative, and fun activity for students and thus 
stimulate their desire to read and enjoy literary 
works. LiteraryWorlds.org is attempting to create 
virtual activities that will be intellectually and aca-
demically meaningful, as well as fun. Our worlds 
are inspired and deeply engaged with the language, 
setting, and imagination of literature. *
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“TV is funny, it’s good, and I really like it”
young children talk about televis ion

b y  p e t r a  h e s s e  &  f e o n a  l a n e

children have rules about content, and 69% have 
time limits. Children with time limits tend to watch 
half an hour less a day (Rideout et al., 2003).

Many media researchers and child and family 
practitioners are concerned about the long-term 
impact of the media on children’s physical and 
mental health (Rideout et al., 1999). Childhood 
obesity, eating disorders and depression in teen-
age girls, attention deficit and hyperactivity disor-
ders, and antisocial tendencies and aggression in 
boys have all been associated with children’s media 
exposure (Huston et al., 1992; Singer & Singer, 
2000; Strasburger & Wilson, 2002).

Media literacy education has become widely recog-
nized as an antidote to the negative effects of children’s 
media exposure. Media literacy has been defined in 
fairly general terms as “the ability to read, write, and 
produce” in a variety of media, and more specifically 
as “education that aims to increase students’ under-
standing and enjoyment of how media work, how they 
produce meaning, how they are organized, and how 
they construct reality” (Tyner, 1998, p. 119).

In a recent issue of Young Children, we made a case 
for the integration of media literacy and literacy 
curriculum in early childhood classrooms (Hesse 
& Lane, 2003). We showed that media literacy 
education with young children is possible and in-
troduced several children’s books about the media 
as resources in this process. We would like to con-
tinue this discussion by talking about an action re-
search project about television we have been work-
ing on with our students who are training to work 
with young children.

A ccording to the recent report Zero to Six: Electronic 
Media in the Lives of Infants, Toddlers, and Preschoolers 

(Rideout et al., 2003), young children interact 
with screen media two hours daily, just as much 
time as they play outside, and much more time 
than they spend with print media (39 minutes). 
Many young children have a TV in their bedroom. 
Children with a TV in their room average 22 min-
utes more a day watching TV and videos.

Contrary to the earlier report Kids & Media @ The New 
Millenium (Rideout et al., 1999), which suggested that 
half of all children do not have any rules about tele-
vision, this latest study indicates that 90% of young 

“ b oys  a r e  d i f f e r e n t  f ro m  g i r l s . g i r l s 

l i k e  b r i t n e y  s p e a r s  a n d  b oys  h at e  h e r ”

 (girl, age 5)

“ w h e n  i  wat c h  t v, i  g e t  g l u e d  to  i t. t h at 

m e a n s  i  a m  h y p n ot i z e d.” 

 (boy, age 7)
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The project grew out of our students’ questions 
about media-related practice with children and 
their parents. Our students were wondering how to 
talk to children about the media and how to sup-
port parents in their efforts to communicate with 
their children. We decided to develop a series of 
simple, straightforward questions that would pro-
vide opportunities for dialogue with children. The 
questions are engaging for children. They defer to 
children as experts on electronic media while origi-
nating in researchers’ and practitioners’ concerns 
about the effects of troublesome media content on 
children’s development. Many questions are quite 
open-ended and exploratory, while others ask chil-
dren to address and explore adults’ specific con-
cerns about media violence, stereotypes, and com-
mercial messages. In the process of answering the 
questions, children begin to reflect on media con-
tent and form, and on themselves as an audience. 
They think about the creators of media and develop 
their own ideas for media production. According 
to Kathleen Tyner and other media educators, they 
begin to be media literate (Tyner, 1998).

questions about television  
for children

dear children,

 we are interested in what you have to say about 
television. many grown-ups believe that you watch too 
much tv, that you see too much violence, that you 
don’t read and play enough. we would like to hear 
directly from you. how do you think and feel about tv? 
what do you like and dislike about tv? what would 
you change about tv?
 please, answer the questions on the following 
pages by drawing and/or writing your responses. we 
will put together a book based on your drawings and 
ideas.
 we will share your ideas with other children and 
with grown-ups.

 1. draw anything that comes to your mind when you 

think of tv.

 2. does your family watch tv? draw your family 

watching tv.

 3. do you watch tv? draw where and with whom you 

watch tv.  

 4. when do you watch tv?

 5. why do you watch tv? 

 6. how much tv do you watch? guess how many 

hours you watch every day, every week, every 

month.

 7. does your family have rules about watching tv? if 

yes, what are they?

 8. why do you have these rules?

 9. if you were a parent, would you have rules for 

your children about watching tv? if yes, what rules 

would you have? 

 10. why would you have these rules?

 11. what do you watch on tv now?

 12. what did you watch on tv when you were 

younger?

 13. do you have a favorite tv show? draw your favor-

ite tv show.

 14. what do you like about your favorite tv show?

 15. do you have a favorite character? draw your 

favorite character.

 16. what do you like about your favorite character?

 17. do you have a least favorite show? draw your 

least favorite show.

 18. what do you dislike about your least favorite 

show?

 19. do you have a least favorite character? draw your 

least favorite character.

 20. what do you dislike about this character?

 21. if you could write your own tv show, what would 

it be about?

 22. draw and describe some of the characters that 

would be in your tv show.

 23. have you seen any violent shows on tv? draw a 

violent scene you remember.

 24. how does the violence make you feel?

 25. do you remember any of the commercials you 

have seen on tv? draw a commercial you remem-

ber.

 26. why are there commercials on tv?

 27. have you ever wanted anything you saw advertised 

in a commercial?



t h e  j o u r n a l  o f  m e d i a  l i t e r ac y��

 28. have you ever been disappointed by something you 

bought after you had seen it advertised on tv?

 29. do boys and girls like the same tv shows? why?

 30. draw a show a girl would like. what would she like 

about the show?

 31. draw a show a boy would like. what would he like 

about the show?

 32. what have you noticed about the way boys and 

girls are portrayed on tv?

 33. how do you feel about the way boys and girls are 

portrayed on tv?

 34. have you seen people of color on tv? what have 

you noticed about the way black people, hispanic 

people, chinese and japanese people, and native 

american people are portrayed?

 35. how do you feel about the way people of color 

are portrayed on tv?

 36. do you like tv the way it is? why?

 37. if you could, what would you change about tv?

 38. what would your life be like without a tv? 

 39. draw what your life would be like without a tv.

 40. what would you do instead of watching tv?

 41. draw what you would do instead of watching tv.

Our students discussed these questions with 3- to 
8-year-old children in their field placements and 
practica, with young relatives, and with children 
they babysat or nannied. They gave one or two 
questions at a time to the youngest children and 
transcribed their responses. Older children wrote 
their own answers and responded to several ques-
tions at a time. Only children who had an ongoing 
relationship with the students over an extended 
period of time addressed all of the questions.

Children watch television at all times of day. Asked 
“When do you watch TV?” their answers range from 
“Before breakfast and after lunch” (girl, age 6) to 
“at night” (boy, age 4) and “anytime, anywhere” 
(girl, age 8). Most children watch TV because they 
like it, because it is entertaining, and “because there 
is nothing else to do” (boy, age 7). Children’s esti-
mates of how much TV they watch start out pretty 
fantastic in the early years, “100 hours. I watch every 

time I eat Cheerios for breakfast, and my mom has 
a TV in her car” (girl, age 6), and become much 
more precise as they get older, “A lot. 3 hours a day, 
21 a week, 84 a month” (girl, age 8).
 
Asked about their families’ television rules, children’s 
responses reflect what the research suggests, namely 
that parents impose time and content limits on their 
viewing. Several children commented on time limits: 
“We have to finish lunch before watching TV” (girl, age 
6) and “I can’t watch TV after 8:00 on week nights” 
(boy, age 7). Many time limits are tied to other condi-
tions, for example, being ready for school, “When I 
have homework I can’t watch TV” (boy, age 7).

The youngest children have trouble thinking in 
terms of general rules; as a result some of their an-
swers are quite funny: “Be quiet when the weather is 
on” (girl age 5).  Many young children have to con-
sult adults before turning on the TV: “Don’t turn 
on the TV without asking for permission” (girl, age 
6). Parents seem to have many rules about TV vio-
lence: “We only watch good shows not scary ones” 
(girl, age 5), and “No guns. We can’t watch shows 
with guns because guns are bad” (girl, age 6). Some 
children can only watch children’s shows.

Not surprisingly, some young children provide 
fantastic reasons for parents’ TV rules, “We don’t 
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want to watch it all day and turn into a TV” (girl, 
age 6), or admit that they don’t understand the 
reasons behind TV limits, “I don’t know, cause it 
was mom and dad’s idea” (girl, age 6).  Many oth-
ers, however, have some understanding of the time 
limits on television: “So I won’t be late for school 
and stuff” (girl, age 5). They also express an un-
derstanding of the content limits imposed by their 
parents: “I told you guns are bad. The guns hurt 
and make blood” (girl, age 6).  

Asked what rules they would have for their own 
children, most children seem to have internalized 
their parents’ rules as their own and suggest time 
limits on television viewing: “You can only watch 
TV for an hour when you come home from school” 
(boy, age 7) and “No one should watch too much 
TV” (girl, age 7). The older the children, the more 
specific their rules become: “Two TV shows on a 
weekday. Four TV shows on the weekend” (girl, age 
8) and “1. Only three hours a day. 2. You have to 
do homework first. 3. No bad TV shows” (girl, age 
8). Similar to their parents, children would im-
pose content restrictions: “No guns” (girl, age 6) 
and “No changing the channel without telling the 
grown-up. Don’t watch scary movies without tell-
ing the grown-up” (boy, age 7).
 

Children’s reasons for the rules also mirror their 
parents’ reasons. The youngest ones struggle with 
the explanation, express fairly vague concerns 
about television content, “Because they get silly 
ideas” (girl, age 6), and stress the importance of 
rules, “Cause it is a good idea” (girl, age 6), with-
out knowing why. By the end of early childhood, 
children are quite articulate about their reasons 
for TV rules: “because I’m afraid my children 
would have a scary nightmare” (boy, age 7) and 
“because you could just watch anything without 
rules so that’s why we need rules” (girl, age 8).
 
We asked children to draw their favorite shows and 
characters (see illustrations). Asked what they like 
about their favorite show and character, boys and 
girls have quite different ideas. Boys clearly favor ac-
tion, humor, and adventure: “They go on cool trips” 
(boy, age 4); “It is funny. It is a cool show” (boy, age 
7): “The show has action and it is a crazy show” (boy, 
age 7); and “He is silly and always gets into trouble” 
(boy, age 7). Girls prefer shows with themes of nur-
turance, friendship, and beauty: “I like Barney be-
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marks of least favorite shows. By the end of early 
childhood, gender themes solidify: “It’s really for 
boys and it’s about sports. I really am a fashion 
kind of girl” (girl, age 8).

Asked to come up with themes for their own televi-
sion show, the gender themes continue, girls write 
about love: “I would write about Barbies and Ken” 
(girl, age 6); “They would kiss” (girl, age 6); “Bar-
bie has yellow hair and lots of shoes and dresses. 
Ken is the boyfriend, just like the toys. They would 
get married on the show” (girl, age 6). Boys write 
about action and adventure: “A dino chase. It would 
be like cyberspace but with dinosaurs” (boy, age 7). 

Young children are aware of the gender differenc-
es in their viewing preferences. Asked, “Do boys 
and girls like the same TV shows?” boys’ and girls’ 
answers indicate that boys like fun, action, and ad-
venture, and girls like nurturance, romance, and 
“nicer things.” Girls put it this way: “I like Barbies 
and Dora, but my cousin Tyler likes Power Rang-
ers. I hate that show, boys like to fight in that show” 
(girl, age 5), and “Boys like sports and bad guys, 
and girls like nice shows” (girl, age 5). Boys agree: 
“Girls sometimes want to watch Barbie shows and 
boys like watching Sponge Bob or Rugrats” (boy, 
age 6), and “Girls like different things. Girls like 
more stories and less funny stuff” (boy, age 7).

Asked to draw and comment on violent shows 
they have seen on television, most children have 
something to say: “I saw a gun once and a bad guy. 
My mom said I shouldn’t draw guns with blood 
once” (boy, age 6), and “It is too scary to draw. 
I saw someone cutting another person’s neck. It 
was only pretend. They use ketchup for the blood” 
(boy, age 7). It is rare that children have not seen 
any violence on television.

Children’s responses to television violence are very 
interesting. Asked to comment on how the vio-
lence makes them feel, children’s reactions range 
from fear, to sadness, to feeling “bad”: “It makes 
me scared when I go to sleep so I go to sleep with 
mommy and daddy sometimes. I don’t like guns, 
they (are) bad” (girl, age 5), and “Sad, because peo-
ple get blood on them and die” (boy, age 6). Older 

cause he sings songs and I dance with him. He has 
lotta friends like me at school. And we always talk 
and play and stuff” (girl, age 5); “Sagwa teaches her 
little sister how to be a big cat and I love her because 
she always saves the day and she’s so beautiful” (girl, 
age 5); “Because the girl helps lots of animals to find 
their way back home” (girl, age 6); and “She is funny, 
pretty, and has great style” (girl, age 8).

Asked about their least favorite shows and char-
acters, gender themes resurface, but also age and 
generational differences. Shows watched by par-
ents and younger children are among the least fa-
vorite: “Watching mommy’s TV shows. My favorite 
not TV show is the Wedding Show or the news” 
(boy, age 4), and “I don’t like to watch the news, 
but dad watches the news for 300 minutes every 
day. Sigh.” (boy, age 6). “It’s boyish” (girl, age 6) 
and “It’s a baby show” (girl, age 8) are also trade-



children are more likely to say that the violence does 
not bother them.

The research suggests that children are exposed to 
20,000 to 40,000 commercials a year (Huston 
et al., 1992; Jordan & Jamieson, 1998; Singer & 
Singer, 2000), are highly affected by the mes-
sages, but do not understand the differences be-
tween commercials and programs until age 5 and 
the intent of commercials until age 7 or 8 (Kun-
kel & Roberts, 1991). Asked by us, “Why are there 
commercials on TV?” the younger children’s re-
sponses reveal some confusion: “I don’t know. So 
the shows won’t start and end” (girl, age 5); “To 
show us how the toys we get work” (boy, age 5); 
and “They are like shows with lots of food and toys, 
and you can get them in the store” (girl, age 6). 
As the research suggests, by age 7, children un-
derstand the intent of commercials: “To advertise 
stuff” (boy, age 7), and “So people will buy stuff” 
(girl, age 8). Even one precocious six-year-old got 
it: “Cuz they want you to buy stuff so they can get 
more money” (girl, age 6).

 All children are aware of toys they have wanted 
after seeing a commercial: “Barbie nail polish, 
Rainbow paint and markers, sniffle doll, trace over 
markers” (girl, age 5); “I wanted Olympic swim-
ming Barbie, but mom said it didn’t really swim, 
but I still want it” (girl, age 6); and “I wanted the 
N’sync Hotline” (girl, age 8). Girls tend to want 
dolls; boys want motorcycles and hot wheels. 

All children have a story to tell when asked, “Have 
you ever been disappointed by something you bought 
after you had seen it advertised on TV?” One five-
year-old girl said about Barbie, “Barbie doesn’t 
work right—she doesn’t walk.” A seven-year-old boy 
shared, “Yes, a Hot Wheels snake track. The head 
broke off.” A six-year-old girl had mixed feelings 
about Barbie Swimmer: “I wanted Barbie to really 
swim, but mom said it cannot, so you will have to 
move her legs, but I still like Barbie Swimmer.”

Asked whether they “like TV the way it is?” most 
children say they do. A six-year-old girl com-
mented, “I can’t say I don’t because I know there 
is something in my brain that makes me watch TV. 
I don’t know what it is. I don’t think I have a rea-

��
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TV” (boy, age 6). Variations on the theme were “I 
would make cartoons play all day long” (boy, age 
5), and “I wanna change the channels that scare 
me, so I don’t wanna sleep with mommy and dad-
dy. I wanna laugh.” (girl, age 5). 

Many children cannot imagine life without televi-
sion. Asked, “What would your life be like with-
out a TV?”, a three-year-old boy expressed all 
children’s sentiments: “If you don’t have a TV you 
gotta buy one.” Most children believe they would 
be bored. A five-year-old boy said, “I would be 
bored like when it is after supper.” A six-year-old 
girl bemoaned, “I would have to go to school with-
out watching cartoons.” A seven-year-old boy was 

son.” A seven-year-old boy said, “I just like it. I 
don’t know why,” and another seven-year-old boy 
responded, “Yes there is a lot of channels.” Chil-
dren who are critical of TV want more children’s 
programming: “I wanna see Barbie on every chan-
nel, and Ken too” (girl, age 5). A boy requested, 
“There should be a channel that only plays Scoo-
by-Doo” (boy, age 5).
 
Asked to make more specific changes, children 
reiterated wanting less adult television and more 
children’s television. A five-year-old girl and 
a six-year-old boy summarized most children’s 
requests: “There would be no grown up shows” 
(girl, age 5), and “I would put just kid shows on 



convinced, “I would faint.” Finally, an eight-year-
old girl made the most extreme statement: “There 
would be nothing to do.”

While life without television is hard to imagine 
for most children, they are aware of alternatives to 
watching television, such as playing with siblings 
and pets, playing indoor and outdoor games, and 
engaging in arts and crafts activities. One six-year-
old boy expressed what many children said: “Make 
things, paint, play games, and help people.”

We concluded the questioning by asking children 
to come up with questions of their own. They 
had all sorts of interesting concerns. A five-year-
old girl asked, “How do people get in the TV?” 
Another five-year-old girl had many questions: 
“”Okay, how do they make TV? How do they put 
the picture and Barbie in the TV? Can I be in-
side TV? Can I come back to mommy, daddy, and 
sister?” An eight-year-old girl asked more philo-
sophical, technical, and scientific questions about 
television: “Why does TV exist? Who invented it? 
How do they make TV magic? Why does TV hurt 
your eyes when you sit too close?”

It is unrealistic to tell families to turn off the tele-
vision. The average U.S. household has the tele-
vision running for close to 60 hours a week. It 
might be a good idea to limit and monitor chil-
dren’s media consumption and to take TVs out 
of young children’s bedrooms, as the American 
Academy of Pediatric is suggesting, but television 
is too much a part of the culture to promote turn-
ing back the clocks to an oral- and print-based so-
ciety. Discussions like the ones summarized in this 
paper support the integration of traditional no-
tions of oral- and print-based literacy and more 
recent ideas about media and technology literacy. 
We hope that the questions for children we shared 
in this paper, and the discussions we had with chil-
dren in response to these questions, give parents 
and teachers the confidence that discussions about 
television are possible even with young children, 
and that they pave the way for more sophisticated 
approaches to media literacy in the course of the 
elementary and high school years. *
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Media Literacy for Children
of the New Millennium
b y  j e f f  s h a r e

Anderson is a young teacher who enjoys using tech-
nology in her daily life and recognizes the impor-
tance of teaching her students to become technolog-
ically literate as early as possible.  In kindergarten, 
Anderson began teaching her four- and five-year-
old students how to take photographs and use pho-
tography to communicate. She comments, “I think 
a lot of us use pictures in our daily teaching, but I 
think it’s more powerful to use pictures that the kids 
actually take.” She explains how most kindergarten 
teachers she knows purchase commercial packets of 
photographs that illustrate specific themes or con-
cepts; however, by working with her students to cre-
ate their own images, she finds that abstract ideas 
become more concrete and the students take more 
ownership of their learning.  

Her students began kindergarten studying the theme 
of “caring,” so Anderson had them discuss how they 
could visually show this idea. Once a student was able 
to act out caring, another student would photograph 
one moment that the class all agreed conveyed the 
idea of caring. Using a digital camera, Anderson then 
downloaded the images that the children took and 
printed them out as mini-books with just the pic-
tures and the title in Spanish, “Cariño.” Each child 
was able to take home her/his own book that same day 
to reinforce her/his learning and encourage a love 
of books. During math, Anderson had her students 
take the digital camera around the room and around 
the school to photograph all the different shapes they 
could find. By searching for shapes in their everyday 
environment through the lens of a camera, they were 
connecting math to their real world and seeing the 
familiar with a new set of eyes. These pictures were 
printed for the students to cut out and sort accord-
ing to different attributes. The students’ experiences 
with photography were also supported by mini-les-

M ost children born in the United States in this 
millennium have never known a time without 

the Internet, cellular phones, or television.1  Cur-
rent research about literacy acquisition suggests that 
“the early childhood years—from birth through age 
eight—are the most important period for literacy 
development” (IRA & NAEYC, 1998, p. 1). Since 
television programs, video games, music, and even 
toys have become our current transmitters of cul-
ture, tellers as well as sellers of the stories of our 
time, it is now more important than ever to teach 
media literacy to children as early as possible.

Some teachers are taking on this new challenge, but 
unfortunately many who work with young children 
are still following the old literacy paradigm that fails 
to engage with the current realities of the informa-
tion age. This article offers examples from a prac-
ticing teacher who expands the notion of literacy to 
include much more than merely print and encour-
ages her students to think more critically about the 
media they use. Patty Anderson teaches kindergarten 
and first grade in a large urban school district. Work-
ing with the same 20 bilingual children for two years, 
Anderson created a multimedia classroom that inte-
grated technology and media literacy into her core 
curriculum. For two years, my son was a student in 
her class and I regularly observed and assisted.

JEFF sharE worked for a decade as a photojournalist before 
teaching elementary school. For seven years, he taught grades 
kindergarten—fourth in the los angeles unified school district. 
combining his experiences in news media with elementary 
education, he earned a masters degree in media literacy at 
vermont college and later worked for the center for media 
literacy. he is currently finishing his Ph.d. at the Graduate school 
of Education and information studies at ucla. his research 
focuses on critical media literacy in Elementary school.
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sons about photography that can be found online 
at the Center for Media Literacy Web site (Share, 
2005).2  Throughout the year of kindergarten and 
much more in first grade, the students were allowed 
to use the digital camera often as another instrument 
in their literacy tool kit.

Anderson teaches in a low socioeconomic area and 
has many students who begin their education in 
kindergarten without any preschool experience. 
Therefore, one of her first goals in kindergarten 
is to teach the children how to recognize and form 
letters. One activity that supported this learning 
required the students to lie down outside on the 
grass so that they could be photographed from 
above as they used their bodies to form different 
letter shapes. These photographs were displayed 
in the classroom and printed on homework pages 
as friendly graphic reminders. Along with the use 
of photography, Anderson used her own laptop 
computer and an LCD projector to demonstrate 
concepts visually whenever the lesson warranted it. 
Her school has a broad vision of literacy and the 
arts, therefore all the students have an art and mu-
sic teacher visiting their classrooms on a regular 
basis. During kindergarten, Anderson videotaped 
all her students for a movie they presented to the 
parents at the end of the year. This was something 
that in first grade, her students were able to play a 
much greater role in the production process.

In first grade, Anderson moved into a room with 
four computers and was able to finally implement 
her desire to have her students create multimedia 
projects. During that year, I was able to volunteer 
a couple of days each week and work with small 
groups of four to eight children at a time. Most of 
the children had no experience with a computer 
and took considerable effort to learn the most ba-
sic concepts, like how to double click and drag and 
drop. Since the children were already familiar with 
photography and visual imagery, we began teach-
ing them PowerPoint.  We scaffolded the teaching of 
new computer skills incrementally: the first com-
puter writing they did was with Word Art and then 
later they learned to insert a text box.  Inserting 
pictures and animation was simple and fun, so it 
made it easier for them to learn about folders and 

subfolders. As their skills progressed, the tasks be-
came more sophisticated, and the students began 
creating more computer projects that addressed 
the themes and content from their core curricu-
lum. They used Word for publishing their Writer’s 
Workshop stories and PowerPoint for creating post-
ers and presentations. The Internet was occasion-
ally used with adult guidance, but the students were 
not permitted to surf the Web alone. Anderson’s 
incorporation of information communication 
technologies (ICTs) into the core curriculum 
added to the student’s literacy development but 
did not replace other experiential and develop-
mental activities, like drawing, painting, printing, 
acting, singing, discussing, experimenting, play-
ing, and socializing.

While the school had a computer lab, other stu-
dents rarely had the opportunities that Anderson’s 
students had to use technology to communicate 
and create. This is in large part because of Ander-
son’s philosophy that media and technology should 
be tools to empower students.  

Unfortunately, her school administration, as well 
as many others, viewed media and technology as 
neutral conveyers of content for transmission, as 
opposed to teaching students to analyze these new 
tools and use them to create their own messages. 
At Anderson’s school, most of the computers in 
the lab did not have a writing program, but they 
all had a math game. While the kids loved to play it 
and the teachers saw their students’ math skills and 

s h e  e x p l a i n s  h o w  m o s t  k i n d e r g a rt e n 

t e a c h e r s  s h e  k n o w s  p u r c h a s e 

c o m m e r c i a l  pa c k e t s  o f  p h oto g r a p h s 

t h at  i l l u s t r at e  s p e c i f i c  t h e m e s  o r 

c o n c e p t s ;  h o w e v e r , b y  w o r k i n g  w i t h  h e r 

s t u d e n t s  to  c r e at e  t h e i r  o w n  i m a g e s , 

s h e  f i n d s  t h at  a b s t r a c t  i d e a s  b e c o m e 

m o r e  c o n c r e t e  a n d  t h e  s t u d e n t s  ta k e 

m o r e  o w n e r s h i p  o f  t h e i r  l e a r n i n g .  
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spatial reasoning improve, it would be a mistake to 
assume that this was computer literacy. Each child 
logged on to her/his own computer and for 30 
minutes to an hour, she/he answered math ques-
tions with plenty of audio and visual stimulation. 
While students interacted with the computer game, 
it was a closed type of interaction, one in which 
choices were limited by the few options provided.  
This contrasts greatly with Anderson’s classroom 
where the projects that students created on the 
computers entailed much more open interactiv-
ity and student control as the children had many 
more choices about both content and form.

At the beginning of first grade, each student cre-
ated a guide book about another student in which 
they had to photograph and interview a partner. 
Anderson gave each child a blank book in which 
to write about her/his colleague based on her/his 
interview and attach the photographs to accompa-

ny the text. The four- to six-page books 
were shared with the whole class and 
swapped around during reading time. 
The series of photographs each student 
took of his/her partner were archived 
in all four classroom computers for use 
in other literacy and art projects. These 
archives grew as students photographed 
every field trip, guest speaker, and nu-

merous class activities. They also began using the 
teacher’s mini-DV camera to document their in-
terests with sound and motion.

One of the obstacles keeping many teachers from 
even considering these types of activities is the fear 
that young children cannot be responsible with 
expensive equipment.  Anderson states, “It’s true 
that a lot of the fear I think that teachers have, that 
probably I had at the very beginning of kindergar-
ten, is that they’re going to ruin these things and 
that they’re going to drop them or they’re going 
to not be safe with them. But obviously, teaching 
them from the very early age how to handle that, 
then you get past that.” Beginning in kindergar-
ten, Anderson taught her students to always wear 
the strap around their neck and treat the camera 
as an important tool, not a toy.  Since the tech-
nology has become so simple, no longer does the 

photographer have to set the light meter or even 
focus the lens. The old Kodak slogan, “You press 
the button and we do the rest,” has been surpassed 
as now any child who can press a button, can take 
a picture and see the results immediately.  In the 
21st century, any school or teacher who can afford 
a digital camera, can easily make photography a 
valuable literacy tool for young children.

Throughout the two years, Anderson had her stu-
dents create many projects, individually and col-
laboratively. The use of technology in the class-
room was greatly facilitated by group work and 
peer teaching. The final culminating projects 
that Anderson’s first graders produced included a 
movie about first grade and a PowerPoint show on 
endangered species. The purpose of their movie 
was to reflect on and document their learning and 
also to show new students what to expect when they 
begin first grade. Because of technology limita-
tions (only one camera and no editing software in 
the classroom), the students could not physically 
edit their movie. While they were able to film most 
of the scenes, narrate voiceovers and discuss plan-
ning and editing choices, Anderson did most of 
the editing work herself.

For the final PowerPoint show, students were able 
to do everything. They worked in pairs to cre-
ate 4 to 8 slides about an endangered animal of 
their choosing. They researched about the ani-
mal from books and Web sites and then inserted 
photographs, Word Art titles, and text boxes with 
information for each slide. Following the writing 
process, they wrote, shared, revised, edited, and 
published their work with the help of their part-
ner as well as other students.  The process required 
considerable work to make sure the photographs 
and the words worked well together, a literacy 
skill important for reading and writing.  Ander-
son reflects on this process, “I hear them having 
this conversation about, ‘Well we shouldn’t put a 
picture of an animal that’s playing around when 
we’re talking about something that’s bad,’ which 
I think is really good.  And I’ve heard other pairs 
talk about the kind of pictures they want to include 
and where.” After one pair discovered a mistake or 
something new, they would share it with others and 
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before long everyone was making similar changes. 
Experts in early childhood literacy assert that chil-
dren learn literacy best, not by working in isola-
tion, but through actively constructing meaning in 
an interactive and purposeful process (Neuman & 
Roskos, 2005a & 2005b). The sense of ownership 
and exploration that students felt while working 
on this project led some to take the project beyond 
the teacher’s expectations. On their own, one pair 
discovered symbols and inserted a red circle with a 
slash through it, and soon others began inserting 
different symbols to accompany their photos and 
text. Working with the music teacher, the students 
wrote their own song about protecting endangered 
animals and performed it for their parents.

Another important aspect of both culminating proj-
ects was that the students were creating their presen-
tations for real audiences beyond the teacher.  Per-
forming their PowerPoint show for other students 
and their parents gave the first graders a strong sense 
of purpose for their work and genuine feedback. By 
reading the text they had written in each PowerPoint 
slide, the students had the opportunity to read 
and present publicly to an audience, thus meeting 
many state standards for Language Arts. Creating 
and presenting projects for a real audience is one 
of Foxfire’s3 Eleven Core Practices and is an important 
element of good pedagogy because it motivates stu-
dents and provides deeper learning opportunities 
that are less likely to arise otherwise. After present-
ing to a kindergarten class, Anderson’s first graders 
returned to their classroom and debriefed the pre-
sentation. The students were disturbed by the reac-
tion of the kindergarteners to a photograph in the 
show of a dead whale with red blood in the water. 
They discussed the picture further and talked about 
the reasons for the presentation and the seriousness 
of the topic. While some students expressed their 
dislike of the picture and felt it shouldn’t be in the 
show, others discussed the importance of saving the 
animals and the need to have a serious photograph, 
like that one, to communicate to others that animals 
are dying. The discussion that evolved from a real 
audience response to their work and picture choices 
took these six- and seven-year-olds into an analysis 
of the power of visual imagery and the appropri-
ateness of their choices for specific purposes and 

particular audiences. This inquiry linked their con-
cerns and use of different media with much deeper 
theoretical concepts of semiotics, audience theory 
and the politics of representation. Susan Neuman 
and Kathleen Roskos (2005b) state, “Literacy de-
velopment is not just a matter of learning a set of 
technical skills. It is a purposeful activity involving 
children in ways of making, interpreting, and com-
municating meaning with written language” (p. 5). 
Anderson’s students accomplished this purposeful 
content-rich literacy description and bumped it to 
a higher level by expanding the notion of literacy 
beyond just written language.

discussing and questioning

While Anderson did not design her class around 
critical literacy principles, she did engage her stu-
dents in many critical concepts through question-
ing, discussing, and taking action by creating their 
own media messages. The atmosphere of open in-
quiry that Anderson created encouraged the au-
tonomy and curiosity necessary for the develop-
ment of critical thinking. Barbara Nicoll asserts, 
“Critical thinking skills can only be taught in an 
environment that encourages the children to ask 
questions, to devise ways of answering those ques-
tions, to make decisions about how to proceed, and 
to evaluate the quality of their answers.” Engag-
ing with the students’ popular culture and asking 
questions (such as who created the message, how, 
and why) encourages students to critically reflect 
on the media they use and the media they create. 
Anderson also used interactive journaling, where 
she corresponded one-on-one with students, to 
encourage critical reflection.

For young children, posing questions that aim to 
reveal the construction of media messages can help 
them start to think about media differently and 
consider different ways of knowing. While it is im-
portant not to negate children’s media culture nor 
destroy the pleasures they get from it, the denatu-
ralization of media is necessary for children to be 
able to ask different questions. For example, when 
a movie is considered as just entertainment and 
not understood as a construction of reality, then 
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the questions that one can ask tend to be limited to 
the content of the movie.  Anderson mentions:

I think in this age group, they have a tendency to 
think they know the difference between fantasy 
and reality, but a lot of the times, they struggle 
with it; they really don’t know what is true and 
what isn’t true. In a movie like Ice Age, there are 
elements of it that are true, that are based on 
the fact that there was an ice age, but what about 
the animals and what is created and what isn’t. I 
think we talked that day about, someone had to 
write the movie, someone had to animate it and 
draw the pictures, because of the cartoons, so we 
got into a conversation about that.

Many of the mandated standards that students are 
expected to learn cover media literacy concepts 
such as the California State Content Standards for 
Language Arts that list that kindergarten students 
should “distinguish fantasy from realistic text” and 
“identify types of everyday print materials (e.g., 
storybooks, poems, newspapers, signs, labels).”4

Anderson clearly demonstrated that integrating me-
dia literacy concepts and technology skills into a kin-
dergarten and first-grade curriculum is not only fea-
sible but also can be highly successful. While she faced 
many obstacles in terms of limited resources and dif-
ficulty in negotiating time constraints, she managed 
to make the lessons developmentally appropriate for 
her students and provided numerous opportuni-
ties for them to communicate with different ICTs.  
Educators need to embrace these new tools and new 
literacies as exciting opportunities to link classroom 
learning to students’ lived experiences and medi-
ated lives. Technology must not replace drawing and 
other experiential activities; instead it should expand 
children’s full capacities by providing more develop-
mentally appropriate opportunities to communicate 
and create (Miller, 2005).

conclusion

Nicoll states, “From a developmental perspec-
tive, the process of growing toward being a criti-
cal thinker occurs very early in life. A necessary 
characteristic of critical thinkers is autonomy. As 

infants move into the autonomous stage of tod-
dlerhood the seeds of critical thinking have the po-
tential to grow.” Mandates from above are needed 
to create space in the overcrowded curriculum for 
these ideas, and support at the school site is neces-
sary to train and assist teachers in their efforts to 
integrate and transform their teaching practices to 
become more inclusive and critical.

Anderson offered many examples of the produc-
tion possibilities that five- and six-year-olds are 
capable of creating. If we expand literacy beyond 
print to include media and technology and im-
merse that broader understanding of communica-
tion into an inquiry framework, we can teach me-
dia literacy for children from preschool on up. It 
is not enough to begin teaching media literacy to 
teenagers; we must start as early as possible, even if 
we are just planting seeds. *
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endnotes

1  While all people born in this millennium have been alive since the invention 

of the internet, cellular phones and television, this does not mean that every-

one can access this technology.  since approximately one third (about two 

billion) of the world’s population still live without electricity, it is important to 

remember that billions of people are being left behind the so-called techno-

logical revolution.

2  activities 2a and 2B are photography lessons that were taught to these 

kindergarten students.

3  http://www.foxfire.org/teachi.html

4  available online at: http://www.cde.ca.gov/be/st/ss/engkindergarten.as
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Reading the Media at Concord High School
b y  r e n é e  h o b b s , p h . d.

In this article, Ren Hobbs takes some pages from her new 
book, Reading the Media: Media Literacy in High 
School English (New York Teachers College Press, 2006) 
to share her insights and reflections on the English Media 
Literacy initiative at Concord High School. Her dedication 
to excellence in research, her deep invollvement throughout 
the project and her experience as an educator make a major 
contribution to the progress of Media Literacy Education. 
—Editor

C oncord High School in Concord, New Hamp-
shire began its English 11 media literacy curric-

ulum in 1998 and the program continues to this 
day. The course is a required year-long English 
course for Grade 11 students entitled, “Media/
Communications.” Teachers include these focus 
themes for the course:

• a focus on advertising, persuasion and 
propaganda in contemporary society;

• the role of point-of-view in storytelling 
in dramatic film, television fiction, and 
contemporary and classic literature; 

• the theme of man’s relationship with 
technology;

• the role of journalism in society, including 
print, television news and non-fiction 
genres; 

• the process of literary adaptation from 
literature to film;

• entertainment culture in historical context, 
including a focus on the role of global media 
corporations;

• the representation of race, gender and 
ideology in media messages; and 

• the personal and social impact of media 
violence. 

When Concord High School faculty described 
their new initiative and invited me to develop a re-
search project on their work, I was delighted. I first 
met these teachers when some of them attended an 
urban education staff development seminar that I 
offered at Clark University in Worcester, Massa-
chusetts entitled, “Teaching the Humanities in a 

rENéE hoBBs directs the media Education lab at temple 
university and is a co-founder of the alliance for a media literate 
america (amla). she has published many articles in scholarly 
and professional publications and has created videotapes, teacher 
guides, lesson plans and curriculum materials about integrating 
media literacy into K-12 instruction. her most recent quantitative 
research to assess the impact of media literacy on the develop-
ment of students’ critical thinking skills was published in Reading 
Research Quarterly, in spring 2003.
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Media Age” in the summer of 1998. By then, the 
curriculum plan had already been approved by the 
school board and teachers were spending the sum-
mer developing curriculum materials, purchasing 
instructional resource materials, and developing 
their own knowledge and skills through staff de-
velopment programs like the one I was offering at 
Clark University. 

Teachers at Concord High School invited me to 
come and observe their classrooms, interview 
them, and develop a research project to assess the 
value of the new curriculum on student learning. 
It seemed like a perfect opportunity to develop 
design-based research, a long-term enterprise 
involving intentional design coupled to empiri-
cal research and theorizing about what takes place 
in authentic contexts. Such work incorporates 
mixed-methods research in order to cross tradi-
tional boundary lines both methodologically and 
theoretically. 

The research presented in this book is, to the au-
thor’s knowledge, the first large-scale qualitative 
and empirical measurement of the implementa-
tion of media literacy at the district level in the 
United States. For the past nine years, I have in-
terviewed teachers, observed classrooms, and in-
terviewed students in order to document teachers’ 
approaches to implementing the curriculum. I also 
collected quantitative data to more closely examine 
student skill development over the course of one 
year and compare their performance to a matched 
control group. This research is presented in the 
book, Reading the Media: Media Literacy in High School Eng-
lish (Hobbs, 2007). 

making learning meaningful

In designing their new course, Concord High 
School English teachers needed to emphasize 
strategies that would build students’ understand-
ing of the ways texts of all kinds work for readers 
and writers. They embraced the definition of texts 
to include all the forms of symbolic expression that 
convey meaning from authors to readers. They rec-
ognized that media, technology and popular cul-
ture present texts for people to interpret—actively 
or passively—and they sought ways to design learn-
ing experiences that would build what my former 
teacher David Perkins at Harvard Graduate School 
of Education has called learning for understanding. Un-
derstanding (as distinct from knowledge or skills) 
is a matter of being able to carry out a variety of 
performances—performances like making predic-
tions and inferences, or composing messages for a 
wide variety of purposes and audiences. 

Teachers aimed to make classroom learning a 
long-term, thinking-centered process, providing 
for rich, ongoing assessment and guidance. They 
used powerful representations and heuristic de-
vices to help students build conceptual models and 
inducted students into the discipline by showing 
them how people formulate and solve problems 
within a shared intellectual framework. Most im-
portantly, teachers attempted to teach for transfer 
by helping students apply what they’ve learned in 
a variety of new contexts and encouraging them to 
see connections between ideas and information 
and their own lives. 

At Concord High School, English teachers be-
lieved that in helping students to engage actively 
with media texts in the classroom, they could build 
deeper understanding of key ideas in literature and 
literacy. In preparing students for life in the 21st 
century, they wanted students to become reflective 
and thoughtful and highly aware of the processes 
involved in accessing, analyzing, evaluating and 
communicating messages. 

Teachers began the school year with critical view-
ing, writing and discussion activities designed 
to showcase the power of critical questions to 
strengthen analysis skills. For example, one teach-
er would bring in taped examples of advertising, 
entertainment and informational programming 

at concord high school, english 

teachers believed that in helping 

students to engage actively with 

media texts in the classroom, they 

could build deeper understanding of 

key ideas in literature and literacy. 
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(from her ever-growing stockpile of videotaped 
episodes) and work through the process of involv-
ing students in exploring these questions. Some-
times this teacher asked students to freewrite their 
responses, then read them aloud to share. Other 
times she asked small groups of students to work 
through the questions through discussion, making 
notes of the key ideas and sharing them as a large 
group afterwards. 

In another class, the topic was gender representa-
tions in the mass media. Boys had to watch a TV 
show from a list of shows targeting women, and 
girls had to watch a show from a list of shows tar-
geting men. Students had to watch a single show 
three times and look at how their own gender was 
being portrayed, examining the characters, plots 
and themes. They wrote essays that were detailed 
and rich in expression, reflecting on their percep-
tion of gender bias in a single episode. Students 
discovered the power of looking closely at how dia-
logue, image, plot and characterization work to-
gether to shape representations of gender in ways 
that reproduce or challenge stereotypes. 

a challenging range of print 
and multimedia texts

Teachers actively involved reading of books, maga-
zine and newspaper articles, Internet source ma-
terials, and videotapes and films in this course. 
Based on the themes they identified, they started 
with a set of 60 copies of Team Rodent (Hiaasen, 
1998) a critical commentary on the Disney Cor-
poration and its social influence on American 
culture. They had chosen a reflective book-length 
essay on the practice of journalism entitled News 
is a Verb (1998) by veteran journalist Pete Hamill. 
They bought copies of Steven Stark’s Glued to the 
Set (1997), a book of short essays about television 
history and cultural influence framed by a focus 
on thirty influential television programs from the 
1950s The Howdy Doody Show to the 1990s Roseanne. 

Among the works of classic and contemporary lit-
erature to be included in the Grade 11 curriculum 
there was Frankenstein (1994, 1818) by Mary Shelley, 
As I Lay Laying by William Faulkner (1963), Beloved 
by Toni Morrison (1987), One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s 

Nest by Ken Kesey (1962), Brave New World by Aldous 
Huxley (1946) and 1984 by George Orwell (1959). 

key themes unify and deepen 
discourse

In the journalism and information unit, students 
explored the process of learning to develop intel-
lectual curiosity. They analyzed newscasts, includ-
ing local, national and newsmagazine broadcasts. 
They critically examined newspapers and web sites, 
comparing coverage of an event or individual across 
multiple sources. They examined the process of re-
membrance, reflecting on how both literature and 
media messages shape our understanding of his-
tory by transmitting cultural understandings from 
one generation to the next. They studied commu-
nication techniques by analyzing word choice, im-
ages, sequence of information, content emphasis 
and omission. They learned strategies for evaluat-
ing the quality of information. They discussed the 
economic structure of the mass media which em-
phasizes ratings and money as the only meaningful 
markers of quality. 

In the unit on advertising, propaganda and persua-
sion, students applied their ability to analyze mes-
sages by looking at television, advertising and jour-
nalism. In analyzing advertising, students analyzed 
the techniques and approaches used in print and 
TV advertising. They determined target audiences 
and noted the use of emotional appeals and graphic 
design. Some students visited an advertising agen-
cy, taught a mini-unit on advertising to younger 
children, created ad parodies, or constructed con-
sumer awareness campaigns.  They read Bradbury’s 
Farenheit 451 (1967), and a young adult novel by M.T. 

in preparing students for life in the 

21st century, they wanted students to 

become reflective and thoughtful and 

highly aware of the processes involved 

in accessing, analyzing, evaluating and 

communicating messages. 
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Anderson, Feed (2002), a tragic romance/science 
fiction story about young people growing up in a 
culture where all their media comes to them from a 
chip implanted in their brains. 

In the unit on the representation of race, gender 
and social class, students examined the concept of 
representation and reflected on the role of media 
and popular culture in shaping personal identity 
and an understanding of the social world. How do 
gender, race, age and class shape our understanding 
of our own power or powerlessness? Whose voices 
are portrayed in the mass media and whose per-
spectives are omitted? What ideas and values are de-
picted in media representations? Students looked 
at changes in media representations of romance 
and dating from the 1950s to today by looking at 
patterns of relationships depicted in television pro-
grams from different time periods. They discussed 
the issue of media violence by examining the role of 
conflict in storytelling, the impact of violent me-
dia on children and young people, and its function 
in maintaining cultural myths of power, indepen-
dence and freedom.  They read Glued to the Set (Stark, 
1997) to learn how specific shows reflected and 
shaped cultural values. They read Toni Morrison’s 
Beloved, a story with many voices that shows slavery 
as a paradigm of the complex power dynamics that 
exist in social relationships. They viewed Spike Lee’s 
film, Bamboozled (2000), a satiric look at racism in 
American television that shows how America’s racist 
past still impacts the present.

In the unit on storytelling, students explored the 
question: Who are our heroes? What is the re-
lationship between the individual and the com-
munity? Students examined how point of view 
shapes the nature of a story. For example, students 
analyzed point of view in Ken Kesey’s book, One 
Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1962), examining how 
the book and the film use different strategies to 
tell the story through manipulating point of view. 
They read and watched A Perfect Storm (Junger, 1997) 
to examine how the economics of the film block-
buster shape differences between storytelling in 
literature and film. Students analyzed Mary Shel-
ley’s Frankenstein, examining the different depic-
tions of the birth of the monster in the many dif-
ferent film versions, from the 1931 Frankenstein, the 
1974 Young Frankenstein parody, and the more recent 

film adaptation, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. They got 
the chance to become storytellers themselves, writ-
ing screenplays to adapt Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying to 
a create a film scene, composing creative fiction, 
examining storytelling structures used in film, and 
creating videos to capture their ideas using images, 
language, editing, and sound.

building connections 
between scholars and 
practitioners

As a scholar, advocate and practitioner, I have al-
ways appreciated the ways in which education re-
search, because it is essentially interventionist in 
nature, may directly contribute to the improve-
ment of local practice. Case studies in school set-
tings have greatly helped us to visualize the nature 
of the learning experience inside particular class-
rooms where teachers are exploring innovative 
instructional practices. Good examples abound 
in the work of Donna Alvermann and her col-
leagues (1999), William Kist (2005) and Andrew 
Hart and his colleagues (2002). This scholarship 
has helped practitioners recognize how the spe-
cific choices, priorities and decisions of individual 
teachers contribute to creating learning environ-
ments that support media literacy and the devel-
opment of analytic and expressive communication 
skills. However, there has been little research that 
has examined media literacy as integrated into 
curriculum at the school district level. What new 
institutional challenges are evident when a group 
of teachers in a large high school incorporate pop-
ular culture and mass media texts as study objects 
in high school English? 

Qualitative research was used primarily to gather 
information to document the nature of the instruc-
tion used in English 11 and to learn more about 
how teachers and students perceived the learning 
experience as they implemented media literacy 
into a high school English language arts curricu-
lum. As a graduate student, I had first recognized 
the power of qualitative research to directly impact 
the practice of education when I read Theodore 
Sizer’s Horace’s Compromise: The Dilemma of the American 
High School (1984), the first of a bold three-volume 
series that laid out a plan for school reform and 
improvement.  This book used thick description, 
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thematic analysis and reflexive writing to illustrate 
the problems of a high school teacher, a composite 
character created by Sizer to represent the many 
English teachers he has met in his roles as teacher, 
headmaster, professor of education and Dean of 
the Harvard Graduate School of Education.  

In the book, I also present the results of quanti-
tative inquiry which was used in order to better 
understand changes in student performance over 
time and to support the development of theory-
building. While some scholars find themselves 
aligned with one particular research method-
ology, my own interests push me towards both 
methodological and disciplinary boundary-cross-
ing. As a young scholar, I was most impressed 
by the groundbreaking work of Shanto Iyengar 
and Donald Kinder, whose book, News that Matters 
(1987) used experimental research to demonstrate 
that television newscasts powerfully affect pub-
lic opinion. By unobtrusively altering the order 
and emphasis of news stories in broadcasts shown 
to viewers, they showed how issues emphasized by 
television news become more important to view-
ers while those that are ignored lose credibility. I 
have long appreciated the real power and value of 
quantitative research as a tool for theory-building, 
the exploration of causality and in contributing to 
policy change. 

Reading the Media paints a portrait of English 11 
at Concord High School using both qualitative 
and quantitative accounts of the learning experi-
ence. Qualitative methods help readers under-
stand the contextual details of local practice at 
Concord High School and quantitative methods 
offer a means to better understand the program’s 
impact on student performances, attitudes, be-
haviors and print literacy practices. As we strive to 
help American educational leaders understand the 
challenges of integrating media literacy into the 
K-12 curriculum, it is important to document the 
complex powerful work which is occurring daily 
in the classrooms of pioneering educators like the 
teachers of Concord High School. *
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What Can You Learn in a Week? 
integrating english and media l iteracy 

in a preservice course

b y  m e g  c a l l a g h a n

media literacy camp, conducted with area middle-
school students, in conjunction with the Warner 
School’s science education program. 

Each morning of camp week, the middle schoolers 
spend time with science education graduate stu-
dents formulating questions and hypotheses and 
conducting scientific investigations about water 
quality issues in the local watershed. They will take 
a field trip to a local beach, collecting water sam-
ples and other data to test their hypotheses, and 
come back to the university science labs to analyze 
their results and create scientific presentations 
(for more information on the science portion of 
camp, see http://www.rochester.edu/warner/get-
real/). A far cry from the English classroom, right? 
Well, not really. In the afternoon, these same 
middle schoolers will work  with English education 
graduate students to study media literacy persua-
sive techniques, choose a local environmental is-
sue, and compose a 60-second public service an-
nouncement raising awareness about how citizens 
can make a difference in local water quality. And 
yes, they do all this in one week—thus the nervous 
energy (from me and my students) on Monday 
morning. There’s a lot to pack into a week, but the 
results—for both the graduate students and mid-
dle-school students—seem worth the worries. 

The design of the graduate course has allowed me 
to integrate several important components of lit-
eracy pedagogy that I want my preservice graduate 
students to understand deeply: 

 1. Twenty-first century literacies are multimod-
al (Kress, 2000), thus literacy instruction 
needs to embrace multimedia rather than 

I t is a Monday morning in early August, close to 
noon, and nervous graduate students begin to 

make appearances at my office door, tentatively 
knocking to see if I need any help “getting things 
ready.” It is almost an hour and a half before our 
official start of class, but this week’s classes will be 
quite different than the usual graduate course in 
their Master’s program. It is the second-to-last 
week of our six-week course, “Integrating English 
and Technology,” and I smile to myself, thinking 
that maybe I have found an effective way to ener-
gize my required summer course. I put the stu-
dents to work in the technology room at the War-
ner Graduate School of Education as we nervously 
anticipate the arrival of our “campers” at 1 pm. The 
graduate students have been spending the month 
of July exploring issues and theories of technology 
and literacy through assigned readings (Callahan, 
2003; Dyson, 2003; Hobbs, 1998; Jonassen et al. 
2003; Lankshear & Snyder, 1999; Semali, 2003) 
and classroom discussions, but they have also been 
creating their own public service announcements 
in order to gain hands-on experiences with mul-
timedia editing technologies. A pretty standard 
blend of traditional and hands-on learning—what 
you might expect from such a course. But the 
culminating experience for the course is not the 
presentation of their multimedia projects to the 
group; the culminating experience is a one-week 

mEG callahaN is an assistant professor of English education 
at the margaret Warner Graduate school of Education and human 
development at the university of rochester. in her role as director 
of English education, she has worked to integrate her research 
interests of media literacy, technology, and creative writing into the 
preservice teacher education program at the Warner school. she 
is New York state certified in secondary English and has taught 
English and creative writing to students in Grades 9–12.
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compete against it—media literacy is contem-
porary literacy. 

 2. Just as reading and writing are best taught as 
integrated elements (Callahan, 2003 Scholes, 
1987), so multimedia analysis and production 
are best taught as integrated elements. 

 3. Literacies are embedded in social contexts and 
practices (Street, 1995), so as often as pos-
sible, classroom literacy pedagogy should have 
authentic purposes and authentic audiences.  

 4. If literacy is a social practice, then literacy 
pedagogy works best when classrooms func-
tion as communities of learners (Rogoff, 
1994)—media literacy and technology in 
classrooms can be particularly suited to 
developing an interdependent community 
of learners. Armed with these undergird-
ing principles, my graduate students and I 
dive into a week of unknown promise, with a 
group of unknown middle-school students 
(recruited by the University of Rochester 
Scholars program). 

monday: integrating analysis 
and production

On Monday, our young students arrive, and after 
ice-breakers, introductions, overviews, and “pro-
duction group” formation, the graduate students 
fan out to surrounding classrooms, conducting 
four “media persuasion stations” that they de-
signed—asking each group of students to analyze 
print ads, television commercials, Web sites, and 
video public service announcements using the fol-
lowing questions as a guide for conversation: (1) 
Who do you think created this piece?  (2) Who 
is the intended or target audience for this piece? 
How do you know this? (3) What is the purpose 
of the piece? What does it hope to convince the 
viewer to do? (4) What persuasive techniques are 
used by the person(s) who created this? (5) What 
lifestyle is being presented by the piece? (6) What 
is being left out? What things are they not telling 
you? When the group reconvenes, we discuss com-
monalities and differences among the media and 
which persuasive techniques get the most “play” in 
these various formats. We used the following ques-

tions to guide the conversation, but it quickly takes 
on its own life, with enthusiastic contributions 
from most of the middle schoolers: Who found an 
example of X persuasive technique? What are some 
ways that you figured out the target audiences for 
each piece? How did you figure out the purpose 
of each piece? What people or groups of people 
made these pieces? The questions and the persua-
sive techniques have been researched by the gradu-
ate students online as part of our July exploration 
of Web-based teaching resources. We used the op-
portunity to explore how we search the Web, how 
we determine reliable sources of information, and 
how much useful information is available on vari-
ous media literacy Web-based resources. 

As the middle schoolers begin to exhaust their re-
porting of the “persuasion stations” work, I begin 
to transition them quickly to the work at hand: 

What did you think of all the different ways the 
people who make the media used to persuade you 

m o v i n g  f r o m  m e d i a  a n a ly s i s  d i r e c t ly 

t o  p r o d u c t i o n  s e e m s  t o  w o r k  w e l l ;  i n 

a d d i t i o n  t o  p l a n n i n g  o u t  w h at  m i g h t  b e 

t h e  m o s t  “ f u n ”  way  t o  p r o d u c e  a  v i d e o 

p s a ,  t h e  s t u d e n t s  b e g i n  t o  i d e n t i f y  s o m e 

o f  t h e  p e r s u a s i v e  s t r at e g i e s  t h at  t h e y 

w i l l  u s e  t o  t h e i r  a d va n ta g e .
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to do a certain thing or act a certain way? When 
you watch TV, do you think about all these tech-
niques? Do you think these techniques sometimes 
work on you or some people in your family? Why 
would it be important to think about the questions 
we asked you to answer at each station? During 
the course of a regular day, you hear and see so 
many messages from all kinds of media—tv, radio, 
Web sites, newspapers, billboards, magazines—and 
many of them are trying to persuade you to be-
lieve or do something. We are going to give you 
the chance to create your own messages related to 
some of the science investigations you’ll be doing 
in the morning part of the camp. This way, you 
can have a better understanding of how such mes-
sages work. This is also a chance to get a different 
kind of message out there. Aren’t you sick of all the 
ways the media tries to sell you stuff? You’re going 
to create a message that uses the same techniques 
to “sell” some important messages about our en-
vironment, and how we can be more responsible 
citizens. You’re going to make a public service an-
nouncement, also called a PSA.” [exerpt, plan-
ning notes, 8/2005]

After this introductory conversation, four groups 
of middle schoolers are led rapid-fire through the 
selection of PSA topics from eight predetermined 
choices. Because of the incredible time restric-
tions of a week-long camp, we decided that giving 
students a limited choice seemed most efficient. 
The topics are drawn from a local Water Education 
Collaborative Web site: Annual Coastal Clean-
Up, Grass Cycling, Household Hazardous Waste 

Disposal, Community Water Watch Program, Car 
Washing, Water Conservation, Great Lawns/Great 
Lakes Program, and Environmentally-Friendly 
Household Products. 

Once each group agrees on a topic, the work of 
planning an effective PSA begins. Moving from 
media analysis directly to production seems to 
work well; in addition to planning out what might 
be the most “fun” way to produce a video PSA, the 
students begin to identify some of the persuasive 
strategies that they will use to their advantage. Me-
dia production allows students to play with their 
tacit knowledge of how, for example, music may 
signal and attract target audience, but combined 
with analysis, they begin to name these features. 
Buckingham and Sefton-Green (1994) have ar-
gued that “writing in popular genres… provides 
opportunities for students to exercise control over 
those genres, to make their meanings and their 
pleasures in them explicit, and (potentially) to 
manipulate and change them” (p. 109).  

In their groups, the students discuss what “feel” they 
want their PSA to have, based on their myriad view-
ing and listening experiences, and with some sup-
port, they can begin to articulate why, for example, 
a certain piece of music “feels right” for their mes-
sage. And given that these groups of students are 
usually quite diverse, and from different schools 
and communities, these discussions can be lively. 

tuesday, wednesday, thursday: 
confronting risk

Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday of camp week are 
primarily taken up with group work on PSAs—research, 
planning, storyboarding, taping, and editing. Only a 
short amount of time is spent introducing the video 
editing application iMovie, because we have found that 
students come with widely varying experience with such 
applications, and most learn best from supported, 
purposeful work with the program itself. The graduate 
students assigned to each PSA Production Team have 
spent the month of July making their own PSA’s and 
gaining at least some expertise with iMovie. Between the 
graduate students, the undergraduate workers in the in 
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the university multimedia lab, and the middle school-
ers themselves, we have never encountered a “glitch” 
that couldn’t be solved in some way, but there’s always 
a sense of risk going in. 

At some point in the production process, the gradu-
ate students are persuaded to share their PSAs to serve 
as models for the kids. As the graduate students make 
themselves vulnerable through sharing their work 
with all its triumphs and imperfections, the middle 
schoolers make supportive comments and build re-
spect and rapport with their “camp counselors.” My 
graduate students also come to my course with a wide 
variety of expertise and experiences with technology—
from the self-described technophobe to the arrogant 
computer science–English double major. The course 
has revealed a lot to me about the power of risk-tak-
ing for the creation of learning communities. As a 
person with no formal background in technology, 
I face a class with computer science double majors 
with a fair amount of trepidation. After all, what can 
I teach these students about technology? After sev-
eral iterations of the course, I have learned to allow 
myself to reveal the (many) limitations of my techni-
cal knowledge. In the July sessions of the course, we 
discuss the emotional aspects of technology; it seems 
to bring out the insecurities of many (including my-
self), but because of this, it also provides opportuni-
ties for building community. The enormity of our 
task and our limited time frame forces us to take ad-
vantage of each person’s strengths. Some are confi-
dent troubleshooting computer glitches, some have 
expansive musical knowledge and collections, some 
are willing to do extensive Web research on a topic, 
some have a great eye for the camera, some are will-
ing to act or provide voice-over, and some enjoy sto-
ryboarding, planning, and directing. I always make 
sure that I have “back-up” support just in case, but I 
have never needed to use a lot of outside consultants. 
More than any other course I teach, I find that this 
technology-based course most quickly forces me to 
rescind the “expert” role and become a team lead-
er and facilitator. Some students don’t necessarily 
want a college professor to take on this role; in their 
minds, they’re paying for an “expert.” But success-
fully or unsuccessfully, I have to convince them that 
my expertise shapes the culture, structure, and guid-
ance they receive in the course, not the “delivery” of 

technical information. And by the end of the course, 
I think most of them are convinced of the value of the 
experiences we’ve created together. 

It’s important for them to have this kind of experi-
ence, because I’m hoping that they will be the kinds 
of teachers who will create collaborative projects 
with their students, especially in the area of media 
literacy, where many of the same insecurities may 
prevail. Teachers of literature are often steeped in 
knowledge of  “the classics”—medieval British lit-
erature, literary modernism, or Shakespearean 
English—but many lose confidence when faced with 
popular culture. How can they possibly keep up with 
“the latest” craze in fashion, music, television, or 
Internet culture? With this course as a model, I’m 
hoping that they begin to see the possibilities of the 
distributed expertise among their classroom com-
munity (Callahan & Low, 2004) and the necessity 
of risk to learning, for teacher and students. 

friday: reflection, audiences, 
and impact

Friday is presentation day. Along with the science 
education cohort, we host a showcase event in the 
afternoon for parents and the community in the 
university library. That morning, we screen the 
PSAs with the group, and each group reflects on 
what they’ve learned from the project. The first 
year we conducted the camp, I was so relieved that 
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all the groups finished their PSAs for the public 
showcase that I forgot to take the time to have them 
reflect on the experience and their learning. When 
it came down to the presentations that year, the 
videos were fantastic, but the student presenta-
tion fell flat. The following year, I discussed this 
shortfall with the graduate students and we brain-
stormed an all-important reflective component 
on Friday morning. Each student simply wrote 
a sentence or two about what they learned from 
the experience and how they will use this learning 
in the future. This simple addition created more 
powerful presentations; the students framed their 
PSA screening with observations about their own 
learning. Hearing them explain how the experience 
taught them to see and harness the media, in their 
own middle-school voices, made these video pre-
sentations more poignant for the audience. It also 
created a more comprehensive learning experience 
for the camp. Ultimately, having the students reflect 

on their learning cemented this camp as a media lit-
eracy experience, rather than just a “fun technol-
ogy activity.” This was an important reminder of the 
power of student reflection in project-based learn-
ing. In future iterations of the camp, I would like 

to further reinforce the connections of the Monday 
media analysis experiences to the Tuesday-through-
Thursday production experiences. 

The Friday afternoon presentations are a celebra-
tion of the students’ work and a chance to share their 
learning with the public. Parents, university com-
munity, and even some local media participate. Most 
comment on the creativity and professionalism these 
young people put into delivering their messages. 
Most, including myself, are humbled by their earnest 
enthusiasm and the simple ideas they provide for a 
more ecologically friendly lifestyle. Each summer, I 
leave these presentations ready to make changes in 
the way I buy cleaning products, wash my car, and 
utilize water in my home.  And the students’ pride 
in their work shows—knowing that their messages 
will be heard by a real audience is powerful. Know-
ing that they can harness media for their own pur-
poses, to begin to address, in some way, the problems 
their scientific testing has identified in the local water 
quality, empowers them visibly. 

The beauty of the media literacy camp is that its au-
thenticity works on two levels. While the community 
serves as an authentic audience for the middle-school 
students, the middle-school students have been serv-
ing as an authentic audience for my preservice teach-
ers. With my guidance, they have designed and imple-
mented a technology-rich, cross-disciplinary literacy 
experience for real middle-school students—and they 
did it in a week! Part of my motivation for imple-
menting this kind of assessment for my course came 
from the fact that I was tired of motivating through 
grades and assignments. I wanted my students to 
understand how technology and media literacy can 
foster intrinsically motivated learning, and I wanted 
them to feel intrinsically motivated by the responsi-
bility of creating a fantastic camp experience for the 
kids. We weren’t getting this locked away in the base-
ment of Dewey Hall on beautiful summer days. 

final reflections: what’s in  
a week?

The first year of the camp, I was amazed on the 
final day at how perfectly the science content dove-

t h e  b e a u t y  o f  t h e  m e d i a  l i t e r ac y  c a m p 
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a u t h e n t i c  a u d i e n c e  f o r  t h e  m i d d l e - s c h o o l 

s t u d e n t s , t h e  m i d d l e - s c h o o l  s t u d e n t s 

h av e  b e e n  s e rv i n g  a s  a n  a u t h e n t i c 

a u d i e n c e  f o r  m y  p r e s e rv i c e  t e ac h e r s .
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tailed with our media literacy work. My colleague, 
April Luehmann, had created her science camp 
experience for graduate students several years 
before I added the media literacy component. 
In a casual conversation one day, she invited me 
to include a media literacy experience, and this 
cross-disciplinary collaboration was born. For the 
most part, our graduate students worked parallel 
to each other, with almost no time for collabora-
tive work, except to coordinate schedules for the 
middle schoolers. And yet, on the final day, the 
content flowed together in a seamless presentation 
of problem and promise. The scientific investiga-
tions identified real water quality issues at the local 
beach, and the PSAs created opportunities for ac-
tion. One reinforced the importance of the scien-
tific investigative process, and the other reinforced 
the importance of impassioned and creative com-
munication to the public. 

When April and I first discussed this collaboration, 
my biggest concern was that the English education 
students not be used in the service of “delivering” 
science content. I didn’t want my graduate students’ 
role to be in coaching the oral presentation of sci-
ence experiments, for example. Certainly, this 
is something students need to learn, but because 
literacies are socially situated, and the scientific 
community has its own discourse, this discourse is 
best taught by scientists. My students didn’t have 
science backgrounds and, therefore, were not best 
qualified to teach the conventions and idiosyncra-
cies of the scientific discourse community. I held 
onto media literacy as the content of our portion 
of the camp, and this made the experience a rich 
and varied adventure for the students. The PSAs 
required creative uses of language, combined with 
video and audio, all orchestrated to persuade an 
audience to care about how they can affect local 
water quality. It provided a forum for students 
with different aptitudes and strengths to challenge 
themselves and to shine. This content also served 
to reinforce for my English education graduate 
students the importance of providing students op-
portunities for composition that go beyond pen 
and paper (Callahan, 2002). Twenty-first century 
literacies comprise multiple media and multiple 
modes of expression, and students need guided 

experiences to become more savvy consumers and 
producers of such media. 

So what can you learn in a week? Based on feed-
back from the middle schoolers’ parents, the kids 
learned a lot about the scientific process and me-
dia literacy, but more important, they learned that 
their voices and actions can make a difference in 
our community and that learning can be fun. I 
hope that the graduate students learned some of 
those same lessons. I also hope they learned that 
integrating technology and media literacy into the 
English classroom may entail a certain amount of 
risk, but that such risks may have valuable benefits. 
And while these future teachers may not have the 
resources to re-create our camp, they have expe-
rienced the power of technology, media literacy, 
authentic project-based learning, and reflection 
in English, and ideally, can find ways to creatively 
integrate these elements into their future class-
rooms. Not bad for a week’s work. *
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Duncan & Tyner Teach at  
Appalachian State’s Summer Session

B Y  d av i d  m . c o N s i d i N E

the united states.  he called this the “aBcs of 

media literacy,” which meant addressing the 

contributions to media literacy of australia, 

Britain, and canada. 

dr. considine’s sessions also addressed strate-

gies for growing support for media literacy by 

connecting it to state and national standards 

or to mission statements and guiding phi-

losophies of groups like the National middle 

school association. this work was supported 

by the inclusion of evidence from various proj-

ects that documented the efficacy of media 

literacy through different forms of assessment 

and evaluation.

the work of media analysis was left to Barry 

duncan and Kathleen tyner whose, approach 

resonated with students. said one, “Kathleen’s 

presentation was spot on for me. While still need-

ing to make the terminology my own, I gained 

a valuable understanding how media language 

impacts the message. Her concrete examples 

expanded my imagination. I was like a kid in 

a candy store. I loved the activities she used to 

support her point. I felt so aligned with what I 

perceived to be Barry’s worldview. His style was 

straightforward and clear. The information he 

provided was the nuts and bolts that will bring 

together my project.”

like all of the summer sessions in the asu pro-

gram, students spent an entire week viewing, 

reading, critiquing, and debating media literacy, 

all while being challenged to locate themselves 

within the traditional paradigms of the field. 

the hefty binder of readings included scholarly 

chapters and articles by leading contributors 

to the field, such as the late andrew hart, len 

masterman, and david Buckingham, as well as 

engaging case studies. one reading that was 

well received was taken from Gregory mich-

ie’s Holler If You Hear Me, which chronicles the 

story of a young teacher in chicago and his 

attempts to interest a class of adolescents in 

a course he calls media studies. he shares his 

success stories and the frustration he feels 

when the kids don’t buy into some topics and 

issues with the passion he thinks they entail.

two of the most respected leaders of media 

literacy in North america anchored a week-

long class last July at North carolina’s appala-

chian state university (asu).

Barry duncan, founder of canada’s associa-

tion for media literacy and co-author of Mass 

Media and Popular Culture, teamed with uni-

versity of texas (austin) instructor Kathleen 

tyner, author of Literacy in a Digital World. 

the two guest instructors worked with david 

considine (Visual Messages), the coordinator 

of the graduate program in media literacy, 

now in its seventh year at appalachian state. 

the students for the session included two to-

bacco control educators from North carolina, 

a high school science teacher from chicago, 

two social studies teachers, two elementary 

school administrators from North carolina, an 

art educator from New York, a school library 

media specialist from maryland, college faculty, 

a 9th grade English teacher, a sex educator from 

Boston, several students taking their doctorate 

in Educational leadership, as well as students 

from south carolina, ohio, and elsewhere.

the group also included students working on 

their masters in media literacy or their 18- hour 

certificate in media literacy, as well as students 

taking their first formal media literacy class. 

on the first day, dr. considine indicated that 

rather than focusing on media analysis as he 

usually does, his presentations would con-

centrate on a review of the literature that 

would help students understand the origins 

and foundations of media literacy outside of 

“I have spent each night 

this week in a dorm room at 

Appalachian State—blissfully, 

hungrily immersed in the study 

of media literacy. I have gone 

to sleep thinking about the 

myriad issues and possibilities 

surrounding this work and 

have ultimately unconsciously 

incorporated some component 

of the field in my dreams every 

single night. When I awake 

from the reveries of this week, 

I will move to make those 

dreams a reality.”
—(First-time student at asu  

summer program)
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although asu’s summer class lasted only one 

week, the work load is not completed for sev-

eral months. throughout august and septem-

ber, the students will evaluate media literacy 

curriculum from organizations as different as 

adbusters, Project look sharp, Flashpoint, 

New mexico media literacy Project, united 

church of christ, Flashpoint, and the center 

for media literacy.

in october and November, they will complete 

work on the development of their own media 

literacy curriculum, which can be for adults, chil-

dren, or teens in school or nonschool settings.

responding to the week students said:

“Kudos on putting together such a substan-

tive course with contagious passion and 

scholarship.”

“Barry Duncan’s Mall Crawl was both unique 

and entertaining. It has led me to concep-

tualize several ideas for a new consumer-

ism unit.”

lisa from ohio wrote: “Willingness, desire, 

enthusiasm would be the best words 

for what I experienced this week. I find 

myself constantly thinking of ways that I 

can utilize the information in my classes. 

I also plan on sharing various pieces with 

colleagues and sharing some things with 

the vice president of academic affairs at 

my university and the Teaching Learning 

Committee that I am part of.”

a 9th-grade English teacher wrote: “The 

evaluation assignment had rigor in it that 

definitely required more than a casual 

perusal of the materials. I was happy 

to have this opportunity. It is the first 

time I have had access to coherent, 

comprehensive media curricula.”

as has been the case since asu’s first 

media literacy summer session, students 

recognized the opportunity to bond 

with those who shared their interests: 

“Perhaps the most meaningful outcome 

of this week has little to do with course 

content or even the instructors. It was 

the opportunity to meet with other edu-

cators who have similar passions and 

interests and who are struggling to 

integrate media education into their 

practice. The networking opportunities 

here are endless.”

upComing 
oppoRtunities

sorry you missed this summer session? a new 

opportunity is right around the corner. ci 

5830-375 media literacy will be offered oN-

liNE in spring 2007.

want more details?

contact the instructor, david considine, at 

828-262-2270 or e-mail Considinedm@

appstate.edu. 

what about next 
summer?

Yes, asu will have another week long course. 

media: image and influence will meet on 

campus July 15- 20, 2007. contact dr. con-

sidine or look for details of courses at www.

ci.appstate.edu/programs/edmedia/

medialit or see PdF files at www.gaile-

haley.com

Some of the summer students with two guest instructors

David Considine, the program’s founder, 
with Kathleen Tyner and Barry Duncan, 

the two guest instructorsof the ASU 2006 
summer session on media literacy.
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An Interview with William Kist
author oF nEw L iTERACiEs  in ACTion: TEACHing 

And LEARning in MuLTiPLE MEdiA

b y  k a r e n  a m b ro s h

W hile working with Bill on the NCTE Media 
Commission and through reading and dis-

cussing his research, I have come to appreciate his 
deep understanding of literacy and his ability to 
show how alternative ways of knowing can make for 
meaningful learning in school. Many of us working 
in the field of media literacy instinctively know what 
we are hoping to achieve in the classroom, but often 
we cannot qualify it in a concise, systematic manner 
that meets the standards of academic research. Bill 
has proven that he can do that with his qualitative 
case studies outlined in New Literacies in Action: Teach-
ing and Learning in Multiple Media, published in 2005 by 
Teachers College Press. The following interview 
which captures the essence of his work is the result 
of several email exchanges over the summer.

How did your research on new literacies evolve?

In 1997, I began a line of inquiry, seeking out 
and profiling classrooms in which teachers and 
students work daily with many forms of media. 
Coming from a background as both a high school 
English teacher and video and filmmaker, I sought 
to combine these two passions of mine: teaching 
and making and enjoying film. My early readings 
took me down paths relating to arts-based educa-
tion and multiple intelligences, new literacy stud-

ies, and, of course, media literacy. Many of these 
writers were saying some of the same things about 
literacy, but from different perspectives. The arts-
based educators believe that the arts provide alter-
native “ways of knowing.” The new literacy scholars 
look at literacy events in the daily lives of children 
and adults. And media educators seek to help kids 
be better “readers” and “writers” of media, par-
ticularly nonprint media.

As I read all of the persuasive work surrounding 
new media, I wished that there existed some por-
traits of teachers and students who were really us-
ing these new media. Before I could profile these 
classrooms, I had to find them, and before I could 
find them, I had to define what I was looking for. I 
decided to use a quote from Eisner (1997):

In order to be read, a poem, an equation, a 
painting, a dance, a novel, or a contract each 
requires a distinctive form of literacy, when 
literacy means, as I intend it to mean, a way 
of conveying meaning through and recover-
ing meaning from the form of representation 
in which it appears. (Eisner, 1997, p. 353)

As a foundation for my research, I formed some 
characteristics that I felt would exist in a class-
room of “new literacies.” 

characteristics of new 
literacies classrooms (kist 2000)

• New literacies classrooms feature daily work 
in multiple forms of representation.

KarEN amBrosh teaches English, media literacy and video 
Production at W.E.B. du Bois high school, a milwaukee, Wi public 
charter school specializing in technology, communication, and 
social activism. she currently serves as President of the National 
telemedia council and as a member of the NctE commission on 
media.
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• In such classrooms, there are explicit discus-
sions of the merits of using certain symbol 
systems in certain situations with much choice 
(Eisner, 1994, 1997; Greeno & Hall, 1997; 
New London Group, 1996).

• There are meta-dialogues by the teacher who 
models working through problems using 
certain symbol systems (Tishman & Perkins, 
1997). 

• Students take part in a mix of individual and 
collaborative activities (John-Steiner, 1997). 

• New literacies classrooms are places of stu-
dent engagement in which students report 
achieving Csziksentmihalyi's (1990, 1991, 
1993) "flow" state.

How did you come to embrace the term new literacies 
and what are some of the major distinctions you 
see between that and media literacy?

Some of the terms currently being used to discuss 
a broader concept of “literacy” are “new litera-
cies,” “multiliteracies,” “multi-modal literacies,” 
“media literacy” and “digital literacies.” I suppose 
the term “media literacy” has tended to connote 
a focus on “reading” such media as film and tele-
vision—being able to spot a product placement of 
a Coke can sitting in the corner of a frame of a 
Hollywood movie, for instance. Other strands in 
this line of inquiry include “arts-based education” 
and the “social nature of literacy.” I have used the 
term “new literacies” in my book because I see it 
as a broader umbrella term for the huge menu of 
media available to kids today. 

All of these terms are getting at a broader notion 
of what a “literate” person needs to be in this 21st 
century. Our conception of literacy will need to 
go beyond just being able to read and write print. 
Being literate will involve the ability to “read” and 
“write” in many different forms of media, some-
times more than one at a time! 

One of the frustrations you express in your book 
is that too often educators are using new media as 
“the spoonful of sugar to help the print go down.” 
How can educators break out of this mindset? 

I am concerned that many teachers who are using 
“new literacies” have as an ultimate goal getting 
their kids to be more print literate. No one is ar-
guing that kids need to be able to read and write 
print. But as Gunther Kress (and others) have 
noted, we are rapidly becoming more of a screen-
based society, rather than a page-based society. The 
new media are seen as ways to make Shakespeare, 
for example, more hip, rather than as legitimate 
forms of expression, worthy of both “reading” and 
“writing” in and of themselves. And again, does 
this mean that we aren’t teaching kids how to read 
and write print? Of course, not! One could prob-
ably argue that kids are reading (and writing) more 
words on screens than they ever did on pages.

One of the most frustrating issues I encounter as a 
teacher educator is the mindset that many teachers 
have that they need to “cover” the curriculum and 
that the only way to truly “cover” material is by tell-
ing it to students. In fact, one of the instructional 
strategies I am increasingly witnessing is the play-
ing of an entire recorded book to the class as the 
kids follow along in their copies of the book. The 
rationale behind this instructional strategy is: “If I 
don’t play a book-on-tape, the kids won’t get it.” 
“Get what?” I ask. “The plot,” is the answer. (Yet, if 
they are really being true to the standards, there are 
no plots of books that are supposed to be covered 
according to any statewide standards that I know.) 
There is a great reluctance on the part of teachers 
to let go, to provide assignments that have frame-
works that are standards based, but then to let the 
kids have some freedoms and choices and, yes, this 
must include choice of medium of expression.

I suppose that the first step in a school’s true inte-
gration of new literacies would be an explicit state-
ment of philosophy that the school believes that 

our coNcEPtioN oF l itEracY Will NEEd to Go 

BEYoNd Just BE iNG aBlE to rEad aNd WritE Pr iNt. 

BE iNG l itEratE Will iNvolvE thE aBil itY to “rEad” 

aNd “WritE” iN maNY diFFErENt Forms oF mEdia , 

somEtimEs morE thaN oNE at a t imE ! 
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all communication media are inherently equal, 
and that all media have the ability to express and 
come to terms with the essential questions facing 
humankind.

 A challenge to creating new literacy classrooms 
is being able to duplicate model programs. What 
changes are needed to establish a foundation that 
can be replicated on a larger scale?

What I discovered in my research is that, frequent-
ly, the spark of one or two teachers’ passion for new 
literacies didn’t spread throughout the schools. 
Once the teacher retired or moved on, this kind 
of innovative teaching seems to dissipate. Of the 
six classrooms profiled in my book, two are already 
defunct, and one more is teetering on the edge.

One of the exceptions would be my chapter on 
Sandy Berhnahl, the school media specialist in 
Itasca, Illinois. Because the school media specialist 
has contact with all teachers in the building, this 
person may be the crucial spark to help new lit-
eracies catch on beyond just one or two passionate 
individuals. The principal, if he/she is the school’s 
true instructional leader, may also provide that 
spark, but principals tend to come and go. 

Of course, one hopes also that as a new generation 
of teachers enters the profession—young teachers 
who grew up with the Internet and all the other 
new media—that it will be a given that these new 
media will be integrated schoolwide.

Have you followed the case studies beyond your 
original research? Are there any interesting devel-
opments or changes since you wrote about them? 
Any new insights/questions/ideas you’ve discov-
ered since the book was published?

I do stay in touch with all of my case studies. There 
are no new developments except for one--sadly, 
it appears that a few of the key teachers at Bowness 
High School in Calgary are about to retire, and it 
looks doubtful how much of their innovative pro-
gram will continue beyond their retirement.

As far as any new insights, my publisher has asked 
me to do a sequel to the book, this time focusing 
on primary-level classrooms. I am attempting to 
find primary level teachers who embrace new lit-
eracies. I’m having a little difficulty finding new 
literacies teachers at this level, although one could 
argue that primary-level teachers have always inte-
grated all kinds of media (music, dance, visual art) 
into their classrooms and may have never really 
considered this as being “new literacies.” *

(Editor’s note: If you know of a K-4 classroom you’d like to 
nominate to be profiled in Dr. Kist’s sequel, please contact him 
at: wkist@kent.edu.)
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legitimate forms of expression, worthy of both 
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Reading in the Reel World
teaching documentaries and other nonfiction texts
(national council  of teachers of english, 2006)

by  john golden
grant high school, portland, or

Reviewed by Dominic Inouye
english teacher, p ius  x i  h igh school and founder of milwaukee ’s  

spotlight student film festival , m ilwaukee , wi

as any Hollywood movie.  Throughout 
the book, Golden deconstructs a wide 
variety of documentaries clip by clip, 
revealing how careful juxtaposition of 
visual, audio, and text tracks can cre-
ate powerful emotions and ideas.  He 
gives middle and high school instruc-
tors tools to teach students how non-
fiction films are made, instead of just 
expecting them to take notes on what 
the content is.  He relies on the no-
tion that young people perk up when 
“real life intrudes” (p.2), and pro-
vides from relevant films as varied as 
Hoop Dreams, Born Into Brothels, and Super 
Size Me.  His goal, in tune with the push 
toward greater media literacy, is that 
students will begin to actively critique 
the kinds of films they’ve been condi-
tioned to find boring.

In chapter 1, Golden charts the his-
tory of nonfiction film, the various 
forms it takes, and the ethical dilem-
mas that face both documentarians 

John Golden has created a fitting com-
panion to his widely used text on film 
analysis, Reading in the Dark: Using Film as a 
Tool in the English Classroom (2001).  Five 
years ago, he guided English teachers 
out of the outdated teaching model 
which worships the novel and poetry 
and treats film only as a convenient 
supplement or babysitter.  Instead, his 
approach honors both literature and 
films as equally important and influen-
tial: both can be “read,” both possess 
a language, grammar, and syntax, and 
therefore one can inform and enliven 
the other.  The same practical, inno-
vative, and engaging advice—indeed, 
a very similar format—is found in his 
new Reading in the Reel World: Teaching Docu-
mentaries and Other Nonfiction Texts.

In his new book, Golden explores the 
power of documentaries, which have 
“a truer sense of connection to the 
real world” (p. 2), but which are still 
constructed and manipulated as much 

book reviews

and audiences alike. More impor-
tantly, he examines the ways in which 
nonfiction films often blur the lines 
between reality and story, between 
what happened and what was con-
structed.  In characteristic form, on 
every page he includes examples from 
films, including his own, revealing 
with honesty and humor the difficult 
transformation of truth to screen.

In chapters 2 and 3, the examples and 
questions continue as Golden, like he 
does in his first book, outlines practi-
cal skills for reading nonfiction texts.  
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Golden offers classroom-tested activi-
ties to teach students how documen-
taries compare and contrast, present 
problems and offer solutions, and 
argue causes and effects.  He also of-
fers activities to teach theme, tone, and 
point of view.  In turn, then, students 
can apply the same skills in their own 
reading, writing, and thinking, no 
matter what class they are taking.

The final chapter, which comprises 
half the book, will have teachers run-
ning to their video stores or online 
bookseller for at least one of the fif-
teen fascinating documentaries (as 
recent as 2006) Golden has analyzed.  
He provides a rationale for teaching 
each film, previewing activities, a sug-
gested viewing schedule, reproducible 
charts, discussion questions, and clos-
ing activities.  The beauty of this chap-
ter is that a teacher in any discipline 
can find at least one valuable teaching 
resource which will give students “an 
opportunity to view the world in a way 
they have not had before” (p. 135).

Every page of John Golden’s book is 
engaging and personal, realistic and 
relevant.  The only thing he doesn’t 
explore, in either book, is the pos-
sibility of students creating films.  The 
focus on analysis is still primary, and 
necessary, but we can only hope that 
Golden’s next book will take the best 
of the first two and show students how 
to tell their own stories and document 
their own worlds. *

Media Studies K-12
teaching documentaries and  
other nonfiction texts
(toronto district school board, 2005)

by  ne il  andersen & sylvie  webb
toronto district school board

Reviewed by Mary Moen

“Media Studies are mandated from 

Kindergarten to Grade 12 in Ontario, 

Canada public schools. This, however, is 

one of the last reasons teachers and students 

should pursue media studies. Better reasons 

arise from the energy generated by students’ 

compelling interest in the many forms of 

popular culture.”

So begins the Introduction to this lively book, 

created by teachers, for teachers; a working 

companion steeped in the richness of vast expe-

rience, deeply rooted in the theory, process and 

practice that validate media education for our 

children of today. Such a book is greatly needed 

and will be received with enthusiasm and thanks.

 Neil Andersen, award-winning teacher, 

author, pioneering leader in media education—

and friend, sent us a copy, adding, “This book 

redefines literacy and media studies in subtle 

ways and I am keenly interested in learning how 

teachers respond to, and use, it.” The review 

below, by Mary Moen, is from one who has 

shared these many experiences. Mary, like Neil, 

is herself an award-winning teacher, Board 

member, pioneering leader and indeed, friend. 

—Editor

would make it mandatory that ev-
eryone teaching media literacy  

read the introduction to this textbook. 
The author makes it crystal clear why 
the study of media in all its forms is 
necessary for any classroom subject. 
He clearly illustrates how writing, 
reading, viewing, and creative artistry 
are all a part of learning about media. 
He also skillfully refutes any objection 
a teacher might have, such as “That’s 
all kids do is watch the ‘Boob tube,’ or 
play dumb computer games!” He care-
fully explains that truly understanding 
media is like understanding a piece of 
literature in which a student must see 
how each element gives a different view 
of the whole, and leads to a complete 
picture of what the author, artist, and 
filmmaker are trying to get across.

I taught media classes for 30 years in 
high school. Then, for 10 years, I was 
a presenter for the Discovery Net-
works, teaching educators of all grades 
and disciplines how to use media as a 
learning tool as well as giving work-
shops for teachers and other interest-
ed groups. I identified strongly with 
the concepts, exercises, applications, 
projects and ideas in this book, “Yes,” 

I
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ies Triangle” of the text, the 
audience and the production. 
Other topics students will warm 
up to range from media reports 
on global conflicts to back-to-
school clothing as a media event 
to production of a scene from 
Hamlet. All units are suitable for 
elementary, middle and second-
ary schools. 

• Using the Web. As a grandmother 
of high school students, I have 
seen what a struggle it is to find 
valuable Web Searches for book 
reviews or oral presentations. 
I was excited to find a detailed 
analysis of 13 possible web sites 
that might be used for  reports 
about subjects such as the dol-
phin family. These pages are also 
a golden find for any teacher or 
student studying why some web 
sites work, and why others do not. 

• Recognition of English Teacher 
Traps. English teachers some-
times praise only the best litera-
ture or film version of a novel 
and treat other media forms such 
as teleplays as inferior. Andersen 
stresses instead choosing to “ex-
plore the interesting aspects of 
all media.” Teachers should also 
be careful in their assessment of 
students only on their written 
work as opposed to including 
students’ creating appropriate 
media production. This sugges-
tion proved very important in my 
media teaching. Some students, 
I found, had trouble using just 
the printed word. But when 
they could combine their media 
interpretation with a written 
or oral presentation, they were 

I thought, “I did that!” But the vast 
amount of information and number 
of exercises contained in this text far 
surpasses any work I have done.  That 
is why I think every teacher should put 
this on their “must read, must absorb, 
and must use in my classroom” list.

Here are some of the exciting materials 
teachers can use in their classrooms, 
whatever age they teach:

• Key Concepts of Media. He 
puts the analysis of media stud-
ies into simple terms, using the 
text, audience and production 
from many sources. He uses the 
term, “Reading Media Works” to 
describe how to READ the media 
process. Examples include how 
to examine newspapers, short 
stories, plays, novels and text-
books as well as tips for analyzing 
websites, videos, magazines, and 
using media production tools. 
He includes teaching guides and 
multiple activities for each form 
of media. 

• Subjects Students are Familiar 
with and Excited about. A large 
section of the text is devoted to 
Harry Potter. In this he creates a 
detailed analysis of both book 
and film, using the “Media Stud-

more successful. The results were 
a source of pride for them, and 
their writing and speaking skills 
showed amazing growth.

As an aside, I would also give two 
laws, which must never be broken by 
educators:

 1. NEVER use video in the class-
room while you sit in the back 
getting your paperwork done.

 2. NEVER have a substitute teacher 
do the same, which implies, of 
course, that a mere substitute 
could never handle YOUR Sub-
ject Matter! The resulting mes-
sage is that media is a time filler 
and a poor substitute for learn-
ing. Students catch on quickly 
how much value a teacher places 
on such use. 

I just heard about a friend of mine 
who has for the first time been as-
signed to teach both literature and 
media for high school students. I am 
sure to tell her to buy Media Studies K-
12. With this text, she will have 149 
classroom applications for her media 
classes and 76 suggestions for ways to 
include media in her literature study. 
Her success and the students’ excite-
ment will be guaranteed. *

For an additional review of Media Studies 
K-12 see the Summer 06 issue of Barry’s 
Bulletin found on the Media Awareness 
Network web site:  
http://www.media-awareness.ca/english/ 
resources/educational/barrys_bulletins/

book reviews
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Teaching MediaLiteracy.com
a web-linked guide to resources and activities
(teachers college press , 2005)

by  r ichard beach
univers ity of minnesota, minneapolis

Reviewed by Frank Baker
media l iteracy consultant and webmaster of the media l iteracy clearinghouse

“A new media literacy text that provides 
excellent background, practical advice and 
resources.”

H ow nice to find another new text 
that is not only readable and re-

sourceful, but also filled with testi-
monials from teachers who are prac-
ticing media literacy education.  Dr. 
Beach’s new text ‘teachingmedialiteracy.
com” joins 2005’s text by Kent State 
Professor William Kist: “New Literacies 
In Action.”

This new text reminded me of our 
ever-converging media world. Here 
is a book that is designed to tell the 
reader where to go online to locate 
additional information. Beach has 
organized a vast and comprehensive 
list of Internet resources (no small 
task) and combined those with tes-
timonials from high school teachers 
who document their media literacy 
lessons and activities.

It is rare when a new media literacy 
text meets all of your personal criteria. 
For some time I have been searching 
for a text that would help teachers not 
only understand media literacy and 

textbooks can get dated in time, Beach 
has a placeholder (the Web site) on 
which to post new links, relevant news, 
and resources.

Throughout the book, Beach utilizes 
a numbering system that guides the 
reader to that resource on the Web 
site. Here is an example from Chap-
ter 6 Media Ethnography Studies:

“Through this participation with texts, 
audiences are constructing modes of 
escape, daydreams, social relation-
ships, and alternative identities (Ab-
ercrombie & Longhurst, 1998). All of 
these activities occur within social and 
cultural contexts or ‘fan subcultures’ 
in which fans construct their identi-
ties and stances consistent with the 
culture of, for example, a SIMS on-
line user club (6.2.1-3).”

its place in the K-12 classroom, but 
also provide advice from practicing 
teachers. This one does. And it does 
it quite well. Readers should be ad-
vised that this text is aimed at second-
ary (middle and high school) audi-
ences. Because it is so comprehensive, 
it belongs in every secondary school 
media center collection. In addition 
to helping teachers understand media 
analysis, Beach provides strong exam-
ples on implementing the production 
element of media education.

I first became aware of Dr. Beach’s 
textbook companion Web site: http://
teachingmedialiteracy.com. Here 
you will find an extensive, well-de-
signed Web resource related to almost 
every facet of media literacy educa-
tion. (His site reminded me of my 
own: media literacy is such a huge 
topic and organizing it for the reader 
is a challenge for both a Web designer 
and an author.)

You could use the Web site without the 
text, but I wouldn’t advise it. The text 
puts all of the concepts into context.

And it is this Web site that is the 
strength of the text. Although some 

book reviews
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The 6 obviously refers to Chapter 6. 
And if one surfs over to http://teach-
ingmedialiteracy.com you will find 
Chapter 6 listed along the top of the 
page and in the left hand column of 
the Web site. On the Web page for 
Chapter 6, on the left hand column, 
you will find a link to [6.2] What do 
media ethnographers study? this leads 
you to [6.2.1] Summary of fan sub-
culture research [6.2.2] David Moley: 
History of audience research [6.2.3] 
Reception studies of media

In the chapter on Film Techniques 
(Chapter 3), Beach uses the testi-
monial of a high school teacher, who 
offers others this insight into how he 
engages his students:

“Each student is assigned one of five 
film elements to examine: lighting, 
sound, camera angles, framing, or 
editing. The class views from one to 
three clips chosen from the films they 
have brought in, and each student 
takes notes on their particular tech-
nique. Then students sit in groups 
of five, with one student represent-
ing each film element. Groups must 
discuss the effectiveness of the clips 
and then rate the film based on the 
use of each film technique. Groups 
also must reach consensus and report 
to the larger group the choices they 
made and why they made them.”

It is this practical advice, sprinkled 
throughout the book, that makes this 
a “must have” for novice or experi-
enced media educators. *

Link to book Web site: http://store.tcpress.

com/0807747440.shtml

Link to Dr. Beach’s homepage: http://www.education.

umn.edu/CI/Faculty/Beach.html

The Story of Movies
curriculum series
(the f ilm foundation)

Reviewed by Mary T. Christel
l iterature and f ilm teacher, adlai  e . stevenson high school, 

chic ago suburbs

Established in 1990 by Martin Scors-
ese, the Film Foundation has pursued 
a mission of film preservation through 
restoring and archiving a wide spec-
trum of films that clearly embrace the 
full range of cinematic movements and 
genres. It is vital to have films preserved 
for research and scholarship, but the 
Foundation has expanded its mission 
to develop and distribute high quality 
teaching materials to facilitate the in-
tegration of classic film texts in middle 
school curricula. The first arrival in this 
series is Robert Mulligan’s adaptation 
of Harper Lee’s To Kill A Mockingbird. The 
website (www.storyofmovies.org) also 
announces that materials for Mr. Smith 
Goes to Washington and The Day the End Stood 
Still are “coming soon.” And the best 
part of this initiative is the cost.  Mate-
rials are sent to teachers free of charge.

Those materials arrive in a sturdy box 
which includes a DVD copy of the 
film, a supplemental DVD, a teach-
er’s guide, a student activities book-
let, and a series of graphic organizers 
formatted as overhead transparencies.  
Upon initial examination, the wealth 
of materials is a fairly overwhelm-
ing in its volume and quality. It is 
certainly impractical to think that a 

teacher would use all of the materi-
als included in this program, and the 
materials do lend themselves to flex-
ible reorganization and adaptation. 
It is just a matter of carefully sorting 
through all the possibilities.

The teacher’s guide is organized into 
four chapters: “What Is a Movie?,” 
“The Filmmaking Process,” “Film 
Language and Elements of Style,” and 
Historical and Cultural Contexts.”  
The first three chapters meticulously 
outline a method of examining film as 
a cinematic text that will help teach-
ers move away from examining film 
as a narrative in a manner that is not 
much different from how literary 
texts are discussed (character, plot, 
theme). All the necessary vocabulary 
is provided, defined, and illustrat-
ed. Individual lessons are presented 
to help both novice and experienced 
teachers initiate a meaningful analysis 
of film using still images and specific 
clips from To Kill A Mockingbird as well as 
from other films that are found on 
the supplemental DVD. It is as thor-
ough and engaging an introduction 
to film analysis as any that I have ever 
come across in a curriculum kit. Most 
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of these activities could be applied to 
the teaching of any film.

The “Historical and Cultural Con-
texts” section of the teacher’s guide 
showcases the interdisciplinary mis-
sion of the series. For this film, the 
chapter focuses on “The Link Between 
History and Culture,” “Civil Rights 
Issues, 1930s and 1960s,” “Repre-

bring this project to fruition. Teach-
ers should also routinely access the 
website www.storyofmovies.org for 
lesson ideas, especially “Beyond Read-
the-Book, Watch-the-Movie,” as well 
as other resources and links.

Strangely enough, I learned about the 
project from a small ad in Vanity Fair 
several years ago that put me in touch 
with the Foundation. I personally 
look forward to a further expansion 
of the series into the elementary and 
high school. *

sentations of Race in Film,”  “Do 
Films Influence Society?” as well as a 
series of activities examining Martin 
Luther King’s “Letter from Birming-
ham Jail.” These topics are linked to 
reading, writing, viewing, and image 
making that can be tailored to specific 
classroom situations and students’ 
abilities or interests. I find that the 
materials are sophisticated enough to 
use with high school students since To 
Kill A Mockingbird is a novel taught both 
at the middle and high school levels.

The support of IBM and Turner Clas-
sic Movies should be acknowledged to 
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congratulates the national CounCil of teaCheRs of 

english (ncte) and its assembly on media aRts for their 

initiatives in the realm of media literacy, the “new” media 

literacy, critical literacy and 21st century literacy skills;  

we invite you to join ouR Renewed  

ntC/ama paRtneRship.
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Upcoming Events
january 12-14, 2007
memphis, tn

the 
national 
ConfeRenCe  
foR media 
RefoRm

organized by Free Press. Focus on 
media policy, media literacy, critique and 
accountability, and media reform activism. 
www.freepress.net/conference.

february 23-25, 2007
nashville, tn

nCte assembly foR ReseaRCh 
mid-winteR ConfeRenCe 

the Web site 
for the 2007 
mid-Winter 
conference of 

the National council of teachers of English 
assembly for research is now available. 
the conference theme is what counts 
as literacy? living literacies of the body 
and image. contact Kevin leander (kevin.
leander@vanderbilt.edu) or cynthia lewis 
(lewis@umn.edu) with any questions. We 
look forward to seeing many of you there!
http://education.umn.edu/NctEar/

june 22-26, 2007
st. louis, mo

allianCe foR a media 
liteRate ameRiCa 
national media 
eduCation ConfeRenCe 

this year’s NmEc theme, “ipods, blogs and 
beyond: evolving media literacy for the 
21st century,” focuses on the on-going 
investigation of media literacy as a critical 
life skill for the 21st century and the 
recognition that evidence-based practice 
is the best way to improve and advance 
the field. more information at http://www.
amlainfo.org/home/conferences-and-events

june 23-24, 2007
st. louis, mo

allianCe foR a media 
liteRate ameRiCa 
ReseaRCh summit Call foR 
papeRs

a research summit conference to explore 
the efficacy of media literacy education. 
With increasing frequency, researchers are 
assessing and measuring the impact and 
effectiveness of media literacy programs. 
here is an opportunity for researches, 
scholars and practitioners from numerous 
fields to share research and ideas about the 
evaluation of media literacy programs. Not 
intended to cover research of media effects.
 submissions from all fields of study, 
using appropriate 
theoretical 
approaches and 
methods, are 
welcome, including 
focused, evidence-
based studies, conceptual reviews that 
capture the current state of outcome 
research or pose solutions to specific issues 
and methodological problems in the fields. 
 abstracts must represent original 
work, no greater than 500 words. up to 
one table and one figure may be added. 
the deadline is march 1st, 2007. For more 
information and submission details contact 
marilyn cohen, summit chair (summit07@
u.washington.edu) college of Education, 
university of Washington. more information 
at http://www.amlainfo.org/home/
conferences-and-events.

winter-spring 2007
appalachian state university

media liteRaCy CouRse  
[Ci 5830-375] offeRed 
online

appalachian state university’s on-line 
graduate course in media literacy, with 
dr. david considine, runs from January 
2, 2007 until the end of april 2007. For 
more information contact the instructor, 
david considine, at (828) 262-2270 or 
considinedm@appstate.edu.

july 15-20, 2007
boone, nc

“media: image and  
influenCe” CouRse

Watch for dates of dr. considine’s excellent 
intensive one week long summer session. 
see report on 2006 event in this issue. 
contact dr. considine at (828) 262-2270 or 
considinedm@appstate.edu. You can also look 
for details at www.ci.appstate.edu/programs/
edmedia/medialit or see PdF files at www.
gailehaley.com

culver city, ca

masteR teaCheR 
CeRtifiCate in media 
liteRaCy

the Pauline center for media studies is 
pleased to announce a master teacher 
certificate in media literacy. Begun on 
september 23, 2006, the program is 
recognized by the archdiocese of los 
angeles department of catholic schools and 
the department of religious Education for 
continuing education and recertification.
 classes are held every 3d saturday of 
the month from september through June at 
Pauline center for media studies:
3908 sepulveda Blvd., culver city, ca 90230
cost is $275.00 and includes all textbooks 
(except one) and coffee breaks. 
 

more information online at: http://www.daugh-
tersofstpaul.com/mediastudies/masterteach-
ercertificate.html

Resources
ConfRonting the Chal-
lenges of paRtiCipatoRy 
CultuRe: media eduCation 
foR the 21st CentuRy

mit’s henry Jenkins has released this major 
report via macarthur Foundation. it can be 
downloaded from http://www.macfound.
org/site/c.lklxj8mqkrh/b.1038727/apps/
s/content.asp?ct=2946895.  

Channels
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aRtopia:  
aRt eduCation on the web 

Watch and listen to artists as they work in 
their studios. try your hand at interactive 
art processes. Get to know about famous 
artworks and artists. Write about works of art, 
films, tv shows and advertisements. send art 
cards to your friends. Participate in an online 
discussion of the arts. save your work to an 
online portfolio – all at scEtv’s arts education 
website, artopia (www.knowitall.org/artopia).
 Funded by a major grant from the 
National Endowment for the arts and 
developed by the creative services 
department at Etv in collaboration with 
prominent arts educators, artopia is a 
valuable new tool for teachers and students. 
it covers painting, sculpture, dance, theater, 
music and media arts in an engaging, thought-
provoking style. 
       of particular interest to readers of this 
magazine, of course, is the media arts section, 

which was created 
in consultation with 
well-known media 
educator Frank Baker. 
artopia’s media arts 
features the fields 
of photography, 
radio, film, television 
and electronic arts 
as well as critical 
viewing segment 
based on cigarette 
ads. in addition to 
the critical viewing 
feature, the media 
arts section is replete with content and 
activities. the one-minute movie is a rapid-
fire animation that takes you through the 
whole history of media, from illuminated 
manuscripts to marshall mcluhan. in the 
studio you can create a short animation, 
watch a movie clip with different soundtracks, 
or put together a storyboard. 

 there’s more to artopia – lots more 
than we can describe here. it has had an 
enthusiastic response from teachers all over 
the country. try it out for yourself. We think 
you’ll be glad you did.

NCTE-Related 
Articles, Essays, & 
Resources
c o m p i l e d  b y  f R a n k  b a k e R

digital stoRytelling

digital storytelling reflects both a broad 
reference to the emergent new forms 
of digital narratives (Web-based stories, 
interactive stories, hypertexts, and 
narrative computer games) as well as 
the specific approach of creating short 
digital films developed by the center for 
digital storytelling. From Beliefs about 
technology and the Preparation of English 
teachers:  http://www.ncte.org/groups/
cee/positions/122936.htm?source=gs
 sara B Kajder offers a step-by-step 
plan for replicating this project, grounded 
in sound theory and research about how 
adolescents expand their literacies (English 
Journal, vol. 93, No. 3, Jan. 2004).

gRaphiC novels

• using comics and Graphic 
Novels in the classroom (the 
council chronicle, sep. 2005) 
http://www.ncte.org/pubs/chron/
highlights/122031.htm?source=gs

• in Graphic Novels, the Pictures are 
the story (the council chronicle, 
sep. 2005) http://www.ncte.org/pubs/
chron/arc/122082.htm

• using Graphic Novels, anime, and 
the internet in a urban high school 
http://www.ncte.org/pubs/journals/ej/
articles/115119.htm?source=gs

multimodal liteRaCies

NctE is taking the lead in defining how 
emergent technologies are used to teach 
language, literacies, and critical thinking 
skills as well as how ethical considerations 
can guide the use of various technologies. 
the research, policy statements and 
resources collected here demonstrate how 
multimodal literacy can be enacted and 
supported. By exploring the information 
here and becoming aware of the initiatives 
that contribute to the development of 

new approactes, you can learn more about 
how to extend the reach multimodal 
literacy: http://www.ncte.org/edpolicy/
multimodal?source=gs.

otheR inteResting 
infoRmation on nCte web 
site

• media literacy.

• on composing with Nonprint media 
(NctE 2003 Position statement).

• improving reading comprehension 
by using media literacy activities 
(voices from the middle, volume 8, 
No. 4, may 2001).

• English Journal themed issue on 
media literacy (Jan. 1998).

• Film and reading strategies (excerpt 
from reading in the dark).

• Film as Film: using movies to help 
students visualize literary theory 
(English Journal, volume 95, No. 3, Jan. 
2006).

• let’s Go to the movies: rethinking 
the role of Film in the Elementary 
classroom (language ar ts, volume 
76, No. 2, Nov. 1998).








