Media Literacy
in the Digital Age

ake news became a major issue in the 2016 U.S. presidential campaign
and has only grown in its importance and impact since the election.
Of course, the notion of fake news is not new: It has been around since
1 atleast the nineteenth century. In fact, in 1896 U.5. populist presiden-
tia] hopeful William Jennings Bryan complained bitterly about the fake news
_ of his day. He said that you simply should not trust the lying media. His words
. resonant loudly in the twenty-first century.!
. Anditisntonly in the United States that fake news resonates. In countries as far
- away as Ching, complaints of fake news have become widespread.? In March 2017
the state-run media of the People’s Republic of China declared that reports of tor-
ture against political opponents were fabrications. One government tweet claimed
such accusations were “FAKE NEWS! and another said they were “prejudice-based”
_An article in the People’s Daily claimed the criticisms were nothing but “cleverly or-
chestrated lies”
. Knowing what news and information to trust has become a major challenge
's pblitical leaders offer “alternative facts” and question virtually every established
ource of once-recognized reliable sources, from the FBI to CNN.2In an era in which
no source of information seems sacred, the notion of media literacy has never been
ri16ke vital. Being able to evaluate news and information quickly, confidently, and
udiciously is a skill of critical importance t0 both the average citizen and the media

- ";" News flows via the Internet at breakneck speed and reaches the public in in-

eractive form. Each person must decide what to believe in a blizzard swirling with

:fnéwé and information. Moreover, each citizen can make choices about what infor-
mily, or followers. The impact of such

- matjon tolike" or “share”online with friends, fa
§¢i$ions may be far-reaching and might play a key rolein a wide variety of areas—
from elections to the marketplace.

News and information, whether in
es and characteristics. The grammar of the medi
hat information is credible, what is of dubious

digital or analog form, bear certain quali-
3 can offer important clues about
value, what is likely propaganda

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

>> Define media literacy.

>> Explain how mediated and
nonmediated communication
differ.

>> Define the role of semiotics
and framing in influencing our
understanding of the world
and media content.

>> Define media grammar and
describe its various aspects in
different media.

>> Explain how commercial
forces influence media
organizations and content.

>> Define media bias and its
effects on media content.

>> Use basic media-literacy
skills to improve your critical
thinking when consuming
media content.
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meant to deceive, and what is offered as satire and humor in an otherwise sq

metimes
bleak media arena.

Comparing the varying perspectives on fake new: acri);s ti:eocuernit:cnres a.nd the con.
tinents raises interesting questions about the role o bTe ;tUdeS abouiatsr:ngly global
society. Have the media gradually helped‘changle plu dIC a L0 2bou efnature of
news and information? As political leaders increasingly decry w Y see as fake news,

i i information eroded?
as public trust in any source of in |
h F,115,0 a media outlet itself may influence the acceptance of stories as truthfyl or false.

If a piece of news bursts into public view via Twitter instead of a mainstream news Source
such as the New York Times, do you think public reaction will be any different?

We live in a media society. Mass media surround and influence our world. in a va-
riety of ways. They entertain us, they inform us, and they sell us everything from
household products to political candidates. Although we often tend to study media
and mass communications as something separate from our culture, society, and
daily lives, the fact is that media are just as real as the “real world.”

Media are pervasive in modern life, making it more important than ever to
understand how their messages may influence us. We must look critically at al
media we encounter: We need to understand how media organizations work as
businesses, how they fit into other aspects of society, and how they can influence
culture and manipulate public opinion.

In this chapter, we explain some basic principles of media literacy in both non-
digital and digital media while teaching you to analyze critically the media mes-
Sages you encounter,

DlSCUSSION. QUESTIONS: Compare news articles about the size of the crowd at Presi-
dent Trymp S Inauguration. Look at how the Huffington Post characterized the crowd size.?
What differences do you seein how the storjes were depicted, and what effect do you think

such framing had on public opinion about Presid i
: ) ent Trump an i
in the size of the inaugural crowd? Fendls popu W asteflected

Education and Media

ive in our lives, why
raphy or biology, for
Smantle a car engine



but not one that teaches us how to deconstruct our modern systems of media and
mass communications?
The question highlights two interesting and related issues, First, it shows

that education, like media, is not something separate from our lives. We are
Jearning all the time, even when not in a formal

room or when doing homework. Secon d
through our interactions with each other
to ensure that what we are learning is
to examine where that learning is comj
thought processes.

Educators have recognized a growing need to teach media-literacy skills to
school-age children, starting as young as kindergarten or elementary school and
continuing to high school graduation. Some countries, such as Canada and Aus-
tralia, have taken the lead in media-literacy education, while the United States
generally lags behind. This is changing, however, and a growing number of states,

such as New Jersey, have implemented statewide media-literacy guidelines for
K-12 schools.

academic setting such as a class-
given that we are learning all the time
and with media content, we must strive
accurate and useful. This requires skills
ng from and how it may be affecting our

What Is Media Literacy?

Being able to read a book, navigate a website or post a tweet, and recognize that a
background music change signals a scary part of a movie are all types of media lit-
eracy. Some fall under what we would consider the traditional meaning of the term
“literacy,” and others can be classified as visual literacy or computer literacy. Media
literacy encompasses all these skills and many more, andmpproaches
to media education differ to some degree on what exactly media-literacy education
should entail.

Media literacy)can be defined as the process of critically analyzing media
content by considering its particular presentation, its underlying political or social
messages, and its media ownership or regulation that may affect the type of con-
tent we receive. Some approaches to media education emphasize media-creation
skills as a way to examine our media critically, through either creative media proj-
ects or alternative media production such as recreating a popular commercial from
a feminist perspective.

Developing media literacy is an ongoing process, not simply a goal. Even though
you can never attain perfection, it is always possible to improve your media literacy
and thus become a wiser media user. The importance of media in contemporary
society makes it imperative that audience members think critically about media
content to better control their actions and not be controlled by media messages.
Learning new skills in creating media, such as taking courses on graphic design or
video production, can help further your media literacy.

Media-literacy scholar W. James Potter talks about building “knowledge struc-
tures,” ways to visualize developing one’s level of knowledge on a given topic or
topics.® If, for example, you have a basic understanding of the history of the World
Wide Web, and someone claims to have been on Facebook since 2001, you can be
confident that he or she is incorrect: Facebook was not created until 2004 (and
then only for Harvard students).

Still, media literacy entails more than simply remembering historical facts.
Media consumers should always question what they see, hear, or otherwise experi-
ence when receiving or interacting with mediated communication. Is a news story

@ media literacy

The process of interacting with and
critically analyzing media content
by considering its particular
presentation, its underlying
political or social messages, and its
ownership or regulation issues that
may affect what is presented and in
what form.

Learning media-literacy skills has
become even more important for
students today. At campuses around the
nation, professors like Melissa Zimdars
at Merrimack College are addressing
media literacy issues and skills head-on.
When Zimdars started keeping a list of
popular but unreliable news sites and
then made her list public, she received a
lot of attention—some praise and some
criticism. Why do you think some readers
might be critical of Zimdars’s list?
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Rene Magritte’s famous “This Is not a pipe” picture
reminds us how we mistakenly understand the
representation of something as the thing itself. those particular languages.

biased? Why is it even news? Does a popular television show or video game encour-
age gender or racial stereotypes or antisocial behavior? What is an advertiser really
trying to sell and to whom? These are just a sample of the kinds of questions critical
media consumers should ask.

It is important to develop knowledge not just about the media but also about
the larger social, political, and economic forces that influence media content,
media production, and communication technologies in general. To that end, we
must first step back and consider what a medium is. Then we will look at some of
the concerns people have had over the years about the effects that media may or
may not have on us.

What Makes Mediated
Communication Different?

An enduring and fundamental concern about the media is that what we see and
hear through mediated communication—the signs, symbols, and words from
books, cinema, radio television, and various digital platforms including social net-
working media—can somehow affect us in ways that nonmediated communication
does not. This assumption has led to a large body of research on media effects,
which we discuss in more detail in Chapter 13.

Some theoretical frameworks offer explanations of how we may make sense

of the world through media and how the media messages we receive seem some-
how natural.

SEMIOTICS

the study of signs and symbols, goes back in some form to Plato and

Aristotle. Contemporary semiotics has been greatly influenced by Ferdinand de
Saussure, the father of linguistics, and his notion of signs as having dual proper-
ties. These properties are the signifier, or the form; and the signified, or what the
form represents (some semioticians propose a third component, an interpretant,
between these two). For example, an image of a rose, the signifier, may signify
any number of things, or signifieds, depending on the context (see Figure 2-1). An
image of arose on a Valentine'’s Day card may mean one thing, whereas a rose tattoo
with blood-dipped thorns on the arm of a biker may mean something else entirely.
Context plays a major role in the audience’s understanding of the
sigr?ﬁe?,r even when the signifier remains the same. The power of signs
to affect our thinking should not be underestimated. René Magritte’s
famous painting of a pipe that also says “This is not a pipe” illustrates how
we typically take the sign as reality. Most people, when shown his painting
and asked what it is, will reply, “A pipe.” But Magritte is absolutely correct:
His picture of a pipe is not actually a pipe—it is simply a picture of a pipe.
We must also remember that in semiotics, “sign” does not simply
refer to visual images but to words as well. Words could be considered
a more complex form of sign, for we have to learn that certain sounds
.. carryparticular meanings (which are entirely arbitrary). There is no logi-
cal reason that the color red is called “red” in English, “rojo” in Spanish,
and “aka” in Japanese; all of these are simply linguistic conventions for




reure 21 Semiotic Signifier and Signified

Signifier
asymbol, sound,
orimage that
gives meaning

Signified
the concept
the signifier
represents

Love
Happiness
Thoughtfulness
Relationship
Wedding
Romance
Birthday
Anniversary
Apology
Guilt

lliness
Death
Funeral

I

Sign
the association
of the signifier
with the signified

When Gertrude Stein said, “A rose is a rose is a rose.” she was highlighting the semiotic principle that we
subconsciously associate items, such as a rose, with imagery and emotions. A rose (the signifier) can mean
many different things (the signified), depending on the context. Examining this relationship (the sign)

deepens our understanding of the ways we generate meaning when we communicate,

Although this point may seem rather obvious, another semiotic insight is not
qQuite so evident. Once we learn what certain sounds mean (or what certain visual

images mean), we take what we have learned as natural and accept it largely with-

out question. This fact makes the creation and use of signs extremely powerful be-
cause it not only influences our thinking but even directs certain behaviors. Think
of what you do without question, for example, whenever you are driving and come

to a stop sign.

Similarly, as visual but signifies sorr!ething else to whicb it.is
not actually related except by association. Consider”the image of a floppy disk in
most software programs that indicates the “save file” function. Most computers in
use today do not even have floppy-disk drives, yet we understand what the image

has come to represent.

Some scholars argue that semiotics is the heart of communicati.on'. Noted se-
Miotician and novelist Umberto Eco, in his book A Theory of Semiotics, asserts,
“Every act of communication to or between human beings—-—'or any (?ther intel-
ligent biological or mechanical apparatus—presupposes a signification syst.em
as its necessary condition.” In other words, wiLnguL_Lcan_Qp,.nndexstandxng
O.fw_gis mean, whether they are visual or lingual, Wwe

0 communicate.

ome knowledge of semiotics is required for a deeper understanding of
the processes of communication and the production of meaning among people

and in cultures. It is also especially important for advertising profession-
als who seek insights into how target audiences may receive various ad and

b”anding campaigns.
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framing

The presentation and
communication of a messagein a
particular way that influences our
perception of it.

Tromp, in Optimistic Address, Asks Congress to End ‘Trivial Fights”

BREITBART NEWS DAILY: TRUMP'S
TRIUMPHANT ADDRESS

The New York Times and Breitbart News
quite differently frame their coverage of
President Donald Trump’s first address to
a Joint Session of Congress on February
28,2017, The Times, a mainstream news
source, describes the address in more
reserved tones, calling it “optimistic,”
adding that the president told the
members of Congress it is time to end
“trivial ights!” Meanwhile, Breitbart, a
conservative news source, describes
Trump's speech as “triumphant”

FRAMING

All forms of mass communication, including news, employ @ whi
works in much the same manner as signs in semiotics. It %m
that we classify, organize, and interpret things into certain schema, or frame..
m complex. We have to do this just to get through the day, it
we carefully considered and analyzed every message we received, we would Dever.
be able to leave the house in the morning. Instead, we take mental shortcuts with
much of what we encounter, letting some things go unexamined as we carry op,
with our lives. £
Frames act much like signs and symbols in semiotics: Once accepted, thcyl‘
appear natural and go largely unquestioned. They also shape our perceptions °f§%
people, places, issues, and events. Two words— “rights” versus “benefits”—provid
a simple example of framing, If an Iraq War veteran is lobbying the governmen
to obtain better health care and services for injuries, demanding veterans’ rights .
has a different connotation than asking for veterans’ benefits. The term “benefits" )
suggests something extra, a privilege perhaps not available to other people and i
therefore unequal or unfair. Arguing for veterans’ rights, on the other hand, sug-¢
gests something fundamental that is being withheld.
Framing may sound simply like spin, but it is not. We all frame our world, andé%;

good communicators know how to frame debates in ways that favor their views and ;

disadvantage those of opponents. A persuasive communica-
tor who wins the framing battle also likely wins that particu-
lar debate. Pollster and political communications consultant

Through framing, the media tell us how to think about an issue

or topic. For example, one news outlet might frame a story
about funding for Planned Parenthood as a matter of women's
reproductive rights, while another might frame it in the context of

abortion.

Frank Luntz helps conservative politicians reframe words to *
persuade others. See Table 2-1 for examples.

Similarly, George Lakoff, UC Berkeley professor of &
linguistics and cognitive science, discusses liberal fram-
ing, often chastising Democrats for failing to employ per-&
suasive depictions of controversial issues such as health &
care. See Table 2-2 for examples of liberal reframing. Note &
how some of these have successfully become the dominant? |
term for the issue, just as some terms have for conserva- §
tive frames,

Framing is of great consequence in today’s world because £
of the ubiquity of mass-communication media. It is easy t0
see how this media coverage can shape our perceptions off:

21 Reframing Political Issues for Conservatives

Tax cuts g
Tax relief

INhertance tax Death tax %

Undocumented workers/aliens lNlegal immigrants

Driling for oil

Exploring for energy

Source: Frank Luntz, Words That Work: It’s Not What You Say, It's What People Hear




e 22 Reframing Political Issues for Liberals

Tax subsidies

Corporate welfare (Ralph Nader)

¢
"§ Gay marriage Same-sex marriage

Tax increases for the wealthy Paying a fair share

g Abortion debate Pro-choice or women's rights

e
e
the world, especially when “framed” conversations are intensified by the a;n echo effect
, a phenomeno : :
effec} P on that occurs vyhen pe‘opl'e surround themselves with onh.ne A phenomenon that occurs when
voices that echo their own, reinforcing their views and the belief that those opin- people surround themselves with

ions are in the majority when, in fact, they may not be. But, as we will see, con-  online voices that echo their own,
cerns about media effects are not new. reinforcing their views and the

belief that those opinions are in the
majority when, in fact, they may

Early Concerns of Media Effects notbe

Over the last century, public concern has arisen about the possible effects of each
new medium of mass communication as it has emerged. Questions have been
asked about each medium’s impact on culture, political processes, children’s values
and behaviors, and the like. In the 1920s, much of the public became worried about
the depiction of sex, violence, and lawlessness in film. In recent years, questions
have proliferated about how the Internet and video games may influence us, even
perhaps altering how we think.

Such anxieties have a long history. In the 1800s, critics warned that newspa-
Pers caused juvenile crime. Moralists believed that the flow of sensational news
stories about crime and vice would lead people to imitate such immoral behay-
lor. In 1888, Punch magazine attributed Jack the Ripper’s crimes committed in
Whitechapel, a rough inner-city district of London, to “highly coloured pictorial

‘advertisements.” v}}

Alarm about the effects of media on children has even deeper roots. We N7
know that in ancient Greece, philosophers Socrates and Plato worried about Qb“’" \)58»
;the influence of literacy on children. Plato was especially apprehensive about

. \
-the morally corrupting resonance of poetry, particularly allegorical tales such as \(}:5’ v}g@‘
omer’s Battles of the Gods, which he sought to ban.5 In 360 scE, Plato offered R e
i this reasoning:

Children cannot distinguish between what is allegory and what isn’t, and opinions
formed at that age are usually difficult to eradicate or change; it is therefore of the
utmost importance that the first stories they hear shall aim at producing the right
moral effect,

HE REPUBLIC

It is hard today to appreciate the profound effect writing once had on society.
: No longer was a good memory prized as it was in a nonliterate oral culture, be-
 cause memorization was not needed to store information. The form of storytelling

-changed with writing because repetitive phrases were no longer needed as memory
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Ev:n without knowing the language, we can often recognize
what kind of foreign newspaper we are viewing simply from
the lool( of the publication. CRITICAL THINKING QUESTION:
Whatmmu visual aspects of the newspaper help us identify its type-d
\ cation and its type of target audience?

storytellers, a
hat had been spoken.

Media Grammar

First, a critical co

, the underlying rules, structures, an
ents itself and is used and understood by
communication presents its messages unique
widespread use or exposure,
media grammar affects our perception

adences of what was written dif:

nd the rhythm and ¢

s could lose control of their words in written form. Some-

n’s words and twist their meaning, with no chance for an
perhaps any response at all. In fact, th.e author of .:,1 work
who might read it or when. Greek chllclren sneaking off
d in secret may seem comical; but 1n a fundamental

from kids today sneaking into an R-rated movie in the
g the parental controls on the cable TV service

late to its particular media gram-

gasanew medium re
ment of media literacy.

al to the develop

nsumer of media messages must understand(media g;am-
d patterns by which a medium pres-
the audience. Each medium of mass
ly. With media familiar through

we do not often think about the extent to which
s—what we see and how we see it. In

many respects, it becomes background in much the same
way that semiotic signs become natural to us. Nevertheless,
media grammar can have profound implications for our un-
derstanding of media content. We become more aware of it
when we encounter a new medium whose rules we do not
yet know.
baSiie;fe,t }vl:r?itliczzlfalarieﬂy at the main' forms or' media, the
: grammar, and their potential effects on
our perceptions and expectations.

PRINT MEDIA

Print mfedia, partly due to their long history compared to other
gcp;zdo m;ss communication, have developed a very sophis-

ed media grammar. Everything about a printed book—i
5?};;1@1 dimensions, the artwork on its jacket, the size :r(l)d ;:;lt:
of net at?:sefeixz::lwhether it is hardcover or paperback, whether
it bE er 1:es or ;ot—conveys important messages to the
several aspeZts ofe ii):di:};i:r;t;?rcg:\t'em‘ ‘lVithin 2 book itse

; ' e evolved ove
igzgglgebzt:v:f: words to aid reading comprehensiorf itsh:ny::;;
oxa Char,)ter head[.;age numbering, tables of contents, indexes
P actualrllgst. NLany of these conventions we now také;
for gratied a5 y took years to become widely adopted and

in books, Frea 5

Newspapers have thei

have also evolved over tir;eor:dt:,lrl):ts coofnr:i:lxi: tg;acrl;lmat t}ll\at
ange. An
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o ) B9 actualities
P Organize mformatlon so that readers can quickly
b

ey also create parameters for what types  Edited audio clips from interviews
of stories to expect. Sections also help d

» agazines are often divided into subject-related
sections within their topic areas.

Given that the
dreds of

electroni

grammar for print media developed over hun-
years, we have adapted surprisingly quickly to the rise of
¢ media, especially audio and, later, video.

RADIO AND RECORDED MUSIC

Radio and recorded music have their own grammar, one based
only on sound, Radio uses a combination of audio techniques to
achieve different ends. These include volume changes, multiple
audio tracks, actualities (i.e., edited audio clips from inter-
Views with people), sound effects, and voice-overs, all of which

€an be used to convey information, capture attention, or evoke
3mood or scene,

Recorded muysic typically conforms to particular stylistic

Ventions, especially regarding length (less than five minuFes
2 song) and music format, Popular music genres, such as hip-

P, rock, and country, have certain rhythms, lyrical styles, a‘nd
Sounds that make them clearly distinguishable. This 1'mder.1y1ng
Mmedia grammar of specific categories or genres makes it e'aSIer to
Market angd promote artists. Once again, we see how media gram-
Mar can interact with the economic interests of the media. Radio
Stationg brand themselves by the genres they generally play,

making it easier for audiences to pick stations that play music
theY like.

on

_ ) with people.
ne where certain advertisers prefer to

W voice-over

i v moresothan e s o
and feature iti ith i 2 - : :

’ more 1 often with just one or two ar Place, either on radio or during

often takes up a full page, and

something is an ad rather than

television scene.

Rush Limbaugh is a Conservative commentator, considered
the father of today’s politically oriented talk show format.
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Still, putting music into genres such as this has its drawbacks. Someone with a
sound or style that does not readily conform to a well-established genre may find
it harder to get airplay because radio stations are reluct:.ant to play something that
does not fit nicely into their established formats. An artist may also find it difficult
to get a recording contract in the first place, for a recording label will not want to
sign someone it believes radios will not want to promote.

Even the apparently chaotic talk radio has a well-defined media grammar. It
is one of the few traditional mass-communication formats to include frequent in-
teraction between media producers or hosts and the audience. Despite its highly
interactive nature, however, those who call in are obviously in a subordinate posi-
tion, as they do not control how long they speak and can even be disconnected at
any time.

Although radio developed years before television became a mass medium,
and some of the earliest television shows were taken directly from popular radio
programs, media producers and audiences had already developed a fairly complex
visual grammar, thanks in large part to the popularity of movies.

FILM AND TELEVISION

Film and television have much shorter histories than print, but they have devel-
oped an intricate media grammar based on editing, camera angles, lighting, move-
ment, and sound.

In the eatly history of film, for example, most movies were only a few min-
utes long and either simply recorded daily activities or essentially filmed short
stage plays. Filmmakers started producing more sophisticated story lines for
their short films and introduced a technique unique to film at the time—cross-
cut scenes. By crosscutting different scenes to simulate events happening si-
multaneously in two different locations (think of the classic scenes of a train

heading down the tracks and a woman tied to the tracks by the villain), filmmak-
ers were able to tell much more complex and dramatic
stories. Further, increasing the speed between crosscut
scenes increased dramatic tension.

With many more such tools at their disposal, today’s
filmmakers are able to convey a lot of information,
through visual or audio techniques. Think of how we re-
spond to background music and strong shadows in horror
movies, or how we understand a dream sequence or flash-
back, or how we visually distinguish good characters from
bad even before the plot or dialog has revealed their true
natures.

The media grammar of television fiction employs
many of the same techniques seen in movies, although
television production budgets are, of course, much

in what has been dubbed geek-chic TV, The Big Bang Theory, the most
popular comedy since Friends, follows the exploits of another group smaller than movie budgets. Consider th dia gram-
of friends, most of whom are nerdy scientists. This multi-cam sitcom mar of an average sitcom—it is 11 ehrne 28 t

- usually shot on a s€t

prompts mw}h'ul responses from its devoted and enormous TV audience ith h
with a prominent laugh track. CRITICALTHINKING QUESTION: With with perhaps fewer than half a dozen locations (almost

mm:‘udﬂtgﬂm'MMmdwﬂcm always indoors), and the actors come and go as if on 2
laugh track. Do you chuckie ss readily without the stage. The camera is usually stationary, although multiple

suditory cues?
camera angles are used; and punchlines are reinforced by



alaugh track, which in some sitcoms can be timed with almost clockwork preci-
sion (even if the line isn’t particularly funny).

Other types of television shows—such as game shows, soap operas, talk shows,
and news—have their own media grammars. Television news, especially, has bor-
rowed some elements of online media grammar—which had originally borrowed
heavily from television for graphical user interfaces such as windows and digital
video. Examples include multiple windows on the television screen showing differ-

ent kinds of information and scrolling news tickers across the bottom of the screen
giving updates.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: Consider the media grammar of a popular film, focusing espe-
cially on how camera angles give the audience cues as to what to think and feel about the
characters. Identify as many different camera techniques and their possible meanings as
you can and compare with other students’ interpretations.

DIGITAL-MEDIA GRAMMAR

We may be thoroughly familiar and comfortable with the Internet and social media,
but many people throughout the world have limited or no contact with the online
realm, whose grammar is still developing. The web of 2004 bears little resemblance
to the web today, and the web will look even more different ten years from now.
Even with constant changes in the web, certain elements of media grammar
have been established. Hypertext, for example, is generally either underlined or
otherwise set apart typographically or graphically from nonlinked text. More and
more web designers are following an unwritten rule to include a website logo in the

8% laugh track

A television sitcom device that
generates prerecorded laughter
timed to coincide with punchlin
of jokes.

#% hypertext

Text online linked by HTML coding
to another web page or website or

upper-left corner of the screen linked to the website’s home page. Icons in the form  toa different part of the same web
of buttons, badges, and other symbols create a visual, page.

interactive language that lets us interact easily with
the content and inform others on our social networks
what we are reading or doing. Other examples include
more or less standardized icons for functions such as
Printing, opening a document, playing a video, email-
ing a document, and zooming in or out. .
The media grammar of digital media evolves with

oD =

. us WAVC
.o . i othin RECO!
OUr communication devices. Today, we th.mk n 8 o | )
of swiping across the screen on our mobile phone to e
Move to a new window or pinching the screen to zoom e
out. These kinds of touch-screen interfaces, in turn, s
affect the design and features of websites, further P
. Yahay Orgaas
changing the look and feel of the web. =

The digital media grammar has adopted freely
from traditional media forms that it has absorbed, but

Linked 3. '

Connect, share ideas, and d
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it hag also continued to innovate and create new ways Many websites share certain conventions that users have come to expect,
for . } ia P mple, the such as a link in the upper-left corner back to the home page. Of increasing
u . For example, .
sh; S to interact with the media . ith a mouse Importance as well is the grammar of various mobile and social networking
ift from a point-and-click interaction wi media. The compactness of a 140-word tweet, the visual dynamics of a

to touch-screen swipes and “pinches” to manipulate ten cecond video on Snapchat, or the social capital of liking someone or
- the content helps make us aware that there is nothlng something on Facebook all shape our perceptions of reality.
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inciple applies to how th
how we use media today. The same prxnc,ltphas?\)/olved even th
natura] about ho t media S}’Stem Operates an.d l:low ld te out’side fi
lution of our currer; dded in that system that it is hard to step of jt
we are often so embe
examine it critically.

Implications of Commercial Media

i nd democratic societies with a free press, ecox-wmic factors and ¢
Even in op_er,1 a ften influence what is and is not covered in the news_ and wh
PRERLE decxslon_s 2nent is created for the general public. Rarely do typical med
klzfu?;eiztf}:its;cnof the commercial factors that shape the content they see ever
co

O VEDIA PIONEERS

Marshall McLuhan

International cultural icon and provocative media prophet serious attempt to
Marshall McLuhan is known today less for a prolific body answer such a question
of writing than for a couple of prescient precepts so oft re- in alengthy interview
peated they now border on the cliché. Yet the scholar who with McLuhan at home
coined aphorisms as familiar as “the global village”and “the in the Toronto suburbs
medium is the message”leaves a colorful pioneering legacy where he lived with his
as a public intellectual few academics can claim, wife and several chil-
“Academic” was nonetheless a profession the twenty- dren. Woody Allen, in
year-old undergraduate expressly rejected in 1930s Western his 1977 tour de force
Canada. As Terence Gordon explains, “He was learning in spite Annie Hall, even cast
of his professors (emphasis in original), but he would become MclLuhan as himselfin 3
a professor of English jn Spite of himself"” After receiving a cameo scene satirizing
BA from the University of Manitoba, McLuhan went on to a pedantic and pretentious media professor,
Campridge University, where he finished another BA (1 936), McLuhan, however, was not simply famous for being
;Zi:/rvei: gt: T;;o:zj(l ;2 ; :01\:1:; s1 :]3;) :,:d aPhD (1942). famous. A rare visionar.y, he foresaw in the sixties, long before
youth, McLuhan the Internet, a globa) village created by the movement from
became a devout Roman Catholic (a conversion his Baptist print to electronic media. And one of his most significant and
e e e e e orta
S o Torong, oo Collegeatthe U o e e ecive ider how e e perictal onten
. consider how t i
tens\?lc;;rs‘ Z?:;;:c(‘;':é:;a'es e pgerstanding Media e e complex effects of the medium~anoet;::rr 'rrr]rs:e';s:;:?rl: jt:er;f—
Mainstream recognitioza::geu‘j:;?);Cuur:::::eeczad?:;eaddfe gre?\JOf h efect our iy
American academic During the cultural revolution zrf:hezrli- no eime of of e e s ariesting pro-

ated claims that unabashedly baffle, among other perceived

vised Fie' re on televlSlOll appealal 1Ces ar d aHEQEL'”y ir ISDHEd ”aVVS. W CLU' 1an, ct ar acter lz" 'g t s acade”NC Ir )qU” les as

Ti@’s buzz phrase “turn on, tune in, drop oyt e "Whatcha
doin; Marshalj McLuhan?~ was a recurring line on Laugh-in professj
2 popular Ty Comedy of the €ra. In 1969, Playboy Mmade a to und ;

. er : i




CHAPTER 2 >> MEDIA LITERACY IN THE DIGITAL AGE

day, forces that affect everything from what types of entertainment shows are pro-
uced to what kind of news is reported.

These activities happen at the local, national, and international levels. At the
)ocal level, reducing the number of reporters at a news organization to save money \ocA
¢an result in a noticeable drop in local coverage, such as coverage of area schools.
[The newspaper company may save money, but the public is poorer for the lessened
overage of local issues. A company that advertises heavily in a local newspaper
may gain undue influence in the paper’s decision as to whether to publish articles a.0* N
critical of it by threatening to withdraw its advertising. Or a newspaper publisher (com @ Aed
with other business interests in tourism or real estate, for example, may influence Y RO
coverage by discouraging or even forbidding reports on certain crimes that may
hurt these commercial ventures,

: Such manipulation of content is not confined to small-town media outlets.
Jn 1998, HarperCollins, a subsidiary of Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation,
‘cancelled abook by Chris Patten, former British governor of Hong Kong. East and

est was reportedly highly critical of China’s policies, and Murdoch at the time m\xfcmdv\

.was courting China to accept Murdoch’s Star TV satellite and cable programs. V—“"M
Similarly, a few years prior, he removed the BBC from Star TV when Chinese
'leaders expressed displeasure at the BBC'’s reports on the killings in Tianan-
men Square in June 1989. More recently, accusations swirled about Murdoch'’s
ndue influence on the 2013 elections in his native Australia, where he controls
0 percent of the capital city news circulation. The publishing mogul was alleg-
edly using his newspaper headlines and even front pages to promote his candi-
date and party of choice.!?
- These incidents are not meant to illustrate that Rupert Murdoch is particularly
greedy or selfish; similar stories of corporate decisions influencing what we see or
do not see can be told about all of the major media corporations and will be covered
i:n more detail throughout the book, especially Chapter 11 on media ethics.

S

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: Would you be willing to pay an annual television licensing
fee if television networks and cable companies promised to show fewer commerci.als? If
50, how much would you be willing to pay? Would you pay more to see no commercials?

COMMERCIAL-MEDIA DEBATE

Media scholar Robert McChesney has written several books t.hat.reveal how cor-
Porate media have adversely affected the quality of communications content w.e
Teceive and how media companies have lobbied the government to further their
©wn corporate interests at the expense of the public interest. He .cl-alms that to-
Bay's corporate med%iants actually harm our democracy and political processes

a number of ways§{These range from poor news coverage that does not challenge
” mes to media companies’ own business invest-

dulls our senses and incessant advertising that
merism—although, as we discuss later,
vertising to existg:)\
] nature of mass communications un-
regardless of political ideology, that

e status quo (especially when it co
ents) to banal entertainment that
Implies happiness is found through consu
Most media outlets depend on that very ad_
. According to McChesney, the commercia
derlies all mass media. And all would agree,




Media scholar Robert McChesney founded Fr
the power of corporate media giants,

;|
it takes money to run a media orgamza'}
tion. The question becomes one of whmf

the money comes from—the Commerg i
marketplace or public sources. of fung; |
Arguably, media companies are busx. .»
nesses just like any other; and 5 businesx;l
that fails to turn a profit will faj] tody |
right by its private owners or Shafehold{:i ,(
ers if it is publicly traded. In recent h,s‘,
tory, media businesses have been amony
the most profitable of any industr

annual profit margins typically around.
20 percent.

]

On the other hand, critics of our cor%;
porate media system argue that medn
companies are not like other comjames,;%
that their “products”—the signs and'

symbols that shape our cultur
of the world through the news and en

ee Press to promote media reform and to weaken

Panies to produce quali
ney Company,
ed media comp
quality entertainment pro

corded music, and televis
sports channe] op televisi

read. The Dis
publicly own

)
ducts, including award—winning motion pictures, re<
lon (it owns th

e ABC television network and ESPN, th %‘ ;
on).

ritics claim, however, that financia]
pecially publicly tradeq

Pressures can lead media companies, es‘% '
€OMpanies, to focys op the short
as cutting costs o layin

term with decisions suChL.é

Critics also assert that consumers actually have fewer media
than we believe, thanks in large part to the cOncentration of media Oownership.

Discussion QUESTIONS: Imagine a media
government ryp. Wh

ystem that g entirely Publicly funded and
atproblems might arise With suc
ming be differenty

ha System, and how might program-
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| INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES
Mobile Telephony in the Developing World

Despite the prevalence of the Internet and personal
computers in the United States and other industrialized
countries in Europe, South America, and the Asia-Pacific
region, an even stronger competitor to the Internet and
PC has emerged in the developing world—the mobile
phone.
Mobile telephony can hold several advantages over
the Internet in many developing countries. First, poor
telecommunications infrastructures in these countries
often make landline calls expensive and sporadic atbest
for those who have phones. Without adequate phone
lines, let alone consistent electric powet, it is nearly im-

Mobile telephones provide an easy and relatively
cheap way to communicate, and text messaging allows
further mass coordination so that the phone becomes
part of a larger, ad hoc, mass-communication system.
They also foster a sense of community among phone
users. In Nigeria, for example, women generally run the
various stalls in the urban market, coordinating prices
with sellers in different locations by mobile phone.
What's more, recognizing their common interests and
grievances, these sellers joined together to try to allevi-
ate some of the greater problems they faced.

Kenya's M-Pesa, a mobile payment system, has

possible to depend on a PC or regular Internet service.

become the primary source of remittances by Kenyans
Many of these countries do not have cable television

in the city to relatives in the countryside. So popular
is M-Pesa that its transactions comprise 31 percent of
Kenya's gross domestic product (GDP)."" M-Pesa was
launched by mobile telecommunications company Sa-
faricom, which has nineteen million customers in Kenya,
fifteen million of whom use M-Pesa.

Africa’s vast number of mobile phone users, esti-
mated at seven hundred million, or 70 percent of the Af-
rican population, and the lack of bank access for many,
means that mobile phone payments are a promising
growth area.? It shows how technology and economics
converge to help developing countries leapfrog rich in-
dustrialized countries in some areas.

As low-cost smartphones expand their reach in the
developing world, and as companies such as Google
begin to deliver free, high-speed, wireless Internet ser-
vice through its " using aerial balloons,
mobile Internet becomes another compelling advan-
tage to mobile media.

wires, relying instead on satellite transmission of cable
content, when allowed by the governments. In countries
such as Malaysia, for example, owning a satellite dish is
acrime.

asic reason behind a fundamental trend in media over the past half-century. Suc-
essful media enterprises have acquired, either through purchase or merger, other
Media enterprises and have thereby grown in size and scope. Newspaper companies
have bought other newspaper companies; radio-station groups have bought other
fadio-station groups. Cross-

Prises, sometimes extending internationally as Wel_l' TL‘?;ESUIF is a media System
that is increasingly 1algwjlitf_aceted, and global in o'wnershll':a. ese companies
ompete with other large media enterprises and across 1nter11atl9nal borders. '
Some critics have argued that despite the possible economies .of scale,.me.dla
onglomerates and media monopolies (i.e., when only one media organization

erves the public or community) havea significant downside. Greater concentration




News Corporation

/\/e,w-s 00/112/

despite News Corporation’s splitinto
two separate companies in 2013, one
focusing on entertainment and the
other on publishing, both are still
independently in the top tier of media
conglomerates based on company

value.

%ji__'f*dla oligopoly

A marketplace in which media
ownership and diversity are
severely umited and the actions of
any single media group affect its
COmpPeutors substantially, inciudi
determining the content and' M
price of media products for both
consumers and advertisers,

results in less diversity g
€55 diversity o«

of ownership, or fewer owners owning more media,
n-mainstream views—,

media voices and the possible silencing of minority and no
disservice to the public.

In his book New Media Monopoly, Ben H. Bagdikian, one of the most vocal erjs.
ics of concentrated media ownership, presents evidence that during the 1990s, ,

small number of the country’s largest corporations purchased Tnore public cop.
fore. In 1983, the biggest media merger to date

he Gannett Company, the newspaper chain that

bought Combined Communications Corporation, whose assets included billboards,
newspapers, and broadcast stations. In 1996, Disney’s acquisition of Capital Cities/
ABC cost $19 billion. In 2001, AOL’s acquisition of Time Warner dwarfed even this

deal at $160 billion.

Although we have not seen
tions typically continue to occu
vider Comcast’s acquisition of NBCUniversal from parent ¢
for $30 billion in 2009 and completed in 2013; Google’s
October 2006 for $1.6 billion; and the McClatchy newspaper ¢
thirty-two Knight-Ridder newspapers in March 2006 for $4.5 billion. 3

These large companies, Bagdikian contends, have built a communications
cartel within the United States, a group of independent businesses that collaborate
to regulate production, pricing, and marketing of goods. This cartel controls induss
trial products such as gasoline, refrigerators, or clothing. But also at stake are the
symbols—the words and images—that define and shape the cu]tuﬁzirligglit_igﬂr;}
agenda of the country. In other words, a cable provider such as Comcast, which mg

many markets is the sole provider, now also controls the content from its NBCUni‘f%
versal media properties. Bagdikian writes, 4

munications power than ever be
was a $340 million deal involving t

deals of this size in the 2000s and 2010s, acquisie
¢ in the billions of dollars. These include cable pro-
ompany General Electri¢
purchase of YouTube in
hain purchase of

4

Axdec.i by hthe digital revolution and the acquisition of subsidiaries that operate at evé 2
istip 1;}11 t he mass communications process, from the creation of content to its de]i"efﬁl
nto the home, the communications cartel has exercised stunning influence over nast |

& |

tion islati . ;
ho a%) legxslatxo'n and government agencies, an influence whose scope and power would: |
ave been considered scandalous or illegal twenty years ago s

Bagdiki & |

S tate:i—i ;k:}:lm fu;ther_ notes that 99 percent of the daily newspapers in the United, |

syste - da-le m their cities. Similarly, all but a few of the nation’s cable.
ti};nsr::eare r:o;mpo-hes in their cities. Most of the country’s commercial radio sti'-‘

news toclljtarhi; }I:;;lo;‘;l ;Wership groups, and just a half-dozen formats (e-g- b {

S » hip-hop, adult contemporar i : . LA
ming. The major commercial televfsion ):1;132)&81; eas}éllsi:enlng) define prograﬂmﬁf

. rKs and t 1 1 [ .'

rogram eir local affiliates €277 §

programs of essentially the same type all across the country. Look:d atlafrf)m thits &

perspective, the media do not off :

’ offer the diversity i

e In content t

ven as the number of TV or radio channels increase hat one would &XP

nonmedia business interests or contain i V:; parﬁt of a larger company comprist .,
n their financial portfolio signi ov%
io significant“" % &

media commercial

properties and i

or Invest i B
channels of distribution. Note thai ’:;l:ts. They include a wide range of m€” &

e :
chnology companies and th hree of the nine started as computé’
at Google didn ¥

't even exist until late 1998.
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Each of these nine companies is responsible for much of what we see, hear,

r read in traditional media or interact with on the web. Of course, these a,re not

he only media companies in the world: McChesney identifies a “second tier”

of about fifty large media companies operating at the national or international
evel, each doing more than $1 billion of business a year. Any of these second-tier

Concentration of media ownership grew even more intense in 2016 with a
series of major media mergers and acquisitions across the United States and world-
wide. Among the notable acquisitions are Microsoft’s $28 billion acquisition of the
‘'social network LinkedIn and the Gannett Company'’s acquisition of the previously

amily-owned Record newspaper of Bergen County, New Jersey, and other news
roperties.

Becoming literate about the concentration of media ownership and consolida-
tion of media companies into ever-larger companies does not entail simply learning
the inside scoop on who owns what. As Bagdikian, McChesney, and other scholars
have indicated, the power that these media wield has serious political, societal, and
cultural repercussions. If much of the media we consume comes from a handful of
large conglomerates, it raises questions about the role that media bias, how infor-
mation may be skewed toward a particular viewpoint, might play in forming our
views of politics, society, and culture.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: Consider your level of media diversity by listing the types of
shows you watch, material you read, and music you listen to. Trace three different media in
this list back to their corporate parents. Classify your tastes into genres, and compare with
someone else to assess the diversity of your media consumption.

edia Bias

Both the left and the right claim that the media, especﬁally the news, are biased
%gainst them: and both sides can cite various examples in 'the n-nedla, in scholaqy
3 tudies, and in popular books that supposedly prove thelr. points. If the m.ed}lla
ake neither side happy, then they must be doing somet.hmg right, s}c:me mig a;
ay. Still, this rather glib response to an apparent paradox circumvents the very re
sue of media bias and how to recognize it. o
Profesescii;i\:l ejlcs)uxrnalism has a strong culture of Wilat used to be c.all:ldob)ec-
tivity” but is now referred to as “fairness and balance,” or tbe profess.lon uty to
‘Xover an issue so that all sides are presented accurately and justly. This also means

that professional news reporting should not reveal a jogrnaliSt's personal' views. .
ﬁ? We tend to think of the news as objective—a belief supported by its media
g

: les, lighting,
grammar, particularly the camera angles, : )
’ erceptions. The “ob-

and interviewer, sound, and intercut scenes that all affect our percep ~

) iy : iews treats the viewer as an observer.
ec . .o jon news interviews tIf -
ISctive point of view” in televisio!

Ypically, the camera is kept still, with shots over the shoulder of tﬁe'féﬁfh'a.list
terviez:,ing a subject. Prior to the interview, the journalist instructs the Ssbject
Mever to look directly into the camera, a privilege reserved for the news anchor or

media bias

A real or perceived viewpoint
held by journalists and news
organizations that slants news
coverage unfairly, contrary to
professional journalism'’s stated
goals of balanced coverage and
objectivity.

=5

C (*H'\m

distance between the subject R
™ WO“SOS"‘K




Daytime TV shows such as The Talk can sometimes bring formerly taboo or controversial social
subjects to the public’s attention.

field reporter, who often summarizes or concludes her report in this manner that é
establishes eye contact with the audience. This grammar encourages the viewer to |
see significant differences between subject and reporter—specifically, the latter's f«




_ideologies. Eric Alterman, author of What Liberal Media? The Truth Ab ‘
- the News', argues thaF the constant refrain from conservative comm e D e
x t}.xe media’s liberal bias has made many media outlets present mor(:ematorS ab(?Ut
views t.han they wquld have otherwise, When representatives of the CO’;?:—T r"i” ;“;e
re enlisted to provide an Opposing perspective, they are often much 50 er b El:t
center than some equally qualified experts who may be more liberal 2 shifting
 the debate to the political right. eral thus shifting
| M‘?dla scholars also cite many examples of pro-business and pro-government
;bl':ls, in news coverage, regardless of the political party in office Somegwer hi ;’1’
.':ntlc:.;l of the complacency of news organizations during Georg;a W. Bush'seadlg' d
stration as Republican leaders made their case to invade Iraq w};ich tumedn:)llr;
to ha'."e: neither weapons of mass destruction, as the administ;ation claimed, nor
g2 role in the‘ Al Qaeda attacks on September 11. They also point to coverage o’f the
i financial crisis in 2008 that left fundamental issues leading to the crisis largel
- unquestioned. If media organizations truly had a liberal bias they say, then tferz
- would have been greater critical reporting on such events ;nd more, discussion
about reforms, rather than the considerable parroting of political and corporate
elites that took place with few proposals for systemic changes.

R

§ e:":. ETHICS IN MEDIA

When Media Report Rape Allegations

Mainstream news media report on a wide range of violent
crime. But one type gives journalists particular difficulty: re-
porting on violence against women, especially sexual assault
and rape. lllustrative is a 2016 case involving the early release
from prison of a man convicted of the sexual assault of an un-
conscious woman.

After serving just half of his six-month sentence, con-
victed sex offender Brock Turner was released from prison. The
case had generated news head lines nationally and internation-
ally for a number of reasons, including the short sentence he
received for the horrific crime, and for his status as a student
athlete at a highly respected and major U.S, university. Asthe
Intercept noted, a broad spectrum of mainstream U.S. and inter-
national news media received heated criticlsm for their stories
about Turner’s release. Leading news sources, including the As-

and USA Today, referre " d
“Stanford swimmer.” “TIME," the Intercept reported, ‘referred to

Turner as a swimmer and didn’t note that he had committed
e magazine

a sexual assault untll the third line of the story. Th a
called him a ‘former Stanford student and star swimmer.

The Turner case came at a time of intense national
debate about not only sexual assault on college campuses

some-
but also how media report on the matter. Coverage
victim’s allegations,

nature of the crime (e.g.,
“convicted sex offender”).

CRITICALTHINKING QUESTIONS: Conduct a Google search.on the
toplc of sexual assault or rape and Brock Turner. Read the report of
wrated, TIVE the Independent, which examines the complexities of the case and
sociated Press, the BBC, CNN, MSNBC, Sports lustrated, " how1o accurately report it. Do news reports about sexual assault

d to Turner in their lead sentences asa - pefore the conclusion of a trial unfairly damage the reputation of the

victims by questioning thalr veracity? Or do they unfairly harm the
reputation of the accused? Should the media repart on allegations
that the legal system has not fully vetted?

and often frames the perpetrator in ways that downplay the
“Stanford swimmer” rather than

times casts doubt on the veracity of the
; e i




. . Entertainment
ly in news stories, however e \ med',a
Media bias occurs not ony stereotypes and demonizing certain be},&g
: tin .
lay an important role in propagél1 gn d activities too. Popular daytime talk g},

?ors They can also normalize peope 2 ging from transgender children to dom,
. o subjects, ran . table, whi o
featusing formee’y tabl?e discLssion of such issues more acceé)ramas thuChbcan R
violence, can : EIP ml:jects appearing on television sh(;)ws or s S ecol%ij

turn lead to these su ' ular culture landscape.
ing even further embedded in 0;11’ p:sole in propagating certain stereotypes or y
Siunilaly, advert.ing CanhP }?}Iuas drawn criticism from some groups. In 2013;%
promoting cultural norms, .wt ic acial couple with their child generated thousands.'j
: i Y e
a Cheerios ad depicting é}n in erments il media from those who COl’lSldereQ
: om )
of complaints and negative ¢ d and a white wife offensive. Children, on the othey
the portrayal of a black husband an . " P

: ith the commercial when asked.
hand, saw nothing wrong wi vt 3
lj derstanding how media bias may affect our thinking and commonsense ase
n e o
1 1 . ext ;
sumptions about the world is an important aspect of media hte.r?cyl tli ; k" we wil
discuss how to develop media-literacy skills that improve our critical thin ing,

S

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: For one day,
pressing conservative political views, how

dealing with pop culture or ente
the world and news?

note how many social media posts you see ex-
many presenting liberal views, and how many
rtainment. How might the results influence your views of

Developing Critical Media-Literacy Skills

One assumption underlying criticisms of media bias and media effects is that the
public is large] i

AT8ely passive and accepts unquestioningly the mediga it consumes. How
ever, audience research hag shown that audiences can be

ing and using media, Media—literacy skills help ys
media consumerg and prody,

ceive and transmit,

Mative, byt the
new POsition oy

- Considey the
medi Source of

med Banizatjgp, known for
180t? If the Source is poy a

i ol Utit may also entertain an
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CONVERGENCE CULTURE

Evaluating Online Information

The Internet is full of hoaxes, cranks, scams, and cons. The
up-to-the-minute, 24/7 nature of news online and via social
media and its low-cost distribution make the Internet an
ideal place for misinformation to spread quickly because
facts cannot always be quickly verified. Exacerbating the
problem is the growing frequency of cyberattacks from
around the world. One such cyberattack occurred in Octo-
ber 2016 and caused the disruption of a wide array of online
media services including Twitter, Spotify, and Amazon.
Beyond retail, Amazon provides web hosting services to
many media enterprises, including Netflix, and the cyber-
attack disrupted users’ ability to access video and other
content. Numerous other digital media were affected as
well: Users experienced significant delays in accessing sites
such as CNN, the Guardian, Wired, HBO, and People. The U.S.
Department of Homeland Security is reportedly investigat-
ing but has yet to identify a party responsible for the global
denial-of-service attack. The rise of the Internet of things,
or the billions of devices from TV sets to refrigerators to
light bulbs connected to the Internet, is expected to make
the threat of cyberattack even more acute, as each device
gives cybercriminals another point of entry into a network
or vulnerability.'s

But perhaps even more pervasive are fake news sto-

ries meant to deceive or mislead. Such fake news can circu-
late widely and rapidly sometimes with little or no vetting
for truthfulness. The importance of not understanding the
grammar of social media and failing to recognize fake news
became a particularly hot topic of debate during the 2016
U.S. presidential campaign when social media platforms in-
cluding Facebook were flooded with fake news items such as
“Pope Endorses Trump” and shared by millions.

It is essential for the reader to employ critical thinking
skills and media literacy to discern whether a story is likely
false.In some cases, a fake story might be deliberately false, as
inpropaganda. In other cases, it might be satire and not meant
todeceive, Fake news often has improbably bold headlines or
is poorly written. In any case, the astute audience member will
check out story with another source and do her or his own fact
checking before sharing it with friends or family.

How do you know when you are being fed a line when
online?

* Check the “About Us” section of a website to get
background information on who runs it. Do the site’s

operators identify their mission, their principles,

and their sponsors, or do they seem evasive and
unclear?

Scan the sites they link to. Most websites link to others
who share their views or similar beliefs. Researchers
have found that users of social media often live in an
online echo chamber, being exposed to the same narra-
tive over and over."” This can lead people to repeatedly
see and hear the same points of view on a wide range
of issues and events, and thereby reinforce their beliefs,
even when those beliefs are belied by the facts. Those
living inside a media echo chamber rarely see the
diversity of viewpoints available in the wider world. As a
result, users can often fall prey to false news or conspir-
acy theories as everyone they are sharing information
with online seems to believe those same things.
Compare the information on the website with similar
stories on other websites, both from branded news
names and from smaller sites. If a well-known or
respected group has made an important and relevant
announcement, the organization’s website should post
that information as well.

Question the name of the organization that awns
the website. Lobbying groups and other organiza-
t’ﬁﬁ?t—r\ying to push a specific agenda will often adopt
names that mask their true goals or cast them in a eu-
phemistic light, or they will create front groups to hide
behind. SourceWatch, a project of the Center for Media
and Democracy, is one good website for learning more
about the names behind the organizations that appear
in the news.
Do notimmediately trust information that lacks a date
somewhere on the page. Information that may have

been accurate when first posted may well be out of date
when you visit the site,

Cwider information you read from discus-
Si_OEﬂ(il:lpS, c_l_w_at rooms, blogs, and tweets, even if the
person posting claims to be an expert on the subject.
Try to confirm the information with another source, and
examine the speaker’s academic or professional creden-
tials through a quick Google search. As the famous New
Yorker cartoon of a dog sitting at a computer talking

to another dog said, “On the Internet, nobody knows
you're a dog In the Internet age, that dog could be just
about anywhere or anyone in the world,
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examine the types of organizations the blogger links 1t{o for 1 sense of hig g

i i i other si
her likely political views. Most websites and blogs link to sites whoge |
views reflect their own.

3. Examine framing of media content. How might the choice of words‘
affect how media consumers perceive the inforx'natlon? How could.alter?na.,d
tive words possibly change the overall impression of what was V\(firlt;en. In
news stories, who is interviewed, who is treated as an ex;')er‘t andw at'or-
ganizations do they work for, and how are th.ey framed w1thniuc the; stories
Who is quoted earliest in the story, and who is quoted more often?

4. What stereotypes are presented? It takes practice to question ﬁt(; :
reotypes that appear so frequently they seem natural.' Onl;e way ;ioac. at
lenge your thinking about portrayals of other groups in the me dlsh o‘{_
consider what you would think if you or your group were portrayed t at s

way. Would you agree with that representation or stereotype? Would you §
be offended?

5. Question the media ecosystem. Identify and question stereotypes' as:
reflected in the media environment or community of channels both online
and off (i.e., the media ecosystem). Think about whom the ster.eotypes help
and whom they harm. Is a group or organization profiting in some way’
from promoting harmful stereotypes, and does the stereotyped group ;.
have the same access to media as the dominant group? If not, why not? §

What kind of media might the stereotyped group produce if it had equali ;
access to media production and distribution? 3

6. Make the media. Learning media production skills beyond writing is
invaluable for media literacy as well as for the job market, especial!y i
for communications professions. Reconstructing a commercial, a music
video, or even a news program from an alternative perspective is an ¢
excellent way to challenge your assumptions about the presentation of 1
media and their messages. Thinking about the entrepreneurial possibili- §
ties is valuable as well. With the media business in a state of disruption
driven by technological, economic, and cultural shifts, innovation is ur-

gently needed, and some of the best ideas have come from journalism and g
media students.

Careers in the media are in transition
According to Alissa Quart, senior edit
new media career paths is in the are
ute to media literacy by researching

as jobs evolve and new occupations emerge. @
or at the Atavist, one of the most important
a of social justice, These journalists contrib<

and writing on the often complex topics of
criminal justice, income inequality,

and race, gender, and class, Reporting on these
sensitive matters requires both a good sense of societal concerns and strong cri



edia literacy is not a goal to reach but an ongoing process; skills can always be
‘improved to become a better mass-media consumer, user, and participant. Media
literacy involves thinking critically about the media and questioning how different
‘media organizations may be biased in of their selection of stories, their coverage of
tories, and even their choice of whom to quote in interviews or invite to speak in
panel discussions.

Entertainment media also have biases and can propagate ethnic and gender
tereotypes. We may be unaware of the commercial forces that shape the content,
argely because we see the end product and not the processes behind the scenes
that created the media product.

Consider how commercial forces may not always have the best interests of the
public at heart, even when media companies claim they are serving the public or
simply giving people what they want. Digital and social media present both an op-
portunity and a threat for the media and communication industries.

. Longstanding corporations, institutions, and entire industries are being turned
upside down by the digital revolution. Businesses built on analog technologies of
roduction and distribution are trying to figure out how to adapt in the digital
ge. New efficiencies of creating and delivering content in a digital, networked en-
ironment are emerging throughout the world. Long-held, highly profitable busi-

ess models based on analog technology are less viable in a digital marketplace.

Changes in our media environment also create a greater need for media literacy,

specially in the digital realm.

The problem of dealing with the enormous amounts of information available
oud information overload, affects everything from government agencies being
able to act rapi i igence they have gathered to workers being able to share
elevant knowledge within companies. . ,

Some say information overload has also affected the quality of.stu.dents w?rk
‘and even their basic understanding of how to research and synthesize information
o create new ideas. Some college students submit research papers that are sir.nply
‘cut-and-paste pastiches of material taken from different websue‘s—-sometlr'ne-s

ithout even changing original font styles. Even students Wl’.lO rea‘hze t}'}at this is
ot actually the correct way to write a paper can have a hard time discerning trust-

orthy sources of information on the web. : . - )
Some people claim that the constant interruptions typically seen in the work-
Place have hampered productivity and creativity, with tasks taking longer to com-
plete than in the past and workers feeling less able to concentrate for the extended

i i il is a major culprit in informa-
eriods kle complex problems. Emai '
o pir i g dia has no doubt contributed to today’s fre-

Quent interruptions.
Nevertheless, the new di
Mmeans opening new markets formerly restr

§ . . lin
8raphic boundaries. It means new storytel « K- ) .
0 media. Whether these fresh opportunities will enhance media diversity remains

0 be seen. The continued concentration of media ownersh‘ip suggests that the big
edia companies threatened by the digital shift are starting to regain control of

€ media environment.
The rise of user-generated conten

gital world means new business opportunities. It
icted by political, economic, and geo-
g formats that bring true interactivity

t and social media directly challenges tradi-

information overload

The difficulties associated with
managing and making sense of
the vast amounts of information
available to us.



Critics contend that Apple deliberately
deleted songs from users' iPods if

they had been downloaded from
competitors’ services,

PART 1 33 THE CHANGING MEDIA LANDSCAP

i e ways the public is creating media, often on pq
ek e v sy o s oo i o i i
the notion that the publicis as h;ppy with its mainstream media content a5
ieve. :
cong‘zl\omerazesevgoil:iza(‘i’:slclcfvtzing, profits are not necessarily the end goal in ¢
sale osf spoar:kagedpmedia products such as I.:aestselling bf)oks. Seth Godin,' a not
author on Internet advertising and marketing, makes his books freely available 4
download on the Internet. What would appear to be the fast track to the Poorho
is Godin’s successful strategy to get his books in the }}ands of many l'nﬁ.uen :
people, including business leaders and conference organizers, who then invite
(and pay him well) to speak at events and conferences.. . .
Companies sustain their efforts to keep the public satiated w:1th
for) a never-ending stream of media content that maintains the prim
flow of content from media producer to audience. Scholars such a
doubt the Internet will become a transformational communicatio
that can improve democracy and better engage citizens.
not will depend largely on how media literate the public becomes and how well
develop our moral reasoning and ethical thinkin
want to live in, not just have to live in.

Medis

(and pay;
arily one- :
s McChesn

n technolog
Whether this occurs g

g to create the kind of society .
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) You may consider yourself media literate and tech-
nologically savvy because you have grown up sur-
rounded by traditional and digital media. But media
literacy entails much more than being able to tweet

| or recalling all the movies in which your favorite

\ actor has appeared. See what you know and what

\ you can find out to determine some of what media

| literacy involves.

| 1. Considera current popular movie that you

‘ have seen, Discuss some of its ethnic, religious,
! gender, or other stereotypes, and consider why
\ they appear. Do they have any consequences

\1 for the groups stereotyped?

Working in a small group, describe your favorite

genre of music (e.g., hip-hop, rock, country)

without using the name of the genre, the titles
of any songs, or the names of popular artists, Do
not hum or imitate the music style. See who can
figure out the genre first. Why do you think it
was so hard for you to explain without explicitly
naming the genre, the songs, or the artists?

\ What visual elements do you normally associate

with television news? Compare your list with
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TESTING YOUR MEDIA LITERACY

- Do you consider information from a blog

- Conduct an online search for the top ten

. Would you sign a petition in support of tort

e — T et e —

that of your classmates, and then discuss how
and why you think these visual elements came
to define the format called “news”

In what ways may an advertiser influence the
news, if at all?

or tweet or via a mobile device more or
less trustworthy than material found on an
organization’s website? Why do you think so?

How do you decide what information to trust
online?

movies of the past year, and note what genres
they fall into (e.9., action, thriller, romantic

comedy). Why do you think some genres seem
more popular than others?

reform that limits the amount people can sue
companies via frivolous lawsuits? What about
apetition against the Corporate Immunity
Act, which would prevent litigants from fully
recovering the damages inflicted on them by

corporate wrongdoing? What is the difference
between these two?




