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Table 3.1 Key Questions to Ask When Analyzing Media Messages

KEY QUESTIONS TO ASK WHEN ANALYZING MEDIA MESSAGES
fl

AUTHORSHIP

Who made this message?

PURPOSE

Why was this made?
Who is the target audience (and how do
you know)?

AUDIENCE&
AUTHORSHIP

ECONOMICS

Who paid for this?

IMPACT

Who might benefit from this message?

Ir

11

Who might be harmed by it?
Why might this message matter to me?
RESPONSE

What kinds of actions might I take in
response to this message?

CONTENT

What is this about (and what makes you
think that)?

,I

What ideas, values, information, and/ or
points of view are overt? Implied?

,:

What is left out of this message that might
be important to know?
MESSAGES&
MEANINGS

TECHNIQUES

What techniques are used?
Ii

Why were those techniques used?
How do they communicate the message?
INTERPRETATIONS

How might different people understand this
message differently?
What is my interpretation of this and what
do I learn about myself from my reaction or
interpretation?

CONTEXT

When was this made?
Where or how was it shared with the
public?
I

REPRESENTATIONS
&REALITY

CREDIBILITY

Is this fact, opinion, or something else?

II
Ii'

How credible is this (and what makes you
think that)?
What are the sources of the information,
ideas, or assertions?

Source: National Association for Media Literacy Education (NAMLE), Core Principles of Media Literacy Education in the United
States (2007), http://www.namle.net/ core-principles/.
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Authorship CP1.1a
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• Authorship questions are also especially i_mportant in an onli~e world where
anonymity is common. Even when there 1s no way _to deterrru~e exactly who
created an online message, asking about Authorship can remind students of
the array of possible answers. Rather than accepting anonymous postings at
face value, they will at least wonder why a person or group might want to
remain anonymous. An initial question about Authorship could lead to a
deep discussion about when it is ethical or unethical to share media messages
anonymously.

Purpose cPi.1c
• Questions about Purpose are often asked in conjunction with questions about
Authorship. To encourage critical thinking, we want students to understand
that human beings are complex and often act from multiple, even conflicting,
motives. So the goal of the question isn't to find a single answer but to
identify many possibilities and then use what students know about purpose
to judge credibility and value. At the same time, strong-sense critical thinking
would lead us to avoid using Purpose questions to deem material
automa?cally as being without merit (e.g., "Is this is trying to sell me
something? If so, I can dismiss everything it says without evaluating the
specific claims it makes."). CPt.3,4.12
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Economics
• Economics questions identify funders and help students make reasoned
arguments about whether or how sponsors' interests influence content.
• Deeper analysis requires students to look beyond individual media messages
to media structures. CP4.7 It would be impossible for students to understand
the media culture that they live in without understanding the role that
money plays in shaping the media they use. In the United States, it is
especially important for students to understand that by legislative design,
most media are privately owned, and as a result only a handful of
corporations control nearly all mass media.5 Corporations even own most of
the sites on which independent, user-generated content is shared. For
example, Facebook defines the parameters of your personal page (and can
gather data about you and sell it to others), and YouTube can decide to
respond to some complaints by removing content while ignoring others.
Media analysis is rarely complete without considering the economic issues
involved.

Impact
• Questions about benefits and harms are the essence of critical literacy.
They implicitly acknowledge that media have power, and these questions
provide a way to deepen the analysis so that students look at broad
cultural or societal concerns, especially in terms of inequities and social
injustice. crs
• Questions about Impact can make the difference between reading, viewing,
or hearing and analyzing. For example, it isn't enough to spot the use of a
stereotype; it is also important to think about the consequences of the
repetition of that stereotype, both on the targeted group and on the group
that is deemed the "norm" or is privileged as a result of the stereotype. That's
why it is important to ask about benefits or advantages as well as harms or
disadvantages.
• Asking "Why might this matter to me?" integrates the Reflection aspect of
media literacy into analysis and helps students connect the issues they study
to their own lives, a prerequisite for opening up the possibility that they
might act on what they learn. (See "Defining Media Literacy: A Set of
Capabilities" in Chapter 2.)
• This is the category that provides an entree into discussions of media
effects. Entering such discussions in the context of interrelated questions
helps educators avoid making blanket statements about media effects, thus
giving the false impression that research conclusions are undisputable
facts. It also encourages students to bring strong-sense critical thinking
skills to media-effects claims by examining the validity of methods, the
choice of issues, or the differences between news reporting on research and
the research itself. cr1.3
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Response
• This category of questions ties analysis to real-world action. Asking students
what they might do in response to what they have lea1:1~~ requires an
attentiveness to media that encourages ~ sense_ of responsib~hty and helps
students see that they have opportunities to influence ~heir world. That
vision, and the actions that flow from it, can be an exceptionally important
outlet for emotions raised by media analysis.
• As media analysis leads students to new insights, it can_ also challenge

established beliefs and raise feelings of anger or frustration as students
realize they have been mistaken or manipulated. Educators who ignore those
feelings risk having anger morph into cynicism or having frustration
overshadow students' sense that they have the power to act. By incorporating
Response questions into media analysis, teachers open the door to agency
and productive expression, which diffuse anger.

Content cPud
• At the most fundamental level, Content questions are about the Understanding
aspect of media literacy. Can students distinguish between different types of
media (e.g., an organization's website that includes selected news stories
versus a newspaper's website)? Do they understand the basic message(s) in
what they see, hear, and read?
• Content questions also address the Awareness aspect of media literacy by
revealing implied or covert messages. For example, nearly all third graders
can tell you that a TV commercial is trying to sell something. But without
practice in inquiry, they probably won't understand that the commercial may
also convey value messages about things like beauty, materialism, or success.
And they may not spot advertising that isn't in the form of a traditional
commercial (e.g., recognizing that a Ronald McDonald balloon in the Macy's
Thanksgiving Day parade is also an ad for McDonald's and that the entire
parade is an ad for Macy's).
• This category also provides teachers with an opportunity to customize
questions for particular subject areas. For example, "Where is this novel set,
and how do you know?" is a Content question, as is a question like "What did
the speaker mean when he said, 'Evolution is a theory'?"
• The Content category also includes questions about what is left out of messages
that is important to know. Sometimes this is about spotting attempts to mislead
(e.g., a major polluter circulates a video news release touting the company's new
"green" certified headquarters without disclosing that it has been repeatedly
fined for violating environmental protection laws).

• In other circumstances, Content questions address ,,agenda setting," that is,
who has the power to control _what gets reported (or omitted) and therefore
has the po~~r to select what 1s and isn't important enough to know about.
By detenrunin? what people do and.don't hear or talk about, agenda sette~s
make some things seem normal while marginalizing other things.6 For thiS
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purpose, the Content question is extended beyond "What is the message?" to
ask "Why would they be conveying this particular message at this time?" or
"Why this message and not some other message?" Follow-up questions
might look at who is interviewed or labeled as an expert, which people get
to speak for themselves, or what counts as knowledge. The discussion can
delve even deeper with follow-up questions about whose voices or
perspectives are presented and whose are rendered invisible, leading to
questions about who gains and who suffers because of those choices. cP4.5 For
a noteworthy example of an initiative that uses questions about
omissions to address agenda setting, see the Project Censored website
(www.projectcensored.org), which provides an annual list of significant stories
that mainstream news outlets underreported or didn't report at all. CPU

Techniques cP1.1b
• Technique identification is about learning the languages that different types
of media use to communicate. Recognizing language choices helps students
to become more effective decision makers as they communicate their own
messages.
• Questions about Techniques are often tied to identification of target audience.
Noticing how media change language or style for different target audiences
can help students understand how to adapt their own language for various
purposes (e.g., using one language for tweets and another for essays).

Interpretations cPue
• This category acknowledges that audiences negotiate meaning. CP6 Explicitly
asking students to think about the fact that everyone interprets media through
the lens of his or her own experience underscores the fact that interpretation
is not automatic or entirely predictable.
• Interpretations questions can provide practice in perspective taking, generate
appreciation for diversity, spark discussions where students learn to challenge
one another in respectful ways, and expect (and provide) document-based
evidence to support opinions. CPU
• To connect Interpretations with the Reflection aspect of media literacy, we also
ask students what they learn about themselves from their reaction to media
messages. This type of Interpretations question generates Awareness of how
students' existing assumptions, visual cues, or belief systems influence the
meaning they make. Such Awareness is vital for analysis because every
person processes the world from an existing set of mental models and all
learning is about adding to, altering, confirming, testing, or abandoning those
models and replacing them with new ones. For example, at one of Faith's
workshops, she asked teachers to analyze an illustration to determine the
socioeconomic status of Arthur, the anthropomorphized aardvark from Marc
Brown's children's books and TV series. One participant found herself
explaining that the character couldn't be poor because he and his home were
clean and orderly. As soon as she said it out loud she realized that the cues she
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Context
• Media messages don't appear in isolation; people don't just play one Video
.
By tying a media document to concurrent events
game or listen to one song.
.
and to other media, Context questions help s_tudents _recognize patterns in
.
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provide context about media forms, structures, and ownership. CP · Where did
the message appear? Was it from an ind~pendent, corpora;e, ~r ?overnment
source, and how might that have affected its content or form . Did it reach a lot
of people or only a few?
• Historians always ask Context questions about when a document was
created because the date can confirm its authenticity (e.g., the content
matches a known sequence of events) and provide important insight about
motives (e.g., What was going on at the time that made a publisher think
people would be interested in this story?). In addition, because the meaning
of terms and images can change over time (e.g., gay once meant "carefree")
and figures and data can change over time (e.g., in 1968, if 100 million people
had tuned in to a TV show, half the US population would have been watching
the same show, while today that same number would be less than a third of
the nation's population), knowing when something was created is essential
for accurate interpretation. Another way to get at changes in context over
time is to ask a follow-up question like "Why do you think this document
:was saved?:' Asking questions about publication dates is an especially
important discernment tool online, where things can circulate for a long time
after they are completely out-of-date.

Credibility
• C_redibi!ity qu~s.tions provide students with an opportunity to practice
discerning
opinion from fact· Th·is can be especially
·
·
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.
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m
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• This category includes important questions about sources, including being
aware of one's own sources ("Where did I get that idea?") and understanding
that the sources we rely on have sources of their own. Source questions also
provide an opportunity for teachers in different subject areas to help students
learn the questions that are used to determine what is credible in particular
fields. For example, a social studies teacher might ask, "Is this a primary or
secondary source?" In science, the question might be about whether valid
experimental methods were used to obtain results.

REFLECTION: YOUR OWN KEY QUESTIONS
These questions are designed to help people examine a wide range of media messages
in many different contexts. Which questions seem most intriguing or useful to you?
Which will be the easiest or hardest for you to integrate into your teaching? Are there
other Key Questions that should be asked that aren't included on this list?

Notes on Using the Key Questions
In the next chapter, we explore specific ways to use these Key Questions to
facilitate a media document decoding. In addition to the specific techniques
you will find there, here are some general points to remember:
• The way that questions are phrased matters. As you adapt the grid's
questions or create your own, the words you use are important because they
shape the discussion. Whenever possible, wording should leave open the
possibility that there is more than one answer. So, for example, instead of
"Who made this and what was his or her purpose?" which suggests that
there is just one author and just one purpose, we ask questions that can have
multiple answers such as "Who made this?" and "Why was this made?"
• Questions can be asked in any order. Think of the grid in digital rather than
linear terms and use the goal(s) of your lesson to determine an appropriate
starting point. For example, Just Think, a pioneering US media-literacy
project that focused on youth media production, always began its decodings
with a Response question, asking "What feelings does this bring up for you?"
before moving on to questions about Techniques and Purpose. Alternatively,
in Chapter 4 we start a decoding with a question that ties directly to the
curriculum rather than one of the questions from the media literacy grid (see
Decoding Demonstration Example 1 from Discovery of the Mississippi by de
Soto on page 75). Your choice of questions and sequence should reflect your
own educational goals, the nature of the media document being analyzed or
created, the age of the students, and the context in which the questions are
being used.
• You probably won't ask every type of question in every lesson. So, for
example, second graders might be very interested in exploring messages
about money in their new "math" coloring books (a Content question) and
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discussing why their local bank might have donated the coloring books to
their class (a Purpose question), but asking a Context question such as "When
was this made?" probably won't be relevant to their exploration. That said, to
become skilled critical thinkers in a multimedia world, students need to be
able to ask questions from all of the categories, so teachers will want to
provide opportunities to ask many different types of questions. When teachers
integrate media literacy as a common practice throughout the school year, this
is not difficult to accomplish.
• Always follow up with a request for evidence. cPu Until students internalize
the process of inquiry and provide evidence without prompting, nearly
every question should end with "What makes you say that?" or "What's
your evidence for that in the document?" Not only does this get students in
the habit of backing up their conclusions with evidence, but having to
identify specific sources of proof (e.g., the document itself, their personal
experience, research, another media source, or another person) helps them
gain awareness about who or what they rely on most to shape their beliefs.
• Leave room for students' own questions. It is always an option to begin by
asking, "What questions do you have about this media message?" and/ or
end by asking, "What else do you want to know?" This invites students into
the process and lets them know that their questions have value. CP4.s

With so many types of questions to master, the task of inquiry can initially
seem daunting. But when questions are integrated routinely into classwork,
they eventually become second nature. Students who can use the categories are
able to make meaning in new and more profound ways, extending the benefits
of inquiry well beyond the walls of the classroom.

Why These Questions?

)

If our goal was simply to create proficient readers, viewers, or listeners, we
could be satisfied with teaching students to spot production Techniques or use
the language of semiotics to describe how a media message was constructed.
And if media appreciation was a central goal, you might expect to see "What did
you like?" as one of the Key Questions.7 But media literacy education is much
broader than media decoding and appreciation. Consider these Core Principles:
CP4. Media Literacy Education develops informed, reflective, and engaged
participants essential for a democratic society.
CPS. Media Literacy Education recognizes that media are a part of
culture and function as agents of socialization.
These statements acknowledge that if we want students to become critical
thinkers and active citizens, we need to help them think beyond themselves
and beyond the interpretation of any single media document to reflect on the
social, economic, and political implications of media. It is the combination of
questions in all the categories that provides students with a way to zoom out
from a narrow focus on specific production techniques to see media documents
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in their broader cultural context and to envision possibilities for action. Like
lookout posts in a well-built castle, media literacy questions should provide
strategically placed windows from which to scan the culture in which we live,
see its systems and structures, and respond accordingly.
So, for example, a Techniques question might help students see how a specific media document uses statistics to make a particular point. When inquiry
also incorporates Authorship, Purpose, Impact, Credibility, and Content questions, students would ask the kind of questions that sociologist Joel Best (2008)
recommends: How are these numbers socially constructed? Who produced
them? What did they choose to count? How did they go about counting? Why
did they go to the trouble? So media literacy education isn't just about what
students notice in a media document but also about their ability to understand
the document's significance in creating or supporting a particular worldview.
Likewise, media literacy education isn't about asking if there is a bias in a
particular message because there is always bias in human communication.
Simply being able to spot the existence of a bias is a dead end in terms of
inquiry or discussion. Instead, as Core Principle 1.6 states, media literacy education teaches students to ask what the "substance, source, and significance of
a bias might be." cPt.6

CRITICAL LITERACY
Critical literacy has provided important insights into this part of media literacy
education. It uses the range and depth of media literacy questions to enable
students to step back and see the constructed nature of media and how messages relate to equity or justice.
Students rarely develop critical literacy skills on their own because, as Jeff
Share (2009) astutely observes, "the manner in which media cloak their role in
reproducing hegemony as merely entertainment or information tends to hamper critical analysis of the inequalities of power in society and our relationships
with media" (p. 14). So one of the very important things that media literacy
questions can do is to give students the tools to pull back the curtain and see
that media are not benign.
Once students can see the structures and patterns, they can exercise autonomy and opt to accept or reject agendas presented in media. As philosopher of
education Douglas Kellner (1995) explains, critical literacy "gives individuals
power over their culture . . . enabling people to create their own meanings,
identities, and to shape and transform the material and social conditions of
their culture and society" (p. xv). Viewed through this perspective, media literacy inquiry is not just about personal interpretation but also about recognizing the ways in which media can fortify a status quo that serves their own
interests, often at the expense of competing interests.
Done well, such inquiry reveals to students a more accurate picture of the
world than they would otherwise get from mainstream mass media. However,
as educators we need to keep in mind that to achieve critical autonomy, students have to be free to come to conclusions that are not only independent of
media influences but also independent of us.
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