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The %its in this three+part series exp/ore a 1ide vari+
ety of media in the United States 1ith a 9road 
chrono/o;ica/ and topica/ s1eep< Indi;enous media 
forms prior to European contact 1ith Native Ameri+
can peop/es inc/uded petro;/yphsB pottery and 9as+
%etry<  These media provided means for indi;enous 
artisans to transmit ancestra/ %no1/ed;e and ritua/ 
forms concernin; human interaction 1ith their 
natura/ 1or/d re/ations C anima/sB p/ants and miner+
a/s<   
 
In the ear/y DEth century media forms inc/uded etch+
in;s and paintin;s created 9y painters and i//ustra+
tors< These artists 1ere often hired 9y 1ea/thy pa+
tronsB often %in;s or presidentsB to represent their 
interests in distant corners of their dominion< In the 
/ate DEth centuryB 1ith the expansion of the mar%et 
economyB the first pu9/ic re/ations experts 9e;an to 
create posters and f/iers to se// the 1ares of their 
sponsors< Advertisements for a ne1 McCormic%Hs 
reaper and I/ac% Death insecticide and ferti/iKer 
1ere created in this 1ay<  In this same period socia/ 
critics 9e;an to pu9/ish their o1n individua/ cha/+
/en;es to prevai/in; vie1s re;ardin; peop/e and the 
environment< Lenry David ThoreauHs !a#den and 
the Harper+s !ee-#y coverB MS/au;htered for the 
LideN are examp/es of such ear/y environmenta/ 
advocacy< 
 
Iy the mid+OPth century pu9/ic re/ations firms 1ere 
hired 9y mu/tinationa/ corporate c/ients to mana;e 
pu9/ic perception and to he/p create ne1 mar%ets 
for their products< Ma;aKine ads for DuPontB for 
examp/eB hera/ded MIetter Thin;s Ror Ietter Livin; 
Throu;h ChemistryN and encoura;ed  
  

 

consumers to 9uy ne1 products such as ny/ons and 
antifreeKe that 1ere not previous/y avai/a9/e and 
thus not necessities Tust a decade 9efore< In a simi+
/ar 1ay /ar;e ;overnmenta/ proTects such as Loover 
Dam 1ere advertised on ;overnment report covers 
as Mmodern en;ineerin; triumphsN< Iy the end of 
the OPth century as ;/o9a/ corporations 9ecame 
even /ar;erB the capacity to spread their messa;e 
;re1 accordin;/y< In+house corporate mar%etin; 
departments in coordination 1ith industry counci/s 
created mu/ti+year advertisin; campai;ns to in+
crease mar%et shareB to se/f+define as M;reenN and to 
defend themse/ves a;ainst critics< 
 
Uith the advent of the modern environmenta/ 
movement in the DEVPs ne1 Wuestions came from 
an a1a%ened pu9/ic as to the impact of scientific 
and techno/o;ica/ pro;ress<  These Wuestions 1ere 
initia//y posed in 1ritin;s 9y individua/s such as 
Rache/ Cason and YacWues Zves Cousteau and then 
9rou;ht to the 1ider pu9/ic in such visua/ forms as 
postersB editoria/ cartoons and satirica/ spins on 
corporate advertisin;< Iy the DE[Ps environmenta/+
ism had such pu9/ic approva/ that maTor corpora+
tions no1 use this popu/ar environmenta/ interest to 
se// their o1n products< Thus Time ma;aKineHs edi+
tors cou/d prepare a cover story on the toxic poi+
sonin; of the nation 1hi/e re/yin; on advertisin; 
revenue from some of the very corporations that 
1ere po//utin;< 
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In the 21st centur- new media had advanced to 
the point where individuals and small groups 
advanced their own point of view to attack or 
support corporate or government positions.  The 
Internet and digital technologies allowed advo-
cac- journalism to thrive in the blogosphere.  
Environmental activist groups like Students for 
Ahopal and Breenpeace created their own me-
dia forms as did their critics, groups like the 
American Chemistr- Council and the Commit-
tee For a Constructive Tomorrow.  
 

 
The proliferation of media forms and sources 
raises concurrent issues of concern: Can an ad-
vocate for a particular point of view also be ob-
jectiveH Is knowledge of the financial sponsor-
ship of a group or individual essential in deter-
mining credibilit- of their media messageH 
When corporations, the government and activist 
groups all use appeals to Jplanet stewardshipK 
to further their disparate goals does the phrase 
itself lose its currenc-H 

 

!As we peer into society/s future, we -- you and I, 
and our government -- must avoid the impulse to 
live only for today, plundering, for our own ease 
and convenience, the precious resources of to-

morrow. =e cannot mortgage the material assets 
of our grandchildren without risking the loss also 
of their political and spiritual heritage. =e want 

democracy to survive for all generations to come, 
not to become the insolvent phantom of tomor-

row.@ 
 

 L President Dwight Eisenhower  
Farewell Address 
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MCE$ RESOURCE DEPLETION  INTRODUCTION 

Media Literacy and De9ocratic 
Citi;ens=ip 

OVERVIE@ OA THE CIT 
 

 
 
The founders of the United States articulated the 
need for a literate citi3enship as core to the devel-
opment of a deep and enduring democrac9. We 
live in an age when the most influential messages 
about pressing social issues and events are deliv-
ered through mass media, such as television, maga-
3ines and the Internet. Most students use the Inter-
net as their primar9 source of information, 9et few 
have an9 formal training in assessing the credibilit9 
of information in Web sites. It is essential to the 
success of our democrac9 that 9oung people con-
sciousl9 and consistentl9 anal93e and evaluate me-
dia messages. The9 need to be taught to seek out 
current, accurate, and credible sources of informa-
tionB the9 need to understand the influence of me-
dia messages on their understanding of the worldB 
and the9 need training in identif9ing and using 
various techniCues for communicating messages in 
different media forms. Without these critical skills, 
we risk losing the diversit9 and freedom of thought 
that underpins a culture of true democrac9. 
 

Collective ReadinF of Media MessaFes 
This curriculum is based on the classroom practice 
of collective reading, in which the teacher leads the 
class through the process of decoding images, 
sounds and text as a wa9 of developing a range of 
critical thinking skills while teaching core knowl-
edge. This constructivist approach encourages the 
development of moral reasoning as students clarif9 
their own interpretations, listen to the anal9sis of 
their peers, and discuss ethical issues. Decoding of 
the documents in this curriculum will help train 
students to distinguish  fact from opinion, anal93e 
point of view and identif9 bias, interpret historical 

 

 
 
documents, and use evidence to back up a thesis. 
The classroom decoding process is particularl9 ef-
fective in involving students who rarel9 share their 
opinions about print-based material, including stu-
dents with reading disabilities, visual learners, and 
students for whom English is a second language. 
The teacher should consider calling on students or 
going around the room to ensure participation b9 
all students in the collective reading process. 
 

EncouraFinF Multiple ReadinFs! 
Although the Teacher Huides for each lesson in-
clude possible answers to the probe Cuestions, the 
teacher should encourage multiple readings and a 
diversit9 of responses for most of the Cuestions 
posed in the teacher guide. It is important that stu-
dents give evidence in the document to explain 
their conclusions. Occasionall9 a Cuestion has onl9 
one right answer Je.g., Kwho created this videoLMN, 
and students should learn to distinguish between 
objective and subjective Cuestions. The suggested 
answers given in the scripts are intended to reflect 
t9pical responses that address ke9 historical and 
media literac9 concepts and information. However, 
it is important that students recogni3e that all peo-
ple do not interpret media messages the same wa9. 
Depending upon each readerQs background, in-
cluding life experience, age, gender, race, culture, 
or political views, he or she ma9 have ver9 differ-
ent interpretations of a particular text. The collec-
tive reading experience provides the opportunit9  
to explore these differences and discuss the impor-
tant concept that readers interpret messages 
through their own lenses. 

 

I 



 
 

MCE: RES()RCE DEPLETI(N  INTR(D)CTI(N 

Reading Bias  
" ma%or theme o+ these materials is the recognition 
that all media messages come +rom a particular 
point o+ view and have a bias that re+lects the intent 
and perspective o+ the producer and sponsor8 9ith 
these materials: teachers can train students to rec;
ognize bias and point o+ view8 The teacher should 
encourage students to ask critical ?uestions about 
any media messages encountered inside or outside 
the classroom using the !ey %uestions ,o Ask 
/hen Ana2y3ing Media Messages +ound at 
www8pro%ectlooksharp8org8 

 
Bias in this Curriculum and in the Classroom ! 
This series o+ lessons: like all media: also has a 
point o+ view and a bias8 "s teachers use the les;
sons: they may identi+y opinionated language: se;
lective +acts: missing in+ormation: and many other 
sub%ective decisions that went into constructing this 
view o+ history8 The same ?uestions the curriculum 
applies to other documents can be applied to this 
media constructionA 9ho produced this curriculum 
+or what purpose and what is its biasB Teachers and 
students could and should be asking critical ?ues;
tions about the editorial choices that went into con;
structing these lessons8 For instance: why did we 
choose to +ocus on certain topics De8g8: environ;
mental %ustice: green marketing and EMGsH: but 
not others De8g8: riskIbene+it analysis: the precau;
tionary principle and chemical body burdenHB "nd: 
what is your evidence +or these conclusionsB 9hen 
using these materials teachers will make their own 
decisions o+ what to include and to edit: what ?ues;
tions to use and what issues to avoid8 "ll o+ these 
decisions: both by the creators and users o+ the cur;
riculum: will in+luence the view o+ history that stu;
dents receive8 Teachers should encourage students 
to thought+ully analyze and discuss the stories: the 
perspectives: and the biases celebrated and criti;
cized within our own classrooms8 Those skills and 
practices are core to an educated democratic 
citizenship8 
   

 

Additional Resources 
For more in+ormation about media decoding 
download these documents +rom the pro%ect Look 
Sharp websiteA 

! Key Muestions to ask when analyzing me;
dia messages 

! Tips +or Media Necoding 
! Core Principles +or media literacy educa;

tion 

 
 
Aair )se of Media Documents 
!The classroom criti?ue o+ political and cultural 
documents De8g8: paintings: TV news clips: ex;
cerpts +rom +ilms: web pagesH is essential to the 
development o+ core literacy skills in our media 
saturated democracy8 To enable educators to +ul;
+ill the mission o+ teaching these core civic ob%ec;
tives: Pro%ect Look Sharp has created media liter;
acy integration kits using a variety o+ di++erent 
media documents +or critical analysis in the class;
room8 The documents in this curriculum are pre;
sented +or the purpose o+ direct criti?ue and 
solely to be used in an educational setting8 

 
For more in+ormation about +air use in Media Lit;
eracy Education: go to the Media Education Lab 
at Temple Tniversity at 
www8mediaeducationlab8com8 
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