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4c
Media Stereotypes: How Differences Divide

Respect and harmony in a multicultural society depend on people’s ability to understand and recognize 
the difference between a generalization (a flexible observation) and a stereotype (a rigid conclusion). 
The goal of this activity is for students to recognize the role media play in creating and perpetuating 
stereotypes. Using gender as the subject of inquiry, students collect and analyze pictures of females and 
males from magazines and then write a generalization and a stereotype for each image. By creating their 
own generalizations and stereotypes students sharpen their awareness of the difference between the two 
and become more sensitive to the values and points of view implicit in media portrayals.

Objectives: Students will be able to…
1.	 Understand the difference between generalizations and stereotypes.
2.	 Compare and contrast gender representations.
3.	 Critically analyze media for gender stereotypes.

Correlation With McRel National Standards:
Language Arts Standards and Benchmarks
	 Grades 6–8: (S19/B4)
	 Grades 9–12: (S9/B5), (S10/B10)

Materials/Preparation:
1.	 Enough magazines for every student to be able to cut up part of one. If possible, it is best for 

students to bring in magazines from their homes so that the images reflect their own media 
environment.

2.	 Poster paper and tape or glue.

Teaching Strategies:

I. Generalization vs. Stereotype

	 Explain to students the differences between a generalization and a stereotype. Both are ways 
of organizing information with truths and falsities, but they differ in their form and use.

		  Generalizations are flexible descriptions about some or many that can help to begin an 		
	 inquiry and expand possibilities.

		  Stereotypes are rigid conclusions about all or most that tend to end inquiry and limit 		
	 possibilities.

		  For example: “Some white people have no rhythm” is a generalization but “White 		
	 people can’t dance” is a stereotype.

	 Create generalizations through discussing differences between boys and girls.
		  How do they dress differently?
		  What do they do differently?
		  How are they treated differently?
		  What things does each group tend to like and/or dislike? 

	 Have students take some of the ideas mentioned and practice saying or writing them as 
generalizations and then changing them into stereotypes.
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II. Creating Collages

	 Pass out magazines to every student and have them cut out pictures of males and females 
from the magazines and separate into two piles.

	 Have students create two class collages by gluing or taping all their pictures of males on one 
piece of poster paper and the images of females on another

III. Uncovering Differences

	 Compare the two collages and create a Venn diagram to analyze the differences and 
similarities in the portrayals. Discuss what values and lifestyles students see most often 
represented.

	 In teams, have students write sentences about men and women based on the collages and 
Venn diagram. For each idea they should write two sentences: a generalization and a 
stereotype.

	 Share their sentences and question the values communicated in both generalizations and 
stereotypes. 

	 Discuss the role media play in creating and/or perpetuating stereotypes.
		  When are media “simply entertaining” and when are they “teaching”?
		  When do media images become stereotypes?
		  Do media create new stereotypes or just repeat stereotypes already common in society?
		  Should media try to end using stereotypes that may be harmful?

A a
Teaching Tip: Understanding Gender Differences

It is important for students to understand that males and females act, dress and think differently in 
different cultures because the majority of our gender identity is learned. For example, research has 
proven that boys are not naturally more aggressive and girls are not biologically more nurturing; 
these are all learned behaviors. Where do we learn these behaviors? Although media images are 
not the primary source of learned behaviors (parents and family have a much stronger influence) 
have students consider what role media may play in shaping our desires, ideas and identities.

?
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4d
Heroes, Heroines and Who I Want to Be

The significance of exploring the lifestyles, values and points of view in media is not just seeing how they 
are embedded but also recognizing how they reinforce, and therefore affirm, existing social roles and 
structures. For young children today, dolls, toys and action figures provide significant role models that 
shape their ideas about who they are and who they want to be. As children grow, their role models shift to 
TV characters, movie icons, pop stars and celebrities. In this activity students work in teams to explore the 
attributes of popular media heroes/heroines and compare them with real people they know and admire.

Objectives: Students will be able to…
1.	 Identify characteristics of a hero and heroine.
2.	 Compare media role models to real life people.
3.	 Analyze the values and lifestyles promoted in mass media.

Correlation With McRel National Standards:
Language Arts Standards and Benchmarks

	 Grades K–2: (S9/B6)
	 Grades 3–5: (S9/B4) 
	 Grades 6–8: (S9/B4)
	 Grades 9–12: (S9/B5), (S10/B10)

Behavioral Studies Standards and Benchmarks  
	 Grades 3–5:  (S1/B1) 

Materials/Preparation:
1.	 Have younger students bring in dolls and action figures.
2.	 Poster paper and markers.

Teaching Strategies:

I. Discussing Heroes/Heroines

	 Many of today’s role models and heroes are characters that students see on TV or in the 
movies. Ask the students to help you generate a list of the TV or movie characters they look 
up to or admire. These could be fictional such as a character from a drama or sit-com or real 
people such as Oprah Winfrey or a sports star.

	 Ask students to look at the list quietly and select two names from the list that they would call 
a “hero” or “heroine.” 

II. Dissecting Media Heroes/Heroines

	 Put students in teams of two to discuss their combined list of heros/heroines. After hearing 
each other, they should select one media hero or heroine from their combined list and draw a 
picture of this person on their poster paper. (Artistic ability is not the point; they could use a 
stick figure with external characteristics.) They should analytically dissect their hero/heroine 
by writing on their drawing the answers to the following questions.

		  What does he/she look like? (eyes, hair, height, weight, etc.)?
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		  What type of personality does he/she have? (funny, sensitive, kind, tough, rude, giving, etc.)
		  What are his/her goals? (save lives, make money, win games, make friends, etc.)
		  What values do they embody – either explicitly by words and language or implicitly by 		

	 looking or behaving in certain way. 
		  Younger students can answer these questions about the dolls and action figures they 		

	 bring to class.

	 Student teams should present their posters and discuss the values that their hero/heroine 
represents.

III. Reality Check

	 Have students repeat the exercise but this time list names of real people in their school, 
family, or community whom they consider to be a hero/heroine. Make a similar poster about 
them and their traits.

	 As a final analysis, have students compare their media hero/heroine to their real life hero/
heroine. This can be done as a Venn diagram, written essay, or oral discussion.

?
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4e
What’s Missing? Making Room for Multiple Perspectives

Sometimes what is missing from a media message can be more important than what is included. Using 
stories and events found in classroom texts, students select one story and generate a list of all the people 
who are missing from the story but who could have been affected by the events. Then they choose one 
of the missing persons and retell the story from his/her perspective. Being able to recognize and name 
missing perspectives is a critical skill in today’s media culture.

Objectives: Students will be able to…
1.	 Identify missing characters from a text, particularly a school text.
2.	 Increase critical thinking by supplying missing perspectives in a text.
3.	 Build empathy through understanding different points of view.

Correlation With McRel National Standards:
Language Arts Standards and Benchmarks

	 Grades 3–5: (S9/B4) 
	 Grades 6–8: (S10/B7)
	 Grades 9–12: (S9/B6), (S10/10)

Behavioral Studies Standards and Benchmarks  
	 Grades 6–8: (S1/B4) 

Materials/Preparation:
1.	 From any classroom book or textbook select a story students are familiar with. For example, a 

short story from a Language Arts text or in Social Studies, a story from history.

Teaching Strategies:

I. Review the Story

	        Discuss the basic parts of the story. Ask and chart:
		  Who are all the characters?
		  What is the plot?
		  Where is the setting?

	        Explain that sometimes who or what is missing from a media text can be more important than 		
	        who and what is there. Have students reflect on the plot and setting of the story and think of
	        people who could have been at that setting and in this plot but are not mentioned in the story
	        as we have it. Chart their responses to create a list of the missing people. Ask:

		  Who are some characters that could have been in this story?

II. Rewriting the Text
	 Briefly discuss a couple of the new characters that the students mentioned. Have the 

students comment on how the story might change if these new characters were present. 
Also encourage them to imagine what these new characters would think about the original 
characters and plot.

	 Assign students to work in pairs to choose a missing character and rewrite the story from 

?
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that person’s perspective. Give plenty of time and encourage students to adapt the plot to fit 
the needs of their character.

	 Have each team read their stories to the whole class. Then discuss the way the plot may have 
changed because of these new perspectives. Ask students to explain their responses to the 
following questions:

		  Does this new character add important issues or concerns that were missing?
		  How does this new character add to the quality of the story?
		  Why do you think the author did not include this character in the original story?

III. Real Events

	 Using a story from a news magazine or newspaper, students do the same activity with real 
	 life events to understand the importance of asking “what is missing” from news reports we 		
	 receive daily in our lives.
		  For younger students, select an appropriate story from the news about a child. Tell or
		  read the story to them. Chart on the board or chart paper the people mentioned in the
		  story and who they are. Then have students discuss who else in the child’s life could
		  have been affected by the story. What perspective could these missing people contribute?

IV. Extensions

	 It could also be helpful for students to read books, magazines or newspapers that offer 
different perspectives than the typical mainstream media versions.

		  Encounter by Jane Yolen is an outstanding children’s picture book where an indigenous 		
	 boy tells the way he saw Christopher Columbus’ arrival in the Americas.

		  Compare alternate versions of the Cinderella story, the Three Little Pigs or other classic		
	 children’s books. 

		  A People’s History of the United States by Howard Zinn and Lies My Teacher Told Me	
		  by James W. Loewen are two readily available books that provide perspectives missing 		

	 from many US history textbooks.

?
?
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Key Question #5

Why is this message being sent?

Core Concept #5
Media messages are organized 

to gain profit and/or power.

With Key Question #5, we look at the motive or purpose of a media message 
– and whether or how a message may have been influenced by money, ego 
or ideology. To respond to a message appropriately, we need to be able to see 
beyond the basic content motives of informing, persuading or entertaining.
 
Much of the world’s media were developed as money making enterprises 
and continue to operate today as commercial businesses. Newspapers and 
magazines lay out their pages with ads first; the space remaining is devoted to 
news. Likewise, commercials are part and parcel of most TV watching. What 
many people do not know is that what’s really being sold through commercial 
media is not just the advertised products to the audience – but also the audience 
to the advertisers! 

The real purpose of the programs on television, or the articles in a magazine, 
is to create an audience (and put them in a receptive mood) so that the network 
or publisher can sell time or space to sponsors to advertise products. We call 
this “renting eyeballs.” Sponsors pay for the time to show a commercial based 
on the number of people the network predicts will be watching. And they get a 
refund if the number of actual viewers turns out to be lower than promised.
Exploring how media content, whether TV shows, magazines or Internet sites, 
makes viewers and readers of all ages receptive target audiences for advertisers 
creates some of the most enlightening moments in the media literacy classroom. 

Examining the purpose of a message also uncovers issues of ownership and 
the structure and influence of media institutions in society. Commercially 
sponsored entertainment may be more tolerable to many people than, say, 
a commercial influence over the news. But with democracy at stake almost 
everywhere around the world, citizens in every country need to be equipped 
with the ability to determine both economic and ideological “spin.” 

But there’s more. The issue of message motivation has changed dramatically 
since the Internet became an international platform through which groups and 
organizations – even individuals – have ready access to powerful tools that 
can persuade others to a particular point of view, whether positive or negative. 
The Internet provides multiple reasons for all users to be able to recognize 
propaganda, interpret rhetorical devices, verify sources and distinguish 
legitimate websites from bogus, hate or hoax websites. 

Keyword: 

Purpose

Who’s in control of the 
creation and transmission 
of this message?

Why are they sending it? 
How do you know?

Who are they sending it 
to?  How do you know?  

What’s being sold in this 
message? What’s being 
told?

Who profits from this 
message? Who pays for it?

Who is served by or 
benefits from the message 
– the public?
– private interests? – 
individuals?
– institutions?

What economic decisions 
may have influenced 
the construction or 
transmission of this 
message?

•
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Why We Communicate: Three Basic Tasks

5a
Knowing why a media message is being sent is important because it gives us a context for interpretation 
and clues for how to respond. Students begin their exploration of motive by generating ideas about 
why people communicate and organizing them in the three basic categories that media scholars have 
traditionally identified: to inform, to persuade or to entertain. They will then choose one topic and 
create three media texts that communicate that topic in each of the three ways: informing, persuading 
and entertaining. By stimulating the process of questioning motivations of media messages, this activity 
prepares students for understanding the deeper motivations of power and/or profit.

Objectives: Students will be able to…
	 1.	 Identify the three common reasons for communication:  information, persuasion and entertainment.
	 2.	 Create media messages for different purposes.
	 3.	 Develop understanding about how the purpose of a message shapes the message.

Correlation With McRel National Standards:
Language Arts Standards and Benchmarks

	 Grades 3–5: (S10/B2) 
	 Grades 6–8: (S10/B2)
	 Grades 9–12: (S10/B1)

Materials/Preparation:
	 1.	 Blackboard, whiteboard or overhead projector to chart student responses.
	 2.	 Paper for teams of students to make their own posters.
	 3.	 Markers or crayons.

Teaching Strategies:

I. Extracting Student Knowledge

	 Begin a class discussion about the different reasons people have for communicating. 
Generate a list of their reasons by asking the following questions: 

		  Why do people talk?
		  Why do you think people write, take pictures, make movies, play music?
		  Why do people put messages on clothing, posters, flags, bumper stickers, milk cartons, 		

	 medicine bottles, advertisements, etc.?

II. Organizing and Classifying

	 Explain that some scholars who study communication have traditionally identified three 
common categories as reasons why people communicate:

		  to inform
		  to persuade
		  to entertain

	 Have students work in teams to separate the class list of reasons that they generated into 
these three basic categories. Some messages may have several purposes and some might not 

?
?
?
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fit any of the three categories. For the messages that don’t fit the three basic reasons, create 
a fourth category that for the time being can be labeled, miscellaneous. (Other motivations 
could include self-expression, warning, celebration, questioning, challenging, etc.)

	 Discuss the choices the teams made and check for class consensus. If issues arise in which 
agreement is difficult, use the miscellaneous category as a positive opening to demonstrate 
that there are more than just three reasons but these three are very common.

III. Creating Messages for Multiple Purposes

	 Have each team choose any topic of interest and challenge them to create three media texts 
that transmit a message about their topic for three different purposes. For example:

		  If they choose football, they could create an advertisement to persuade boys to join a
		  football league, then a wall poster to inform people about the rules of football, and 
		  finally a 	cartoon to entertain others about some aspect of football.

	 To conclude the activity, have teams present their three messages and how each message 
accomplishes the goal. With each presentation have all students consider:

		  Are there still other possible motivations behind each poster/message?

A a
Assessment Tip: Independent Thinking

While the goal of this activity is for students to organize their ideas into the three traditionally 
basic categories of message motivation, students should be encouraged and praised for finding 
and arguing for other motivations that don’t fit the basic three. Everyday, scholars challenge 
one another about traditional thinking and common understandings. That’s how new ideas and 
understandings arise and are developed. 

As an example, video game scholar Henry Jenkins, PhD, director of the Comparative Media 
Studies Program at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, has recently challenged his 
academic colleagues to consider “participation” as a major reason for creating messages in 
today’s global media culture. With the rise of the internet and its convergence with “old” media 
such as television and “new media” such as blogging and podcasting, people do not just “receive” 
media messages passively but more and more participate in their production, selection and 
distribution. Discussing the “Politics of Participation” in his 2006 book, Convergence Culture, 
Jenkins describes a new kind of television channel: “Amateur media producers will upload digital 
videos to a Web site; visitors to the site will be able to evaluate each submission, and those which 
receive the strongest support from viewers will make it onto the airwaves.”   

Our students, the next generation of media scholars, will have other insights about the process of 
communications as they experience their lives in a constantly changing mediated environment. 

?
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5b
The Business of Media: Who’s Renting My Eyeballs?

Advertising is the motor that drives commercial media. But there’s more to the economics of media 
than how advertising works. What most of us don’t know but need to, is how programs are selected and 
structured in order to entice a receptive audience to stay tuned until the commercial comes on. In this 
activity students keep track of the different advertisers in their favorite TV shows and then analyze the 
connections between the program and the sponsors to determine “Who’s renting my eyeballs?!” Exploring 
how programs are created to make students “targets” for advertisers creates powerful moments in the 
media literacy classroom.

Objectives: Students will be able to…
1.	 Keep track of the advertising they are seeing.
2.	 Analyze the relationship between commercials and the TV programs they sponsor.
3.	 Build an understanding about the economic structure of commercial media.

Correlation With McRel National Standards:
Language Arts Standards and Benchmarks

	 Grades 3–5: (S9/B7) 
	 Grades 6–8: (S9/B8), (S10/B7)
	 Grades 9–12: (S10/B1, B5, B8)

Curriculum Integration: Health
To integrate this lesson with Health, have students keep track of healthy food and junk food
commercials that are broadcast during children’s programs. The marketing of sugary cereals and 
other junk food often targets young children.

Materials/Preparation:
1.	 TV/VCR
2.	 The teacher will need to videotape only the commercials during two half-hour TV programs. 

Set the VCR to record and watch each program carefully, pausing when the program starts and 
taking the pause off when a commercial appears. Don’t worry if you miss a few seconds either 
way. In order to examine commercials that are targeting different audiences one program should 
be a children’s cartoon show and the other the evening news.

3.	 Copies of Handout 5B: “Who’s Renting My Eyeballs?” for homework.
4.	 An overhead projector, chart paper, blackboard or whiteboard for whole class to see.
5.	 If possible, read the short background essay “How TV Works” located on the Internet at: 

	 www.medialit.org/reading_room/article83.html
6.	 It is recommended that Lesson 3D: “Ads R Us: Understanding Target Marketing” be completed 

before using this lesson.

Teaching Strategies:

I. Considering Commercials

	 Discuss TV commercials and the purposes of advertising. Ask:
		  Who pays for television programs?
		  Why are there commercials on TV?

?
?
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Show the videotaped commercials that ran during the children’s cartoon. While watching, 
have students call out all the products being advertised in each commercial and list their 
responses in one column on the board or chart paper. Try to be specific: not just “candy” but 
“Snickers candy bars.” Stop the tape as needed to get the listings complete. 

Next show the videotaped commercials from the early evening news. Once again, have 
students call out the products being advertised and chart their responses in a second column: 
not just “Ford” but “Ford pick-up trucks.”

Now create two more lists on the board or chartpaper with words and phrases describing the 
audiences for the two shows. Ask:

What are some characteristics of the audience that most often watch children’s cartoons?
Describe the audience that would most often watch the evening news?

II. Keeping Track (homework)

Invite students to see  who might want  to  rent their eyeballs. Distribute Handout 5B: “Who’s 
Renting My Eyeballs?” Have students choose three TV programs to watch at home over the next 
few days. Some might choose totally different programs (a sitcom, a drama and a news show) or 
they might choose 3 similar programs. As they are watching, they should write down the products 
advertised in each program, being as specific as possible. (Diet Pepsi, Gap jeans, etc.) Include 
commercials for movies and other TV programs. (Students may find it helpful to videotape the 
programs so that they can go back and make sure they have all the commercials accounted for.)

Note: It is important to complete these four lists before continuing with the lesson. Make sure 
they are available and visible to all students.

Compare the two lists of commercials and discuss the differences and similarities of the 
types of products being advertised. Ask:

What types of products are being sold during the children’s cartoon?
What types of products are being sold during the evening news? 
What type of products do you think would be advertised during

	 . . . a basketball game? 
	 . . . a golf match?  
	 . . . a daytime soap opera?  
	 . . . cooking show? 
	 . . . beauty pageant?  
	 . . . wrestling match?  
	 . . . financial news?

Why are different products sold during different shows?

Using the lists of audience characteristics for cartoon shows and for the news, explore how 
different kinds of TV programs attract different kinds of viewers. And how different kinds 
of viewers then become a “target audience” for advertisers to sell their products to by buying 
commercials that pay for the program. Advertisers don’t want just anybody watching their 
commercials but specific kinds of people who are likely to buy (or want to buy) the product 
being advertised. So they advertise primarily in the shows that are likely to attract the 
kinds of people who would be interested in their product. For example: during Saturday 
morning cartoons there are many commercials for children’s toys because cartoons attract 
young children to watch TV – so when the toy commercial comes on, children will be 
there  watching! Children are the target audience that toy companies want to attract. So they 
sponsor TV cartoon shows that appeal to children. 

Could it be that the purpose of TV programs is not just to entertain us but to also provide 
an entertainment that will gather a large group of viewers with similar interests so that 
advertisers can “rent their eyeballs?” Ask: 

What kinds of advertisers might want to “rent your eyeballs”?

?
?
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A a
Backgrounder:  The Amazing Cost of Commercials

A further point to explore is that the amount and type of people watching any particular show 
determines the price of the commercial. Since some viewers have more money to spend on 
future products, (for example, recent college graduates) the price of advertising to them is more 
expensive than to viewers who have little money to spend (e.g. elderly people on Social Security). 
Certain shows and specific time slots attract certain audiences and through analyzing the size and 
type of the audience a price is established for the advertising airtime. For example, the price of 
commercials in the Super Bowl is directly related to the millions of males, especially age 18-45, 
who will be watching.

III. Revealing Patterns
After students complete the “Who’s Renting My Eyeballs?” homework, have a class
discussion about what they noticed and what if any patterns surfaced.

For young students, choose a product from one student’s list and have everyone who saw a 	
	    commercial for that same product raise their hands. Then list the TV programs that were 

being watched while that commercial aired. Next, choose a different type of product and
do the same thing. Try to generate different lists to see if patterns surface of similar 
products advertised during similar programs.
Older students can conduct a more formal investigation about the relationships between
advertising and programming. They will need to structure their research so that different
students view very different types of programs in order to compare different target audiences.

Students may, at first, resist accepting the fact that they are targets for advertising.
Understanding that all of us are targets for advertising and that commercial media is primarily 
about buying and selling audiences are two of the most important concepts to grasp to become
media literate.
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Handout 5B

Who’s Renting My Eyeballs?

TV Program: 

#1. 			     	     #2.  			    	 #3. 		                 

Commercials in it: Product or type of product: for example “Snickers candy bar.” 
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5c
Hidden Messages: The Growth of Product Placement

Keeping track of who is renting our eyeballs is more difficult today as “stealth ads” become embedded 
into the content of movies, TV shows and video games. Known as product placement, it is an increasingly 
common practice whereby advertisers pay media makers to use or display their products as props yet 
never reveal this arrangement as a form of advertising. Having students locate product placements in 
media programs helps them understand the economics of the media they consume. Creating their own 
product placements for good causes reveals the strategy behind the practice.

Objectives: Students will be able to…
1.	 Identify product placements they see in TV programs and movies.
2.	 Build awareness of the pervasiveness of advertising in their culture.
3.	 Develop critical skills necessary to think independently in a media saturated consumer society.

Correlation With McRel National Standards:
Language Arts Standards and Benchmarks
	 Grades 3–5: (S9/B7)
	 Grades 6–8: (S9/B9)
	 Grades 9–12: (S9/B4, B10), (S10/B7)

Materials/Preparation:
1.	 VCR & TV
2.	 Videotape short segments from TV shows or choose scenes from video or DVD movies that have 

numerous product placements. 
	 Resource Tip: Brandchannel.com is a website that tracks brand appearances and 			 

product placement in each week’s number one film. An online archive back to 2002 			
cross-references both brands and movies. 

3.	 Access to Internet or overhead projector.
4.	 Read the Backgrounder below to help you explain product placement.
5.	 For more understanding of product placement and its pervasiveness today visit the websites 

recommended throughout this lesson.

Teaching Strategies:

I. “Stealth” Advertising

	 Begin a discussion about advertising by questioning where we typically see ads. Then 
challenge students to think about all the places where ads are “hidden.”  Ask:

		  Where is selling going on without a specific ad or commercial?
		  Have you ever seen something that you would consider a hidden ad?
		  When you see the specific name of a product in a movie or TV show, do you think that is 	

	 an ad? Why or why not?
		  Have you ever heard the term “product placement?”

	 Have students go online to product placement industry web sites to see examples and read 
how the industry describes product placement.

?
?
?

?
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		  Entertainment Resources and Marketing Association (ERMA) is an organization made 		
		  up of agencies and corporations that provide product placement to the film industry. 		
		  Their list of members has many product placement agency links:
		  www.erma.org/ermaHome.html

II. Finding the Ad

	 Show short video clips from television programs or movies and have students spot and create 
a list of the product placements.

	 Discuss different ramifications of product placement. Have students wrestle with questions 
such as:

	 1.	 How can viewers know when a product is used for artistic or narrative reasons and when
		  it is simply a paid product placement?
	 2.	 Who benefits from product placement and who is hurt by it?
	 3.	 Is it lying if money is paid for an ad that is never identified as advertising?
	 4.	 Why are product placements not listed at the end of a TV show or movie?

III. Placing the Product

	 Break students into small groups and have them choose a favorite TV show that all members 
of the group are familiar with. Then have them select a client organization and create a 
skit that places a public service message for the client – eat healthy, don’t smoke, stay in 
school, say no to drugs, save the whales, etc. – into the fabric of a typical episode of the 
show. The challenge is to make their message appear natural and not standout as an obvious 
advertisement. For example:

		  If the client were the American Cancer Society (ACS), they may want to get an anti-		
	 smoking message on. The product placement could involve having a character die from 		
	 smoking tobacco, holding a dialogue between characters about the dangers of tobacco, 		
	 an actor wearing an anti-smoking t-shirt, or placing a “no smoking sign” somewhere in 		
	 the production set.

	 Students can perform their skits for the entire class. The more air time they can create for  
the client without turning off the audience by appearing to “preach” their message, the more 
successful is the product placement. 

Backgrounder: Product Placement
Product placement is a strategy for businesses and advertisers to get their product, brand name, or service 
shown within the content and context of a TV show, movie, video game, or other mass media. Product 
placement allows advertisers to reach millions of viewers and since the product’s appearance seems 
“natural,” most viewers would not consider it advertising, even though considerable expense and planning 
were required for the product to appear. As a business practice, product placement is legal, but as long as 
the process and payment are hidden, the true intent of the message is veiled and ethical questions should 
be raised.

Products have been placed into TV programs and movies for years, yet the business of product placement 
really took off in 1982, when Elliot offered E.T. a handful of Reese’s Pieces candy. Once the movie was
released, sales for Reese’s Pieces shot up 65%. Product placement is now a 1.5 billion dollar a year business 
that has created special product placement departments at almost every movie studio. Check out Business 
Week’s Product Placement Hall of Fame: www.businessweek.com/1998/25/b3583062.htm

The goal of this lesson is not to mobilize students against the practice of product placement but simply to 
educate students about the increasing use of product placement in almost all entertainment media today. 
Only when they can “see” product placement and understand its purpose, will they be able to evaluate its 
influence in their lives and behavior.

•

•
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5d
How Much of Media are Ads?

Another interesting question about the economics of media is to explore “What percent of our media 
is advertising?”  Students can create their own research to answer this question by counting and 
comparing the amount of advertising to the amount of editorial content in different kinds of media. In 
this activity students measure the column inches on a newspaper page, count the number of commercial 
minutes during a TV news program, or tally the number of ad pages in a magazine. Through graphing 
and analyzing this data, students gain an understanding of the pervasiveness of advertising and the 
interrelationship between advertising and content in mainstream media.

Objectives: Students will be able to…
1.	 Build an awareness of the pervasiveness of advertising in our society. 
2.	 Conduct original research to assess the amount of advertising in media.
3.	 Analyze the interrelationship between advertising and editorial content.

Correlation With McRel National Standards:
Language Arts Standards and Benchmarks

	 Grades 3–5: (S9/B7) 
	 Grades 6–8: (S10/B4, B5)
	 Grades 9–12: (S10/B1, B5, B7)

Materials/Preparation:
1.	 TV/VCR
2.	 Videotape of a half-hour TV program with all the ads from beginning to end.
3.	 Several magazines of different genres – news, fashion, sports, etc. Ask students to bring in 

magazines from their home or that they read. 
4.	 Newspapers
5.	 Graph paper or access to Excel or other computer graphing program.
6.	 Stopwatch.
7.	 Optional for older students: Access to the Internet

Teaching Strategies:

I. Hypothesis

	 Remind students that in the prior activities we learned that advertising is the motor driving 
most media in our lives. Using the scientific method, students will investigate the prevalence of 
advertising in three different types of media: newspapers, magazines and TV programs.

	 Begin your experiment with hypotheses. Have students make predictions about the 
percentage of advertising they think they might find in each medium. 50-50? 60-40? 75-25? 	

	 Hypothesize answers to the following:
		  How many pages are ads in a 100-page magazine? 
		  How many minutes of a half-hour TV program are ads?
		  If there are 30 pages in a newspaper and each page has 300 column inches, how many 		

	 column inches of the entire newspaper is advertising? editorial?

?
?
?
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		         Younger children can estimate number of pages of newspaper rather than trying to        	
	        count column inches.

		         Older students can convert to percentages.

II. Collecting Data

	 Once the students have established their hypotheses, break the class into teams of two or 
three students to gather the data.

		  Give several teams different sections of the newspaper to measure and count column 		
	 inches of ads vs. editorials.

		  Give a couple of teams a different magazine each. They will probably finish first so they 		
	 can also be responsible for creating the class chart and preparing the graphs.

		  Have one team view the TV news program and using a stopwatch, log the number of 		
	 minutes of commercials.

	 The information needs to be recorded and organized. Students can graph and chart the raw 
data with a computer program like Excel or by hand with graph paper. Visual organizers can 
help students compare the data more easily. See examples below.

III. Music & Sounds: Seeing, Hearing and Believing

	 Cover the TV screen with a tablecloth or sheet so that only the sound can be heard. Play the 
third video clip (a foreign film can work well) and have students write what images they 
think would accompany those sounds.

	 Once everyone has had a chance to write down their reflections, ask them to tell what sounds 
they heard and share what thoughts they had.

	 After the discussion, remove the cover and view the video with both sound and picture. Ask 
students to reflect on the differences between the two.

IV. Reflection

	 Compare the final data with their original predictions. Even if the majority of the content 
is editorial, discuss the significance of the amount of advertising. Encourage students to 
question the implications of their findings on society and on themselves. Ask:

What are some questions we might ask about the relationship between media makers and 
advertisers?
How much power can advertisers have over editorial content?
If a magazine has so many ads, why isn’t it free? What about cable TV?
What are some pros and cons for society if a newspaper (or any news media) is more 
concerned about selling ads than reporting the news?
What other questions does this research raise and how can we find answers to those 
questions?
What kinds of magazines have the largest percentage of ads?
Are there any magazines where advertising and editorial seem to be hard to distinguish? 
If so, what can we apply from the Lesson 3B about “target marketing” and “renting 
eyeballs?”

1.

2.
3.
4.

5.

6.

7.

•

•

•
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5e
Power, Persuasion & Propaganda: Exploring Multiple Motives

While commercial media is created to generate profit, non-commercial media has many motivations – 
from influencing people how to vote or sharing ways to protect the environment to convincing us the 
world is flat or promoting racist beliefs. With so much information available today through media, students 
need to be able to recognize media messages that are motivated by power and persuasion in order to 
become independent and critical thinkers. First, students will search for and discuss media messages that 
have purposes other than just making money. Then group production projects will help students discover 
the power of propaganda for both positive and negative ends thus yielding greater understanding of the 
multiple (and at times ulterior) motivations in today’s media landscape.

Objectives: Students will be able to…
1.	 Recognize different motives even in non-commercial media.
2.	 Analyze the role of media in a democratic society. 
3.	 Wrestle with ethical issues concerning media and the public good.

Correlation With McRel National Standards:
Language Arts Standards and Benchmarks 

	 Grades 6–8: (S10/B2)
	 Grades 9–12: (S10/B6, B11)

Civics Standards and Benchmarks 
	 Grades 9–12:  (S19/B6)

Materials/Preparation:
1.	 Access to the Internet
2.	 Chart paper or black board

Teaching Strategies:

I. Review and Reflect on Motives

Mention that now with the Internet  there are many media messages that have motives other 
than just selling a product to make money.

	 Begin a class chart that lists all the different motives beyond just making money that 
organizations could have for creating media. List as many motives as possible. Start with 
questions like:
	 Why do you think PBS broadcasts Sesame Street?
	 Why do the Democratic Party and the Republican Party both make TV commercials?
	 Who creates the commercials that tell you smoking is dangerous?
	 What kinds of information would you find on a website  “.org”  “.com,”  “edu”. Others? 
	 How can you tell if an Internet site has accurate information?

II. Creating Media with Multiple Motives

	 Divide the class into teams and assign each team the job of creating a media message 
	 with one or more motives that are not specifically commercial. The messages can be in 
	 any format that works best: poster, written or tape-recorded radio ad, TV commercial 

?
?
?
?
?
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You work for a cigarette marketer which lost a lawsuit that now requires you to create 
anti-smoking posters targeting women. Since selling tobacco is your business you also 
want these posters to make your company look good.
You work for the dairy industry and must create fun toys that encourage children to 
drink milk.
You work for the American Nazi party and you want to create a web site that convinces 		
people that Martin Luther King, Jr. was bad person.
You work for a school district that has low test scores. Create a flyer to convince parents 
that this is still a great district.
You work for an oil company that has been receiving lots of bad publicity recently 	
because of accidents that have caused millions of barrels of oil damage on the 
environment. You must create a commercial that promotes an environmentally friendly 
image for your company. 
You work for the US Army and you need to recruit more soldiers. Research shows that 
more people will join if you portray the Army as an excellent career opportunity for 
high-tech training. Create a radio ad that will attract as many recruits as possible.
You work for a local TV channel that is sponsoring a reading contest for children so they 
can increase their ratings with young families. Create bookmarks that connect watching 
TV with reading books.
You work for the teacher’s union and must create a full-page newspaper ad to create a 
positive image of teachers and the union. 
You work for a breakfast cereal company and your owner is very patriotic. Design the 
cover of a box of sugary cereal to appeal to kids but, most importantly, also be very patriotic.

III. Discovering Motives

	 Once all the teams have created their media message, they should present them to the class. 		
	 Encourage the class to uncover the various motives in each one.		
	 Ask them to relate this experience to real media messages they encounter daily. 

performed live, illustrated print advertisement, etc. The students may choose their own 
scenario or use one from the list below.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Expanded Questions
For more sophisticated inquiry

As students become more skilled in media literacy, more complex analysis is possible. The following outline is 
another way of asking questions in order to explore the connections and interconnections between the content, 
form, purpose and effects of a media message. The numbers at the end of each question indicate which Key 
Question it expands.

1. Messages and Values — exploring the content of a media message. 
These questions help us understand how the symbol system of a message influences its interpretation by
different people; how the symbols that are selected for a message tap into our existing attitudes, knowledge and
understanding of the world. 

1.	 What makes this message seem realistic or unrealistic? (#2)
2.	 How does this message fit with your lived experience of the world? (#3)
3.	 How are various social groups represented? (#4)
4.	 What social or ideological messages are a part of the message’s subtext? (#4)
5.	 What kinds of behaviors and what kinds of consequences are depicted? (#4) 
6.	 What type of person is the reader invited to identify with? (#4) 
7.	 What is omitted from the message? (#4)
8.	 Whose point of view is presented? (#4)

2. Codes and Conventions — exploring the form of the message.
The following kinds of questions help us appreciate the “constructedness” of messages, how ideas and concepts
are created, expressed and “packaged” for specific audiences.

 
1.	 What is the message genre? ( #1)
2.	 What techniques are used to attract my attention? (#2)
3.	 What conventions of storytelling are used in this message? (#2)
4.	 What types of visual and/or verbal symbolism are used to construct the message? (#2) 
5.	 What kinds of persuasive or emotional appeals are used in this message? (#2)
6.	 What technologies were used to construct this message? (#1)
7.	 How is this message similar and different from others with similar content? (#1)

3. Producers and Consumers — exploring the purpose and effects.
These type of questions help us see the multiple decisions that are made from beginning to end as the message is
created and distributed plus the multiple interpretations that are created in the audience as they watch, see or listen: 

1.	 Who created this message? (#1)
2.	 What is the producer’s purpose? (#5)
3.	 Who is the target audience?  (#5)
4.	 How have economic decisions influenced the construction of this message? (#5)
5.	 What reasons might an individual have for being interested in this message? (#3)
6.	 How do different individuals respond emotionally to this message? (#3)
7.	 How might different individuals interpret this message differently? (#3)

–  With thanks to Cary Bazalgette and Renee Hobbs. 
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CML Educational Philosophy 

Empowerment through Education 

The Center for Media Literacy advocates a philosophy of empowerment through education. 
 This philosophy incorporates three intertwining concepts:

1. Media literacy is education for life in a global media world.

For 500 years, since the invention of moveable type, 
 we have valued the ability to read and write as the primary means 
of communicating and understanding history, cultural traditions, 

political and social philosophy and the news of the day.  
In more recent times, traditional literacy skills ensured that individuals 

could participate fully as engaged citizens and functioning adults in society.  
Today families, schools and all community institutions 

share the responsibility for preparing young people for living and learning 
in a global culture that is increasingly connected through multi-media

and influenced by powerful images, words and sounds.

2. The heart of media literacy is informed inquiry.

Through a four-step ‘inquiry’ process of 

Awareness . . . Analysis . . . Reflection . . .Action, 

media literacy helps young people acquire an empowering set 

of “navigational” skills which include the ability to:

•  Access information from a variety of sources.
•  Analyze and explore how messages are “constructed” 

whether print, verbal, visual or multi-media.
•  Evaluate media’s explicit and implicit messages against

one’s own ethical, moral and/or democratic principles.
•  Express or create their own messages using a variety of media tools.

3. Media literacy is an alternative to censoring, boycotting 
or blaming ‘the media.’

Deeply committed to freedom of expression, 
media literacy does not promote partisan agendas or political points of view.  

The power of media literacy is its ability to inspire independent thinking and foster critical analysis.  
The ultimate goal of media education is to make wise choices possible.

Embracing this philosophy, 
the Center for Media Literacy is committed to media education 
as an essential and empowering life-skill for the 21st Century.
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