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The Media Literacy Project, was founded in 1993, and cultivated critical thinking and activism. 
They were committed to building a healthy world through media justice. As a nationally 
recognized leader in media literacy resources, trainings, and education, MLP delivered dynamic 
multimedia presentations at conferences, workshops, and classrooms across the country.  

Their media literacy curricula and action guides are still used in countless classrooms and 
communities and their training programs have empowered thousands of people to be advocates 
and activists for media justice.  

Read more about NMMLP and their work in a dissertation on it here.  

If you have other documents from the project you’d like to share so that they can be housed in 
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Why Media Literacy?  

For centuries, literacy has referred to the ability to read and write. However, these days, we get 
most of our information through complex combinations of text, images, and sounds – especially 
through television, computers, and the Internet.  It’s still important to be able to read and write, 
but it’s no longer enough.  Media literacy—the ability to critically consume and create many 
kinds of media—is essential.  

Media literacy skills can help children, youth, and adults:  

• Understand how media messages create meaning  

• Identify who created a particular media message  

• Recognize what the media maker wants us to believe or do  

• Name the “tools of persuasion” used  

• Recognize bias, spin, misinformation and lies  

• Discover the part of the story that’s not being told  

• Evaluate media messages based on their own experiences, beliefs and values  

• Create and distribute their own media messages  

• Become advocates for change in our media system  

Media literacy education helps to develop critical thinking and active participation in our media 
culture.    

In schools:  Media literacy skills are included in the educational standards of every state—in  
language arts, social studies, health, science and other subjects.  Teachers know that students 
love to examine and talk about their own media, and they’ve found that media literacy is an 
engaging way to explore a wide array of topics and issues.  

In the community: Researchers and practitioners recognize that media literacy education is an 
important tool in addressing alcohol, tobacco and other drug use; obesity and eating disorders; 
bullying and violence; gender identity and sexuality; racism, discrimination and oppression; and 
life skills.   

In public life:  Media literacy skills help us understand how media shape our culture and society, 
and how the “media monopoly” – the handful of giant corporations that control most of our 
media – affects our democracy.  Media literacy encourages and empowers youth and adults to 
advocate for change in our media system.  
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Deconstructing Media Messages  
All media messages – TV shows, newspapers, movies, advertisements, etc. – are made or 
constructed by people. One of the most important media literacy skills is deconstruction – 
closely examining and “taking apart” media messages to understand how they work.   

Deconstructing a media message can help us understand who created the message, and who is 
intended to receive it. It can reveal how the media maker put together the message using 
words, images, sounds, design, and other elements. It can expose the point of view of media 
makers, their values, and their biases. It can also uncover hidden meanings – intended or 
unintended.   

There is no one “correct” way to deconstruct a media message – each of us interprets media 
differently, based on our own knowledge, beliefs, experiences, and values. Just be prepared to 
explain your interpretation.   

Key concepts for deconstructing media   

• Source. All media messages are created. The creator could be an individual writer, 
photographer, or blogger. In the case of a Hollywood movie, the scriptwriter, director, 
producer, and movie studio all play a role in creating the message. Ads are usually put 
together by ad agencies, but the creator is really the client – the company or organization 
that’s paying for the ad. The key point is: Whose message is this? Who has control over 
the content?   

• Audience. Media messages are intended to reach audiences. Some—like primetime TV 
shows—are designed to reach millions of people. Others—like a letter or email—may be 
intended only for one person. Most media messages are designed to reach specific 
groups of people—defined by age, gender, class, interests, and other factors—called the 
“target audience.”   

• Text. We often use the word text to mean “written words.” But in media literacy, text has a 
very different meaning. The text of any piece of media is what you actually see and/or 
hear. It can include written or spoken words, pictures, graphics, moving images, sounds, 
and the arrangement or sequence of all of these elements. Sometimes the text is called 
the story or manifest text. For most of us, the text of a piece of media is always the same.   

• Subtext. The subtext is an individual interpretation of a media message. It is sometimes 
called the “latent text.” The subtext is not actually heard or seen; it is the meaning we 
create from the text in our own minds. While media makers often create texts that suggest 
certain subtexts, each person creates their own subtext (interpretation) based on their 
previous experiences, knowledge, opinions, attitudes, and values. Thus, two people 
interpreting the same text can produce two very different subtexts.   

• Persuasion techniques. Media messages use a number of techniques to try to persuade 
us to believe or do something. If we can spot the techniques being used, we’re less likely 
to be persuaded, and more likely to think for ourselves. See the Language of Persuasion 
handout for a list of persuasion techniques and definitions.   

• Point of view. No one tells the whole story. Everyone tells part of the story from their point 
of view. Deconstructing a media message can expose the values and biases of the media 
maker, and uncover powerful ideological and value messages.   

http://kelli.ninja/1301/e3/Language_of_Persuasion.pdf
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Deconstruction questions  

You can use the following questions to quickly deconstruct any media message.   

Basic deconstruction questions  

1. Whose message is this? Who created or paid for it? Why?   

2. Who is the “target audience”? What are the clues (words, images, sounds, etc.)?   

3. What “tools of persuasion” are used?   

4. What part of the story is not being told?   

 

Intermediate deconstruction questions  

1. Whose message is this? Who created or paid for it? Why?   

2. Who is the “target audience”? What is their age, ethnicity, class, profession, interests, 
etc.? What words, images or sounds suggest this?   

3. What is the “text” of the message? (What we actually see and/or hear: written or 
spoken words, photos, drawings, logos, design, music, sounds, etc.)   

4. What is the “subtext” of the message? (What do you think is the hidden or unstated 
meaning?)   

5. What “tools of persuasion” are used?   

6. What positive messages are presented? What negative messages are presented?   

7. What part of the story is not being told?   

 

Advanced deconstruction questions  

1. Whose message is this? Who created or paid for it? Why?   

2. Who is the “target audience”? What is their age, ethnicity, class, profession, interests, 
etc.? What words, images or sounds suggest this?   

3. What is the “text” of the message? (What we actually see and/or hear: written or 
spoken words, photos, drawings, logos, design, music, sounds, etc.)   

4. What is the “subtext” of the message? (What do you think is the hidden or unstated 
meaning?)   

5. What kind of lifestyle is presented? Is it glamorized? How?   

6. What values are expressed?   

7. What “tools of persuasion” are used?   

8. What positive messages are presented? What negative messages are presented?   

9. What groups of people does this message empower? What groups does it 
disempower? How does this serve the media maker's interests?   

10. What part of the story is not being told? How and where could you get more 
information about the untold stories? 
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Media Literacy Concepts  
The study and practice of media literacy is based on a number of fundamental concepts about 
media messages, our media system, and the role of media literacy in bringing about change.  
Understanding these concepts is an essential first step in media literacy education.  

We’ve organized Media Literacy Concepts into three levels: Basic, Intermediate, and 
Advanced. Basic concepts focus on how media affect us. Intermediate concepts examine more 
closely how we create meaning from media messages. Advanced concepts examine the 
interaction of media and society, and the role of media literacy in bringing about change.  

Basic concepts   

1. Media construct our culture. Our society and culture—even our perception of reality—is 
shaped by the information and images we receive via the media. A few generations ago, 
our culture’s storytellers were people—family, friends, and others in our community. For 
many people today, the most powerful storytellers are television, movies, music, video 
games, and the Internet.   

2. Media messages affect our thoughts, attitudes, and actions. We don’t like to admit it, 
but all of us are affected by advertising, news, movies, pop music, video games, and other 
forms of media. That’s why media are such a powerful cultural force, and why the media 
industry is such big business.   

3. Media use “the language of persuasion.” All media messages try to persuade us to 
believe or do something. News, documentary films, and nonfiction books all claim to be 
telling the truth.  Advertising tries to get us to buy products. Novels and TV dramas go to 
great lengths to appear realistic. To do this, they use specific techniques (like flattery, 
repetition, fear, and humor) we call “the language of persuasion.”   

4. Media construct fantasy worlds. While fantasy can be pleasurable and entertaining, it can 
also be harmful. Movies, TV shows, and music videos sometimes inspire people to do 
things that are unwise, anti-social, or even dangerous. At other times, media can inspire our 
imagination. Advertising constructs a fantasy world where all problems can be solved with a 
purchase. Media literacy helps people to recognize fantasy and constructively integrate it 
with reality.   

5. No one tells the whole story. Every media maker has a point of view. Every good story 
highlights some information and leaves out the rest. Often, the effect of a media message 
comes not only from what is said, but also from what part of the story is not told.   

6. Media messages contain “texts” and “subtexts.” The text is the actual words, pictures 
and/or sounds in a media message. The subtext is the hidden and underlying meaning of 
the message.  Looking for the text and subtexts is a good starting place for media analysis.  

7. Media messages reflect the values and viewpoints of media makers. Everyone has a 
point of view. Our values and viewpoints influence our choice of words, sounds, and images 
we use to communicate through media. This is true for all media makers, from a 
preschooler’s crayon drawing to a media conglomerate’s TV news broadcast.   

http://kelli.ninja/1301/e3/nmlp/Language_of_Persuasion.pdf
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8. Individuals construct their own meanings from media. Although media 
makers attempt to convey specific messages, people receive and interpret 
them differently, based on their own prior knowledge and experience, their values, and their 
beliefs. This means that people can create different subtexts from the same piece of media. 
All logically supported meanings and interpretations are valid and should be respected.   

9. Media messages can be decoded.  By deconstructing media, we can figure out who 
created the message, and why. We can identify the techniques of persuasion being used 
and recognize how media makers are trying to influence us. We notice what parts of the 
story are not being told, and how we can become better informed.   

10. Media literate people are active consumers of media. Many forms of media—like 
television, video games, the internet, social media—seek to create passive, impulsive 
consumers. Media literacy helps people consume media with a critical eye, evaluating 
sources, intended purposes, persuasion techniques, and deeper meanings.   

Intermediate concepts   

11. The human brain processes images differently than words. Images are processed in 
the reptilian part of the brain, where strong emotions and instincts are also located. Written 
and spoken language is processed in another part of the brain, the neocortex, where 
reason lies. This is why TV commercials are often more powerful than print ads.  

12. We process time-based media differently than static media.  The information and 
images in TV shows, movies, video games, and music often bypass the analytic brain and 
trigger emotions and memory in the unconscious and reactive parts of the brain. Only a 
small proportion surfaces in consciousness. When we read a news feed, magazine, book, 
or website, we have the opportunity to stop and think, re-read something, and integrate the 
information rationally.   

13. Media are most powerful when they operate on an emotional level. Most fiction 
engages our hearts as well as our minds. Advertisements take this further, and seek to 
transfer feelings from an emotionally-charged symbol (family, sex, the flag) to a product.   

14. Media messages can be manipulated to enhance emotional impact. Videos of any type 
use a variety of filmic techniques (like camera angles, framing, reaction shots, quick cuts, 
special effects, lighting tricks, music, and sound effects) to reinforce the messages in the 
script.  Dramatic graphic design can do the same for graphic ads or websites.   

15. Media effects are subtle. Few people believe everything they see and hear in the media. 
Few people rush out to the store immediately after seeing an ad. Playing a violent video 
game won’t automatically turn you into a murderer. The effects of media are more subtle 
than this, but because we are so immersed in the media environment, the effects are still 
significant.   

16. Media effects are complex. Media messages directly influence us as individuals, but they 
also affect our families and friends, our communities, and our society. Some media effects 
are indirect. We must consider both direct and indirect effects to understand media’s true 
influence.   

17. Media convey ideological and value messages. Ideology and values are usually 
conveyed in the subtext. Two examples include news reports (besides covering an issue or 
event, news reports often reinforce assumptions about power and authority) and 
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advertisements (besides selling particular products, advertisements almost 
always promote the values of a consumer society).   

18. We all create media. Maybe you don’t have the skills and resources to make a blockbuster 
movie or publish a daily newspaper. However, just about anyone can snap a photo, write a 
letter, or sing a song. In addition, new technology has allowed millions of people to make 
media--websites, videos, blogs, and more—easily and cheaply. Creating your own media 
messages is an important part of your own media literacy.   

Advanced concepts   

19. Our media system reflects the power dynamics in our society. People and institutions 
with money, privilege, influence, and power can more easily create media messages and 
distribute them to large numbers of people. People without this access have traditionally 
been shut out of the media system, though the internet and social media has changed this 
somewhat. 

20. Most media are controlled by commercial interests. In the United States, the 
marketplace largely determines what we see on television, what we hear on the radio, what 
we read on the web. As we use media, we should always be alert to the self-interest of 
corporate media makers. Are they concerned about your health? Do they care if you’re 
smart or well-informed? Are they interested in creating active participants in our society and 
culture, or merely passive consumers of their products, services, and ideas?   

21. Media monopolies reduce opportunities to participate in decision making. When a few 
huge media corporations control access to information, they have the power to make some 
information widely available and privilege those perspectives that serve their interests, while 
marginalizing or even censoring other information and perspectives. This affects our ability 
to make good decisions about our own lives, and reduces opportunities to participate in 
making decisions about our government and society.   

22. Changing the media system is a justice issue. Our media system produces lots of 
negative, demeaning imagery, values, and ideas. It renders many people invisible. It 
creates and upholds stereotypes. It provides too little funding and too few outlets for people 
without money, privilege, influence, and power to tell their stories.   

23. We can change our media system. More and more people are realizing how important it 
is to have a media system that is open to new people and new perspectives, that elevates 
human values over commercial values, and that serves human needs in the 21st century. 
All over the world, people are taking action to reform our media system and create new 
alternatives.   

24. Media literate people are media activists. As we learn how to access, analyze, and 
interpret media messages, and as we create our own media, we recognize the limitations 
and problems of our current media system. Media literacy is a great foundation for 
advocacy and activism for a better media system. 
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The Language of Persuasion  
The goal of most media messages is to persuade the audience to believe or do 
something. Hollywood movies use expensive special effects to make us believe that 
what we’re seeing is real. News stories use several techniques – such as direct 
quotation of identified sources – to make us believe that the story is accurate.   

The media messages most concerned with persuading us are found in advertising, 
public relations, and advocacy. Commercial advertising tries to persuade us to buy a 
product or service. Public relations (PR) "sells" us a positive image of a corporation, 
government or organization. Politicians and advocacy groups (groups that support a 
particular belief, point of view, policy, or action) try to persuade us to vote for or support 
them, using ads, speeches, newsletters, websites, and other means.   

These "persuaders" use a variety of techniques to grab our attention, to establish 
credibility and trust, to stimulate desire for the product or policy, and to motivate us to 
act (buy, vote, give money, etc.)   

We call these techniques the "language of persuasion.” They’re not new; Aristotle wrote 
about persuasion techniques more than 2000 years ago, and they’ve been used by 
speakers, writers, and media makers for even longer than that.   

Learning the language of persuasion is an important media literacy skill. Once you know 
how media messages try to persuade you to believe or do something, you’ll be better 
able to make your own decisions.   

Advertising is the easiest starting point: most ads are relatively simple in structure, 
easily available, and in their original format. Media literacy beginners are encouraged to 
learn the language of persuasion by examining ads. Keep in mind that many media 
messages, such as television commercials, use several techniques simultaneously. 
Others selectively employ one or two.   

Political rhetoric – whether used by politicians, government officials, lobbyists, or 
activists - is more difficult to analyze, not only because it involves more emotional 
issues, but also because it is more likely to be seen in bits and fragments, often filtered 
or edited by others. Identifying the persuasion techniques in public discourse is 
important because the consequences of that discourse are so significant – war and 
peace, justice and injustice, freedom and oppression, and the future of our planet. 
Learning the language of persuasion can help us sort out complex emotional 
arguments, define the key issues, and make up our own minds about the problems 
facing us.   

NOTE:  We’ve divided our list of persuasion techniques into three levels: Basic, 
Intermediate and Advanced.  Basic techniques are easily identified in many media 
examples, and they are a good starting point for all learners.  Identifying many 
intermediate techniques may require more critical distance, and they should usually be 
investigated after learners have mastered the basics.  More abstraction and judgment 
may be required to identify the advanced techniques, and some learners may find them 
difficult to understand.  However, even media literacy beginners may be able to spot 
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some of the intermediate or advanced techniques, so feel free to examine 
any of the persuasion techniques with your group.  

 

Basic persuasion techniques  

1. Association. This persuasion technique tries to link a product, service, or idea with 

something already liked or desired by the target audience, such as fun, pleasure, 

beauty, security, intimacy, success, wealth, etc. The media message doesn’t make 

explicit claims that you’ll get these things; the association is implied. Association can 

be a very powerful technique.  Several of the persuasion techniques below, like 

Beautiful people, Warm & fuzzy, Symbols and Nostalgia, are specific types of 

association.  

2. Emotional Transfer. One type of association is emotional transfer.  A good ad can 

create a strong emotional response and then associate that feeling with a brand 

(family = Coke, victory = Nike).  These can also be negative and may use things like 

Fear, Ad hominem, Slippery Slope, etc. 

3. Bandwagon. Many ads show lots of people using the product, implying that 

"everyone is doing it" (or at least, "all the cool people are doing it"). No one likes to 

be left out or left behind, and these ads urge us to "jump on the bandwagon.” 

Politicians use the same technique when they say, "The American people want..." 

How do they know?   

4. Beautiful people. Beautiful people uses good-looking models (who may also be 

celebrities) to attract our attention. This technique is extremely common in ads, 

which may also imply (but never promise!) that we’ll look like the models if we use 

the product.   

5. Bribery. This technique tries to persuade us to buy a product by promising to give 

us something else, like a discount, a rebate, a coupon, or a "free gift.” Sales, special 

offers, contests, and sweepstakes are all forms of bribery. Unfortunately, we don’t 

really get something for free -- part of the sales price covers the cost of the bribe.    

6. Celebrities.  (A type of Testimonial – the opposite of Plain folks.) We tend to pay 

attention to famous people. That’s why they’re famous! Ads often use celebrities to 

grab our attention. By appearing in an ad, celebrities implicitly endorse a product; 

sometimes the endorsement is explicit. Many people know that companies pay 

celebrities a lot of money to appear in their ads (Nike’s huge contracts with leading 

athletes, for example, are well known) but this type of testimonial still seems to be 

effective.    

7. Experts.  (A type of Testimonial.) We rely on experts to advise us about things that 

we don’t know ourselves. Scientists, doctors, professors and other professionals 

often appear in ads and advocacy messages, lending their credibility to the product, 

service, or idea being sold.  Sometimes, Plain folks can also be experts, as when a 

mother endorses a brand of baby powder or a construction worker endorses a 

treatment for sore muscles.  
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8. Explicit claims.  Something is "explicit" if it is directly, fully, and/or 

clearly expressed or demonstrated.  For example, some ads state the price of a 

product, the main ingredients, where it was made, or the number of items in the 

package – these are explicit claims.  So are specific, measurable promises about 

quality, effectiveness, or reliability, like “Works in only five minutes!” Explicit claims 

can be proven true or false through close examination or testing, and if they’re false, 

the advertiser can get in trouble. It can be surprising to learn how few ads make 

explicit claims. Most of them try to persuade us in ways that cannot be proved or 

disproved.   

9. Fear. This may be used as a type of Association technique or as the opposite of the 

Association technique. It uses something disliked or feared by the intended audience 

(like bad breath, failure, high taxes, or terrorism) to promote a "solution.” Ads use 

fear to sell us products that claim to prevent or fix the problem. Politicians and 

advocacy groups stoke our fears to get elected or to gain support.   

In a public service ad, it might be used as association/emotional transfer to keep us 

from doing something like stopping smoking or eating unhealthy foods.  

10. Humor. Many ads use humor because it grabs our attention and it’s a powerful 

persuasion technique. When we laugh, we feel good. Advertisers make us laugh and 

then show us their product or logo because they’re trying to connect that good 

feeling to their product. They hope that when we see their product in a store, we’ll 

subtly re-experience that good feeling and select their product. Advocacy messages 

(and news) rarely use humor because it can undermine their credibility; an exception 

is political satire.   

11. Intensity. The language of ads is full of intensifiers, including superlatives (greatest, 

best, most, fastest, lowest prices), comparatives (more, better than, improved, 

increased, fewer calories), hyperbole (amazing, incredible, forever), exaggeration, 

and many other ways to hype the product.   

12. Maybe. Unproven, exaggerated or outrageous claims are commonly preceded by 

"weasel words" such as may, might, can, could, some, many, often, virtually, as 

many as, or up to. Watch for these words if an offer seems too good to be true. 

Commonly, the Intensity and Maybe techniques are used together, making the 

whole thing meaningless.    

13. Plain folks.  (A type of Testimonial – the opposite of Celebrities.) This technique 

works because we may believe a "regular person" more than an intellectual or a 

highly-paid celebrity.  It’s often used to sell everyday products like laundry detergent 

because we can more easily see ourselves using the product, too. The plain folks 

technique strengthens the down-home, "authentic" image of products like pickup 

trucks and politicians. Unfortunately, most of the "plain folks" in ads are actually paid 

actors carefully selected because they look like "regular people.”   

14. Repetition. Advertisers use repetition in two ways: Within an ad or advocacy 

message, words, sounds or images may be repeated to reinforce the main point. 

And the message itself (a TV commercial, a billboard, a website banner ad) may be 
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displayed many times. Even unpleasant ads and political slogans work if 

they are repeated enough to pound their message into our minds.   

15. Testimonials. Media messages often show people testifying about the value or 

quality of a product, or endorsing an idea. They can be experts, celebrities, or plain 

folks. We tend to believe them because they appear to be a neutral third party (a 

pop star, for example, not the lipstick maker, or a community member instead of the 

politician running for office.)  This technique works best when it seems like the 

person “testifying” is doing so because they genuinely like the product or agree with 

the idea.  Some testimonials may be less effective when we recognize that the 

person is getting paid to endorse the product.  

16. Warm & fuzzy. This technique uses sentimental images (especially of families, kids 

and animals) to stimulate feelings of pleasure, comfort, and delight. It may also 

include the use of soothing music, pleasant voices, and evocative words like "cozy" 

or "cuddly.” The Warm & fuzzy technique is another form of Association.  It works 

well with some audiences, but not with others, who may find it too corny.  

  

Intermediate persuasion techniques  

16. The Big Lie. According to Adolf Hitler, one of the 20th century’s most dangerous 

propagandists, people are more suspicious of a small lie than a big one. The Big Lie 

is more than exaggeration or hype; it’s telling a complete falsehood with such 

confidence and charisma that people believe it. Recognizing The Big Lie requires 

"thinking outside the box" of conventional wisdom and asking the questions other 

people don’t ask.   

17. Charisma. Sometimes, persuaders can be effective simply by appearing firm, bold, 

strong, and confident. This is particularly true in political and advocacy messages. 

People often follow charismatic leaders even when they disagree with their positions 

on issues that affect them.   

18. Euphemism. While the Glittering generalities and Name-calling techniques arouse 

audiences with vivid, emotionally suggestive words, Euphemism tries to pacify 

audiences in order to make an unpleasant reality more palatable. Bland or abstract 

terms are used instead of clearer, more graphic words. Thus, we hear about 

corporate "downsizing" instead of "layoffs," or "intensive interrogation techniques" 

instead of "torture.”  

19. Extrapolation. Persuaders sometimes draw huge conclusions on the basis of a few 

small facts. Extrapolation works by ignoring complexity. It’s most persuasive when it 

predicts something we hope can or will be true.   

20. Flattery. Persuaders love to flatter us. Politicians and advertisers sometimes speak 

directly to us: "You know a good deal when you see one." "You expect quality." "You 

work hard for a living." "You deserve it." Sometimes ads flatter us by showing people 

doing stupid things, so that we’ll feel smarter or superior. Flattery works because we 

like to be praised and we tend to believe people we like. (We’re sure that someone 

as brilliant as you will easily understand this technique!)    
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21. Glittering Generalities. This is the use of so-called "virtue words" 

such as civilization, democracy, freedom, patriotism, motherhood, fatherhood, 

science, health, beauty, and love. Persuaders use these words in the hope that we 

will approve and accept their statements without examining the evidence. They hope 

that few people will ask whether it’s appropriate to invoke these concepts, while 

even fewer will ask what these concepts really mean.   

22. Name-calling. This technique links a person or idea to a negative symbol (liar, 

creep, gossip, etc.). It’s the opposite of Glittering generalities. Persuaders use 

Name-calling to make us reject the person or the idea on the basis of the negative 

symbol, instead of looking at the available evidence. A subtler version of this 

technique is to use adjectives with negative connotations (extreme, passive, lazy, 

pushy, etc.) Ask yourself: Leaving out the name-calling, what are the merits of the 

idea itself?   

23. New. We love new things and new ideas because we tend to believe they’re better 

than old things and old ideas. That’s because the dominant culture in the United 

States (and many other countries) places great faith in technology and progress. But 

sometimes, new products and new ideas lead to new and more difficult problems.   

24. Nostalgia. This is the opposite of the New technique. Many advertisers invoke a 

time when life was simpler and quality was supposedly better ("like Mom used to 

make"). Politicians promise to bring back the "good old days" and restore "tradition." 

But whose traditions are being restored? Who did they benefit, and who did they 

harm? This technique works because people tend to forget the bad parts of the past, 

and remember the good.   

25. Rhetorical Questions. These are questions designed to get us to agree with the 

speaker.  They are set up so that the “correct” answer is obvious. ("Do you want to 

get out of debt?" "Do you want quick relief from headache pain?" and "Should we 

leave our nation vulnerable to terrorist attacks?" are all rhetorical questions.) 

Rhetorical questions are used to build trust and alignment before the sales pitch.   

26. Scientific Evidence. This is a particular application of the Expert technique. It uses 

the paraphernalia of science (charts, graphs, statistics, lab coats, etc.) to "prove" 

something. It often works because many people trust science and scientists.  It’s 

important to look closely at the "evidence," however, because it can be misleading.     

27. Simple Solution. Life is complicated. People are complex. Problems often have 

many causes, and they’re not easy to solve. These realities create anxiety for many 

of us. Persuaders offer relief by ignoring complexity and proposing a Simple 

solution. Politicians claim one policy change (lower taxes, a new law, a government 

program) will solve big social problems. Advertisers take this strategy even further, 

suggesting that a deodorant, a car, or a brand of beer will make you beautiful, 

popular and successful.   

28. Slippery Slope. This technique combines Extrapolation and Fear. Instead of 

predicting a positive future, it warns against a negative outcome. It argues against 

an idea by claiming it’s just the first step down a “slippery slope” toward something 

the target audience opposes. ("If we let them ban smoking in restaurants because 



        13 

 

Created by the New Mexico Media Literacy Project. 
Shared under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 License. 

Details at http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/us/ 

it’s unhealthy, eventually they’ll ban fast food, too."  This argument ignores 

the merits of banning smoking in restaurants.)  The Slippery slope technique is 

commonly used in political debate, because it’s easy to claim that a small step will 

lead to a result most people won’t like, even though small steps can lead in many 

directions.  

29. Symbols. Symbols are words or images that bring to mind some larger concept, 

usually one with strong emotional content, such as home, family, nation, religion, 

gender, or lifestyle. Persuaders use the power and intensity of symbols to make their 

case. But symbols can have different meanings for different people.  Hummer SUVs 

are status symbols for some people, while to others they are symbols of 

environmental irresponsibility. 

 

Advanced persuasion techniques  

30. Ad hominem. Latin for "against the man," the ad hominem technique responds to 

an argument by attacking the opponent instead of addressing the argument itself. It’s 

also called "attacking the messenger.” It works on the belief that if there’s something 

wrong or objectionable about the messenger, the message must also be wrong.   

31. Analogy. An analogy compares one situation with another. A good analogy, where 

the situations are reasonably similar, can aid decision-making. A weak analogy may 

not be persuasive, unless it uses emotionally-charged images that obscure the 

illogical or unfair comparison.   

32. Card Stacking. No one can tell the whole story; we all tell part of the story. Card 

stacking, however, deliberately provides a false context to give a misleading 

impression. It "stacks the deck," selecting only favorable evidence to lead the 

audience to the desired conclusion.   

33. Cause vs. Correlation. While understanding true causes and true effects is 

important, persuaders can fool us by intentionally confusing correlation with cause. 

For example: Babies drink milk. Babies cry. Therefore, drinking milk makes babies 

cry.   

34. Denial. This technique is used to escape responsibility for something that is 

unpopular or controversial. It can be either direct or indirect. A politician who says, "I 

won’t bring up my opponent’s marital problems," has just brought up the issue 

without sounding mean.   

35. Diversion. This technique diverts our attention from a problem or issue by raising a 

separate issue, usually one where the persuader has a better chance of convincing 

us. Diversion is often used to hide the part of the story not being told. It is also 

known as a “red herring.”   

36. Group Dynamics. We are greatly influenced by what other people think and do. We 

can get carried away by the potent atmosphere of live audiences, rallies, or other 

gatherings. Group dynamics is a more intense version of the Majority belief and 

Bandwagon techniques.   
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37. Majority Belief. This technique is similar to the Bandwagon technique. 

It works on the assumption that if most people believe something, it must be true. 

That’s why polls and survey results are so often used to back up an argument, even 

though pollsters will admit that responses vary widely depending on how one asks 

the question.   

38. Scapegoating. Extremely powerful and very common in political speech, 

Scapegoating blames a problem on one person, group, race, religion, etc. Some 

people, for example, claim that undocumented (“illegal”) immigrants are the main 

cause of unemployment in the United States, even though unemployment is a 

complex problem with many causes.  Scapegoating is a particularly dangerous form 

of the Simple solution technique.   

39. Straw Man. This technique builds up an illogical or deliberately damaged idea and 

presents it as something that one’s opponent supports or represents. Knocking 

down the "straw man" is easier than confronting the opponent directly.   

40. Timing. Sometimes a media message is persuasive not because of what it says, but 

because of when it’s delivered. This can be as simple as placing ads for flowers and 

candy just before Valentine’s Day, or delivering a political speech right after a major 

news event. Sophisticated ad campaigns commonly roll out carefully-timed phases 

to grab our attention, stimulate desire, and generate a response.   
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Text & Subtext 
In order to begin to analyze a media artifact, we first have to experience it and make note of its 

parts.  In short, we must begin by describing it.  To describe well, we have to look at and 

experience it more than once.  Beginning with a detailed description in which you don’t’ try to 

force yourself into any interpretation is a great way to start.  Then you can move on to looking 

between the lines for the messages behind the text. 

Text  

We often use the word text to mean “written words.” However, in media literacy, text has a very 

different meaning.  The text of any piece of media is what you actually see and/or hear.  It can 

include written or spoken words, pictures, graphics, moving images, sounds, and the 

arrangement or sequence of all of these elements.  Sometimes the text is called the “story” or 

“manifest text.”  For most of us, the text of a piece of media is always the same.   

However, too often in beginning analysis, we try to start out analyzing, but don’t just look at or 

experience the thing we’re analyzing.  In order to begin analyzing media, you first have to 

experience it.  Before you even begin to “read” it, just let yourself experience it.  Then move on 

to analyze it by looking again and again: 

• If it’s an image, really look at it.  Notice the places, people, things, text, colors, and fonts.  
Notice the size and shape of all of those.  The usual and the unusual.  Just let yourself 
experience it.  

• If it’s video, watch it and notice those things above, then just listen to it without watching.  
Reverse that and watch it with the sound off.  What things do you notice or what things 
stand out?   

• Find some basic facts: Who made it, why, when was made/released? 

After your first experience, make notes as you look at your text from every angle.  Share it with 

someone else and ask them what they see and notice.  Do as detailed a description as you can.  

This will help you as you move through your analysis on to your interpretation.  

 

Subtext  

The “subtext” is your interpretation of a piece of media.  It is sometimes called the “latent text.” 

The subtext is not actually heard or seen; it is the meaning we create from the text in our own 

minds. While media makers (especially advertisers) often create texts that suggest certain 

subtexts, each person creates their own subtext (interpretation) based on their previous 

experiences, knowledge, opinions, attitudes and values.  Thus, the subtext of a piece of media 

will vary depending on the individual seeing/hearing it.  

Look at your text and think about some of these questions: 

• How does it make you feel? 

• Are there any references or similarities with other texts—songs, movies, videos, etc? 

• What feeling or attitude does it portray toward its topic and the people and objects in the 
space?   
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• Does it portray anything as good or bad without specifically saying that?  
What things are clues to that?   

• What techniques from The Language of Persuasion handout can you see used in it? 

• Overall, what is it saying between the lines? Don’t look at the product it’s selling, the 
person it’s advocating, or the song that’s being sung.  Look at the bigger picture and the 
deeper message.  What is it saying about the myths or stereotypes we hold, what we 
should value or not value, society, culture, specific groups, ideas, etc? 

After you make notes on the text and subtext, then you can begin to make meaning.  What does 
this text say about us and the world we live in?  How does it fit in with or push back against 
others you see?  What kind of pull or influence does it have?  All of those questions and more 
are a good start to becoming media literate.  

On the next page is an example of one way to start this by analyzing media images by looking 
at text and subtext. 

  

http://kelli.ninja/1301/e3/Language_of_Persuasion.pdf


        17 

 

Created by the New Mexico Media Literacy Project. 
Shared under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 License. 

Details at http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/us/ 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

  

The text of this media message includes:  

• Bright colors: red, purple, yellow, orange, green. 

• The setting looks like a (cheap?) hotel room. There’s 
a lamp, bed, open door, etc. behind her.  

• Musician Sheryl Crow stands holding a guitar case in 
one hand and a glass of milk in the other. There’s an 
electric guitar on the bed behind her. 

• Her hands are down at her sides as if she’s relaxed.  

• The glass is hourglass shaped (small waist?) 

• The logo “got milk?” is in the upper right hand corner. 

• The words “Rock hard” are to the left at about 
shoulder height.  

• She has a milk mustache and a pouty but tough look 
on her face. 

• She’s wearing a black leather bustier and 
“fashionably torn” jeans with black boots.  

• The short paragraph says: “To keep the crowd on 
their feet, I keep my body in tune. With milk. Studies 
suggest that the nutrients in milk can play an 
important role in weight loss. So if you’re trying to 
lose weight or maintain a healthy weight, try drinking 
24 ounces of lowfat or fat free milk every 24 hours as 
part of your reduced-calorie diet. To learn more, visit 
2424milk.com. It’s a change that’ll do you good.”  

• Another logo that reads “milk. your diet. / Lose 
weight!” and “24 oz. / 24 hours” is in the bottom left 
corner. 

• A small image of Sheryl Crow’s album Wildflower is 
in the bottom right corner.   

• Persuasion Techniques: Celebrity, Beautiful People, 
Association (fame, beauty, success), Simple 
Solution, Experts/Scientific Evidence, Extrapolation, 
Testimonial 

• Author: America's Milk Producers.  Year: 2006 
Campaign: "Milk Your Diet. Lose Weight."   

• Original 1 page color magazine ad featuring 
American singer-songwriter and actress Sheryl Crow 

  

Possible subtexts include: 
 

• Sheryl Crow drinks milk.  

• Sheryl Crow wants to sell her album.   

• Sheryl Crow stays at cheap motels. (Plain 
folks?) 

• Rock stars like ripped jeans. 

• Milk renders great concerts.  

• Drinking milk is cool. 

• Beautiful people drink milk.  

• If you drink milk you will lose weight.  

• If you drink milk, you’ll be beautiful and 
famous, too.  

• A good body is an important part of being a 
rock star.  

• You must lose weight to be beautiful and 
famous.  

• We should want to be like Sheryl Crow is 
pictured in this image—it’s desirable. 

 

 

http://kelli.ninja/1301/e3/Language_of_Persuasion.pdf


18        

 
Created by the New Mexico Media Literacy Project. 

Shared under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 License. 
Details at http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/us/ 

As you can see, some of the subtexts are pretty basic and simplistic and 

probably wouldn’t work into a more advanced analysis. However, you can see in 

this list how the points start out more simplistic then work toward the deeper issues. Don’t 

ignore the simple ones; they are part of the path to the deeper ideas.   

As you begin to analyze, stop to describe both the text and subtext of the media you’re looking 

at, and then make sure to think about whether or not those subtext messages are portrayed in 

other texts.  If so, what does that say about that message overall, and how does that message 

affect us? 
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Looking Beyond the Frame  
The ability to analyze and evaluate media messages is an essential first step in becoming 

media literate. Deconstructing individual media examples, identifying the persuasion techniques 

used, and applying the media literacy concepts discussed earlier in this section are important 

skills that can lead us to a deeper understanding of the media messages that bombard us every 

day.   

But this is just the beginning. True media literacy requires “looking beyond the frame” of the 

media message – the individual TV commercial, news story or website, for example – to 

examine its context. This involves four interrelated concepts and skill sets:   

1. Media messages reflect the social, political, economic, and technological environment of 

the media system in which they are created. They either reinforce that environment -– by 

perpetuating stereotypes, for example -- or they challenge it.  

 

For example, big-budget Hollywood blockbusters are produced by media conglomerates 

seeking to maximize short-term profits. They often rely on familiar character types, 

storylines, and genres because old formulas create a safer investment. In contrast, films 

made by independent filmmakers—particularly those with little access to money and 

power—are often more original, covering subject matter and featuring characters we 

haven't seen before. Instead of appealing to the lowest common denominator, 

independent films often challenge audiences' assumptions and beliefs.  

 

Looking beyond the frame to consider the context of both kinds of films enriches one’s 

understanding of our media culture. This involves deconstructing our media system to 

examine issues of media ownership, power, and control, and to recognize how these 

issues influence media content.   

 

2. Examining the relationship between media and society raises the issue of media justice. 

Our media system produces a lot of negative, demeaning imagery. It privileges some 

people and some perspectives, and ignores or silences others. It renders entire groups 

of people invisible. The dominant media system—consisting almost entirely of private 

corporations producing and distributing media for profit—provides too little funding and 

too few outlets for people without money, privilege and power to tell their stories.  

 

The media system is unjust, and it perpetuates and strengthens injustice throughout 

society. The media justice movement works to create a fairer and more just media 

system that serves everyone, particularly communities that have been historically 

underrepresented and misrepresented in the mainstream media, including indigenous 

communities, people of color, the LGBTQI community, people with disabilities, working 

class people, and others.  

 

The media justice movement believes that communication is a human right and that 

media should belong to the people.   

 

3. Just as literacy is the ability both to read and write, media literacy involves both 

understanding media messages and creating media. We all create media. We write 
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notes and send email. We draw and doodle. Some of us play and 

compose music. Some take photos or make videos. Many people blog and use social-

networking websites. High-tech or low-tech, our own media creations contribute to the 

media landscape. Learning how to express oneself in a variety of media is an important 

part of being media literate.   

 

4. Media literate individuals are active participants in our media culture. While many people 

analyze and criticize media messages, and others focus on creating their own media, 

more and more people are also becoming media activists. They are changing the way 

they use media, challenging media messages and media institutions, supporting 

independent media, and working for media justice and media reform.  

 

Since media create so much of our culture, any social change will require significant 

change in our media environment, in media policies and practices, and in media 

institutions. Becoming an active agent for change in our media culture is a natural result 

of being media literate.   
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A Look at Mothers and Fathers in the Media 
 

With late spring comes the timing of Mother’s Day and Father’s Day advertising. We can always 

expect to see the same images of mothers and fathers in our media this time of year. We pass 

billboards telling us to buy jewelry or send flowers to mom. Dad needs more ties, some stuff 

from a hardware store, and maybe a $5 Hallmark card. The commercials are warm and fuzzy 

and usually take place during the early morning hours with dad waking up and eating breakfast, 

even if that breakfast is at midnight. While dad is getting treated to a late-night snack or 

breakfast in bed, mom is still taking care of everything around the house. As caretaker, she may 

be washing laundry (using Tide of course), changing diapers (Pampers), and driving her child to 

practice so she or he can eventually become an Olympic superstar. She may be giving a bath to 

her cute baby model while being reassured that she is “doing okay” by Johnson & Johnson, 

echoing the message we see over and over again in both our media and political systems that 

mamas don’t know how to parent their children. Often we are too distracted by these warm 

moments between the parents and those adorable children to pause and think critically about 

the messages that are implied. The diversion technique can be extremely effective when we are 

tearing up and thinking about the children or parents in our own lives. Honoring mamas and 

papas is a great thing, but acting like parents matter in order to sell more greeting cards and 

dish soap is not what Anna Jarvis, the founder of Mother’s Day, had in mind. 

 

We must also look at the representations of 

parents during the other ten months of the year. 

We still see that mothers are only caretakers and 

little else. Fathers, on the other hand, are not good 

caretakers according to much of the media we 

see. This print ad for Sharpie is one media 

example that Media Literacy Project has been 

using for a few years in our trainings on gender 

representations. The ad features a white man in 

his 20s or 30s with four babies. The Sharpie is 

being used to label names, Ben, Ted, Jeff, on the 

babies’ diapers. Given the model and setting, the 

ad is likely targeting white, middle-class men and 

women with children. This print ad uses humor 

(because who can’t tell their own children apart?), 

association (Sharpie equals humor and is easy to 

use), explicit claims (available in 12 colors), and 

warm and fuzzy (babies). The humor technique 

also has a negative side. It sends the message 

that fathers don’t know how to take care of 

children, and even more so, don’t even know their 

own children’s names. 

 

We are exposed to different standards for women and men who parent.  Women are shown 

doing it all but it usually isn’t enough and they have to be reassured. Conversely, men don’t 

have to do much for people to be amazed at how good of a father they are. These ideas play 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tf-xxVd8kfE
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FMunV1Y4X2o
http://www.youtube.com/user/baby?v=yotq4zr0dRc
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anna_Jarvis
http://medialiteracyproject.org/trainings
http://medialiteracyproject.org/sites/default/files/images/Sharpie%20Dad%20and%20Diapers%20(3)/index-2.jpg
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out both within the media world and in the real world. Both types of messages 

are insulting to mothers and fathers. In addition to the media stories that tell us 

that parents don’t know how to be parents and have limited roles as parents, we also only see 

one simplified picture of family life. Most often in Mother’s Day and Father’s Day commercials, 

or any commercials with parents, we see a husband and wife living happily together with their 

children. Those that don’t fit into this picture can be left feeling that they don’t fit in this world. 

The reality is that three out of four families don’t fit the frame of having heterosexual parents 

living under one roof with a dad that works and a mom that stays home. This frame not only 

affects how people might feel, it is too often used to create inadequate healthcare policies, 

economic policies, and other policies that impact our real-life families. Luckily, there are ongoing 

local and national initiatives that proactively address the needs of all families. 
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Walmart Tapia Bros. Ad 
 

This analysis of a Walmart ad uses the techniques and ideas described 

by the New Mexico Media Literary Project. 

 

In this ad, Walmart performs a “fresh-over,” which is like a makeover, but fresher. Walmart takes 

over a small produce stand run by Tapia Bros. in Encino, California, replacing the Tapia Bros. 

produce with Walmart’s. Walmart then invites customers to sample the produce, and much like 

a real makeover, finally reveals to them that the produce was Walmart’s. 

The target of this ad is people who see a value in farm-fresh produce, whom Walmart envisions 

as mostly white as evidenced by the customers in the ad. Walmart presents themselves as a 

more convenient alternative to farmer’s markets, appealing to those who shop at produce 

stands or would like to. The ad uses the persuasive technique of association, by attempting to 

connect Walmart’s produce to small-farms and farmer’s markets. 

The ad begins with a white man in a plaid shirt saying, “We’re here at the famous Tapia Bros. 

produce stand where we switched their fruits and veggies with Walmart’s. It’s a fresh-over!” In 

the background, the viewer sees the back of a cart painted in bright green, yellow, and red with 

a sign that reads, “Tapia Bros Fresh Produce.” It appears to be on a city street. 

The commercial cuts to the inside of the stand where customers, all seemingly white men and 

women except for one black woman, sample and discuss the produce. Walmart uses the “plain 

clothes” persuasive technique by including non-celebrity, casually-dressed customers, in order 

to cause viewers to feel that they could be those customers. 

The customers in the ad exclaim things such as, “It tastes like you just picked that!” and “So far 

it’s about the best strawberry I’ve had this year!” By showing many different people liking the 

produce, Walmart uses the bandwagon technique by implying that since others like it, you 

should, too. Due to the FTC’s truth-in-advertising regulations, it says, in very small print on the 

bottom of the screen, “Real customers were shown and compensated for their time and 

participation.” Far from being a true, blind swap-out, this means that the customers’ comments 

were paid for by Walmart. 

The narrator explains, “Walmart works directly with growers to give you the best quality produce 

they’ve ever had.” An untold story here is exactly who those growers are. By being at the 

produce stand of a small, local farm, Walmart implies that the growers mentioned above are 

small, local growers. According to the Huffington Post, Walmart is attempting to incorporate 

local farms, hoping to sell 100% more local produce by the end of 2015. The question we ask is, 

“Why?” 

The above Huffington Post article argues that Walmart’s produce has a reputation as hit-or-

miss, often appearing not-so-fresh. Far from being an altruistic attempt to provide healthier, 

fresher fruits and vegetables, grocery stores make 50% profit on the sale of produce, which is 

much higher than on canned fruits and vegetables. Changing public perception of their produce 

through this advertisement allows Walmart to have produce as a higher percentage of their 

proceeds, thus making a higher percentage of profit for the company. 

https://youtu.be/pEFTIRUcEEE
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/06/03/walmart-produce-fruit-vegetables_n_3378575.html
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During the big reveal, the narrator explains to the customers that the produce is 

from Walmart. The customers act surprised and use a persuasive technique called a 

testimonial. One customer says, “I know where I’ll be shopping for strawberries now,” endorsing 

the quality of Walmart’s strawberries. The ad then shows a series of images of produce, visually 

persuading viewers. Walmart cuts from images of produce at the produce stand to an extreme-

close up of a silver bowl of strawberries with water drops on it, causing viewers to further 

identify with the product, as if they were at home with a just-washed bowl of strawberries. Next, 

the ad cuts to a close-up of produce in a store, with a blue Walmart bag placed just behind the 

berries. This series takes the viewer from farmer’s market, to eating berries at home, to buying 

them at Walmart, forging connections between all three things. 

One of the major untold stories in this ad is that of the Tapia Bros. (not to be confused with 

Tapia Brothers’ Co., which is a food-service distribution company). It is unclear what sort of 

compensation Tapia Bros. received from Walmart. The ad shows a massive corporation taking 

advantage of a small farm through Walmart’s narrative of a surprise “fresh-over.” Walmart leads 

the viewer to assume that this was a secret, unpaid switcheroo in the ad, regardless of the legal 

or financial connection between the two entities. 

Kristina Tapia, who claims to be a member of the family, posted complaints about the 

commercial on Youtube, alleging that Walmart ruined their reputation. She writes, “. . . all 

Walmart did was slander my family.” Media Literacy Project contacted Tapia Bros. and Kristina 

Tapia, but did not receive any comments on the issue from them. 

This ad is a great example of a massive corporation usurping a small, local business, which 

happens with farms quite often. According to Farm Aid, most economic sectors have a 

concentration ratio of around 40%, meaning that the top four companies own 40% of the 

market. Farm Aid states, “If a concentration ratio of above 40%, experts believe competition can 

be threatened and market abuses are more likely to occur: the higher the number, the bigger 

the threat.” In their respective markets, the top four firms own 83.5% of the beef industry, 66% 

of the hog industry, and 58.5% of the broiler chicken industry. One company, Monsanto, owns 

85% of the genetically engineered corn acreage in the U.S. and 91% of the soybean acreage. 

Due to this market domination, farm families make 90% of their income outside of the farm. 

Tapia Bros. runs a small farm across the street from one of their well-known produce stands. 

When Walmart sells more local produce, what will happen to farms like Tapia Bros.? Will they 

lose so much business that they are forced to sell their produce to Walmart? Will Walmart pay 

them a fair amount for their goods?  

  

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v-4fXPh8Nlw
http://www.farmaid.org/
http://www.farmaid.org/site/c.qlI5IhNVJsE/b.8586841/k.382D/Corporate_Power_in_Agriculture/apps/ka/ct/contactus.asp?c=qlI5IhNVJsE&b=8586841&en=6eIHLNMjEbJQIQOoEfLEKLMrHhKMIKMqEeKMIRNtEmIVL7L
http://www.farmaid.org/atf/cf/%7B6ef41923-f003-4e0f-a4a6-ae0031db12fb%7D/FARMAID-REBUILDINGAMERICASECONOMY_FINAL2.PDF
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Creating Counter Ads  
 
You can “talk back” to deceptive or harmful media messages by creating counter-ads.  These 

are parodies of advertisements, delivering more truthful or constructive messages using the 

same persuasion techniques as real ads.  By creating counter-ads, you can apply media literacy 

skills to communicate positive messages, in a fun and engaging exercise.  

The simplest way to create a counter-ad is to alter a real ad (magazine or newspaper ads work 

best) by changing the text or adding graphic elements; just write or draw over the original ad, or 

paste new materials onto it.  A counter-ad can also be created by drawing a new image, copying 

the design and layout of a real ad.  Collage techniques work well, too.  You can also write 

scripts for radio or TV counter-ads, and read them to the class.  Or take it a step further and 

record or videotape your counter-ad.    

Here are a few tips on making effective counter-ads:  

• Analyze.  Look at several real ads and try to figure out why they’re effective.  The best 
counter-ads use the same techniques to deliver a different message.  

• Power.  Your message has to break through the clutter of all the real ads that people 
see or hear.  Think about what makes an ad memorable to you.  What techniques does 
it use to grab your attention?  Use them.  

• Persuade.  Use the same persuasion techniques found in real ads – like humor, 
repetition, or flattery -- to deliver your alternative message.  

• Pictures.  Visual images are incredibly powerful.  People often forget what they read or 
hear, but remember what they see.  The best counter-ads, like the best ads, tell their 
stories through pictures.  

• Rebellion.  Advertising targeted at young people often appeals to a sense of youthful 
rebellion.  Effective counter-ads expose misleading and manipulative advertising 
methods and turn their rebellious spirit toward the corporate sponsors who use them.  

• “KISS” – Keep It Short & Simple.  Use only one idea for your main message.  Focus 
everything on getting this message across.  

• Plan.  Try to think of everything – words, images, design -- before you begin production.  
Make a few sketches or rough drafts before you start crafting the final product.  

• Practice.  If you’re going to perform a radio or TV script (and especially if you’re making 
an audio recording or video) your cast and crew will need to rehearse.  Then, rehearse it 
again.  

• Teamwork.  Working in a team can lighten your workload and spark creativity.  
Brainstorm ideas as a group.  Make sure all members share responsibility for the work.  

• Revise.  When you think you’re finished, show your counter-ad to uninvolved people for 
feedback.  Do they understand it?  Do they think it’s funny?  Use their responses to 
revise your work for maximum impact.  

• Distribute.  Your ideas are meant to be seen!  Make copies of your counter-ads and 
post them around your school.  Get them published in your school newspaper.  Show 
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your videotape to other kids and adults.  Your counter-ad can stimulate 
needed discussion and debate around media and health issues.  

• Have fun!  Making a counter-ad is a fun way to learn about media and health, to be 
creative, and to express your views.  Enjoy it!  
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Extra Credit Opportunity 
If you are in my English 1301 Course, you can do notes on the readings in this packet and get 

extra credit that will be added to your Coursework section.  (The coursework  includes notes, 

prewritings, workshop, in-class writing/groupwork.)    I’ll explain more about the points for this in 

class.  Here is what you need to do.  

 

• Take notes on the readings in this packet. 

• Make sure to label your notes with the section/reading they are from.  Organize them 

carefully before you turn them in.  I will not give full credit to unorganized notes. 

• Review these guidelines before you begin.  

o In the “Media Literacy Concepts,” “The Language or Persuasion,” and “Text and 

Subtext” readings you do not need to list each of the concepts, or all of the 

techniques and write down their definitions.   

o Instead, read though each section of that and make notes on what stands out for 

you or the overall theme or similarities you see running through it.   

▪ You may also note any quotes or techniques you think you might find 

useful in writing your essay—ones you really agree with, really disagree 

with, or that you notice a lot in adverting.  Remember, your notes should 

be about things that will help you write your essay, so write notes on what 

stands out in terms of those things, or what things make a lot of sense to 

you with them.  Make notes of any quotes you might find useful. 

o In the “A Look at Mothers and Fathers in the Media” and the “Walmart Tapia 

Bros. Ad” do not discuss the points they are making—those are samples.   

▪ Instead, write about how they are constructing their argument/point and 

what they do to do develop it.   

▪ What techniques or things do they point out that are mentioned in the 

instructions in the other readings?   

▪ How do they explain or describe? 

▪ In short, what’s up with their style and writing that you need to apply to 

your essay.  

o You do not need to do notes on “Creating Counter Ads.”  

• Make sure to turn these in by the date I’ve announced in class.   

• You may type these up. 

• I will NOT accept these late. 
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