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Caitlin was fascinated with makeup tutorials on YouTube, those popular videos 
that feature young women and girls reviewing cosmetic products and demon-
strating novel techniques for face or hair care. This is a unique and very popu-
lar type of amateur media production that combines “how‐to” functionality 
with entertainment. These vlogs – short for video blogs – are not difficult to 
produce and yet they are very popular. Four of the top 100 most subscribed‐to 
channels on YouTube are beauty vlogs from around the world, including 
Michelle Phan, whose YouTube channel has over 8 million subscribers. Her 
350 videos have been viewed more than 1 billion times. The talented Mariand 
“Yuya” Castrejon from Mexico makes over $50 000 per month in advertising 
revenue from her famous beauty vlog that receives more than 41 million views 
per month.1

Accessing and Analyzing Ideas

KEY IDEAS

Authors use a variety of strategies to find information, brainstorm ideas, evaluate 
sources, and organize material to create a coherent, high‐impact multimedia message. 
When the power of Google and Wikipedia is combined with a sustained approach to 
library browsing, the results can stimulate the imagination. Finding ideas and 
information also comes from paying close attention to the world around you. 
Understanding how to make tacit knowledge explicit may involve using a variety of 
different types of knowledge management tools. When students analyze the print and 
multimedia works of others, they develop heightened awareness of the relationship 
between a message’s form and its content. You can deepen your awareness of the many 
choices that authors make in controlling how audiences receive and interpret 
information. The key concepts and core principles of digital and media literacy help you 
develop critical thinking skills in responding to multimedia messages, which can be a 
catalyst to your own creative expression. By critically analyzing media, you can explore 
how authors engage and motivate audiences, increase their own knowledge by 
developing new ideas, and create messages that help shape a viewer’s opinions and 
emotional responses.
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People who watch beauty vlogs are part of a robust online community. For 
example, Caitlin noticed that the onscreen vloggers interact directly with their 
viewers, asking questions or taking requests for new video content. Feeling 
part of an online community is a pleasurable feeling. But when she stumbled 
across examples of young children only 5–10 years old hosting beauty vlogs 
where they demonstrated beauty products (Figure 4.1), she was stunned and 
fascinated and curious. Would creating a beauty video at age five be considered 
a positive or a negative thing? Why did the parent help the child to create this? 
She had so many questions. She remembered that her mother had a “no 
makeup” rule until she was about 11. She had an “aha!” moment when she real-
ized that this was potentially a topic she could explore for her final project in 
her Child Development class at the university.

Wondering about Makeup Tutorials

For many of us, Google is always the first step in the process of accessing infor-
mation and ideas. The ease of access makes it a fine starting place, indeed. 
Caitlin began with using Wikipedia, which had some information about the 

Figure 4.1 Children create YouTube makeup tutorials.
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most famous beauty vloggers like Michelle Phan. Fortunately, this information 
also included citations for articles from popular magazines like Vanity Fair and 
Forbes. When Caitlin looked at some of these articles, she learned that the 
beauty industry is eager to support the most popular bloggers. But this angle 
on this topic – as interesting as it was – wouldn’t enable her to incorporate any 
of the information she had been learning from her Child Development class. 
Caitlin even explored Google Scholar to search for scholarly writing about 
beauty videos, but nothing came up.

Brainstorming with some friends, Caitlin considered her topic in relation to 
some larger themes, using the digital mind mapping tool Popplet to create a 
map of the connections between ideas (Figure 4.2). A mind map is a visual rep-
resentation of the relationship between ideas and is often used as a tool for 
generating new ideas. As Caitlin started to brainstorm, the mind map quickly 
grew into a multi‐pronged affair. After creating it, Caitlin was able to widen her 
search strategy in order to use a greater variety of keywords. This helped her to 
find a number of important sources. Using keywords including “online video,” 
“online fame,” “family videos,” “children and fame,” “children and  gender iden-
tity,” she was able to find a number of interesting sources to help her learn more.

Using these same keywords in the database of her university library, she was 
pleased to find a book entitled Kids on YouTube by Patricia Lange, a researcher 
who had interviewed dozens of children and teens about how they created and 
uploaded videos to YouTube.2 This book was so comprehensive and well writ-
ten that it turned out to be the rock upon which her whole project developed. 
“It was worth the trip to the library, that’s for sure,” she said. “These days we 
tend to rely on Google so much that we don’t necessarily realize how much 
great information is in the library,” she said in reflecting on her efforts to access 
information for this project. Her online searching led her to print media that 
helped her build a strong foundation for her own ideas.

The Power of Inquiry

The most interesting research questions come from the process of asking 
 questions and paying attention to the world around us. The term of art for 
this  process is inquiry. In an essay entitled, “The Pattern of Inquiry,” John 
Dewey wrote about inquiry as a state of being confused, lost, or not knowing 
what to do. To address this ordinary state of being, you must ask questions 
about what you experience, watch, see, listen to, and read. It turns out, as we 
will see in this chapter, that the way you ask questions can determine the 
insights and learning that result.

Sometimes it’s simply a matter of framing problems by looking at them from 
different perspectives. For Caitlin, one effective strategy was to talk about her 
interest in kindergarten beauty vloggers with friends and family, who offered a 
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variety of different information and opinions that helped her see her topic in new 
ways. Information literacy researcher Alison Head found that a large number of 
college graduates take advantage of their personal learning networks to learn 
more about a topic when they are beginning the research process.3 A personal 
learning network (PLN) is an informal group of people that serve as resources to 
an individual for lifelong learning. For example, you may have family members or 
parents of your friends who have shared information and ideas with you that 
have shaped your knowledge. In fact, research shows that students are far more 
likely to rely on their friends and family than they are to reach out to their instruc-
tors or librarians. As you talk about what you are learning with the people around 
you, you may feel comfortable enough to acknowledge the limits of what you 
know, and they may ask you questions that inspire you to search for more infor-
mation to answer their questions or satisfy your own curiosity.

College students get to learn about so many things as part of their course 
work: depending on your major, you might investigate the role of African 
American soldiers in the Civil War, learn about wave form mechanics, explore 
the state of working mothers in rural communities, gain a deeper understand-
ing of population genetics, personality theories, or Hurricane Katrina’s impact 
on New Orleans. For these topics, your instructor may provide resources to 
help you learn. But college students also conduct informal research as part of 
their everyday life, including what to buy, where to work, where to eat, and 
what kind of leisure activities to pursue. In these cases, you largely make your 
own decisions about the information sources you use.

The issue of how much time people spend finding information is a fascinating 
one. In the real world, there is always a quality time trade‐off between the infor-
mation quality you seek and the amount of time you have. Most people are 
willing to spend hours researching which computer or car to buy – after all, 
those are big‐ticket items so making the right decision is important. People also 
tend to spend more time researching companies and potential jobs as they con-
sider career possibilities for the future. And college students also spend time 
researching travel and trip planning before heading out on a vacation adventure. 
In fact, information literacy researchers Alison Head and Michael Eisenberg 
found that college students are more engaged in everyday life research than 
with course‐related research.4 That’s because research on real‐world problems 
has such obviously relevant real‐world consequences. But when done well, 
school research projects can also have profound and important real‐world con-
sequences for your life, career and for the topics or issues you care about.

Knowledge Management

Have you ever seen someone carrying around and writing in a little black note-
book? It’s a common sight on many college campuses. Some people keep track 
of the information in their daily life by jotting down notes from meetings, 
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keeping “to do” lists, or just writing down things they see or hear. That’s because 
they’re aware of the creative process, since ideas come to you at any time. You 
may not be able to remember your best ideas if they strike you when you’re 
having a cup of coffee, exercising at the gym, or hanging out with friends.

If you are the organized type, perhaps you have your own knowledge man-
agement system already – with binders and notebooks for each class, for exam-
ple. Some people take notes on their cell phone or take photos of key documents 
to keep key information close at hand. Other people maintain bulletin boards 
near the space where they work, using sticky notes to capture key ideas. They 
may sometimes even color‐code or organize them in clusters to see how ideas 
fit together. To access information and gain knowledge, it’s obvious that a wide 
range of access skills and competencies are involved. Some dimensions of 
access include:

 ● Keyboard and mouse skills
 ● Familiarity with hardware, storage, and file management practices
 ● Understanding of hyperlinking and digital space
 ● Competence with software applications
 ● The use social media, mobile, peripheral, and cloud computing tools.

Habits of mind and competencies also can be understood as access skills, 
including the following:

 ● Identifying information needs
 ● Using effective search and find strategies
 ● Troubleshooting and problem solving
 ● Learning how to learn
 ● Listening skills
 ● Reading comprehension.

Knowledge management is the concept used to describe all the different 
ways that individuals organize and manage knowledge, especially in the 
workplace and in the professions. Today, with the rise of so much informa-
tion, researchers are discovering “best practices” in how people manage 
information to get things done. The simple practice of writing notes in 
a  notebook works because when people write down their ideas, they are 
more  likely to remember them, act on them, and manipulate them to see 
connections between ideas.

Researchers have discovered that there are a variety of attitudes and cultural 
norms that shape people’s individual approaches to knowledge management, 
so there’s no one right way to do it. People from different professions, com-
munities, or fields may approach knowledge management in different ways.5 In 
law school and medical school, for example, students develop and learn tech-
niques for managing the large amount of information they are expected to 
learn, using some fantastically creative and elaborate approaches to knowledge 
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management. Engineering students have approaches to their work that sup-
port both their critical thinking and their creativity.

There are individual and social components to knowledge management, too. 
You might not think about the lunchroom at your workplace as an important 
place of knowledge management, but the idea of communities of practice posits 
that wherever people who share a common interest in a particular domain 
or  topic congregate, there will be a common interest in sharing information 
with each other. But communities of practices aren’t confined to a physical 
location  –  they happen online, as in the thousands of people who share 
 videogame cheat codes with others or the numerous Reddit communities on 
topics from the serious to the inane. Researchers also use online knowledge 
communities like Mendeley to share information and resources among peers. 
Sharing information helps us manage it.

Most of us are not really conscious or aware of how much knowledge we 
actually possess. We take it for granted. Most of the knowledge we use on a 
daily basis (especially in the home and in the workplace) is tacit knowledge: this 
is the knowledge that comes from personal experience and based on the stuff 
we do each day. For example, the world‐famous linguist, Noam Chomsky, 
explained that although every speaker of a language has mastered and internal-
ized the grammar of the language in order to speak fluently, most people can-
not explain the rules of grammar that shape their language structure.

When you have tacit knowledge of something, you are likely to be unable 
to provide a verbal statement of those rules or principles. It’s not easy to 
explain to someone or to write down all that we have learned from life experi-
ence. This is why apprenticeships, mentoring, and internships are such a 
valuable part of learning. Some kinds of learning methods can help people 
reflect on experience and articulate ideas that formerly had been part of tacit 
knowledge.

Researchers have found that people learn most from apprenticeships when 
they are required to write and reflect about their experiences. The concept of 
reflection‐on‐action can be an important tool in the workplace where people 
learn from their own professional experiences and make connections between 
theory and practice. By using evidence of past actions and events and emo-
tions, along with experiences, actions, and responses, people who practice 
reflection‐on‐action experience dramatic advances in their professional devel-
opment not just in college, but throughout their working lives.

We also learn a lot from films, television shows, news media, and social 
media, but we may not always be aware of what we have learned from these 
sources. For example, Media Education Lab researcher Elizaveta Friesem dis-
covered that her college students did not think they knew very much about the 
topic of child sexual abuse. But when they gathered in small groups to discuss 
the films, television shows and news events about the topic, they discovered 
that, collectively, they possessed a significant amount of knowledge about the 
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topic. The simple act of classroom discussion turned the tacit knowledge into 
explicit knowledge.6

Other strategies can be effective for making tacit knowledge explicit. For 
example, many business and computer science professionals use project man-
agement software that enable a team or group of people to collect documents, 
data files and other shared resources, establish “to do” lists and create dead-
lines, and engage in brainstorming and problem solving. When this happens, 
people need to explain to members of their team what they’re thinking and 
how they’re working. Since everyone on the team is aware of what each other 
is working on, this approach transforms tacit knowledge to explicit knowledge 
and increases people’s ability to explain their work to others and benefit from 
knowing about the work of their colleagues. Online project management sites 
like Basecamp or Trello help teams work together; knowledge management 
platforms like Evernote or Mendeley enable people to gather and keep track of 
what they learn while reading, listening, and viewing. Knowledge management 
platforms are continually changing and developing, adding new features to 
meet the needs of people who create to learn.

Analyzing and Evaluating Information

Knowledge is the toolbox of imagination, says Tina Seelig, Stanford business 
school professor and author of inGenius: A Crash Course on Creativity.7 
But how do people unlock that toolbox? As people gather information and 
make sense of it, they may consciously or unconsciously analyze and evaluate 
it, and this active stance towards analyzing information helps unleash 
the  imagination. Humans have a tendency to engage in the practice of 

Digital Knowledge Management Tools

Knowledge management software tools help you:

 ● Keep track of the web sites you visit
 ● Annotate and comment on PDF files and other documents that you read on 

a screen
 ● Share digital documents and files with members of a creative team
 ● Automatically create academic citations of the sources you use
 ● Tag documents and web pages to identify their key themes
 ● Create “to do” lists and assign deadlines for completing tasks
 ● Organize ideas and engage in online discussion about your work
 ● Ask questions or requests for information to other members of a global 

knowledge community
 ● Engage in collaborative writing with members of a team.
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comparison‐contrast, which is a simple but powerful way to analyze 
 messages. You simply compare the new information to what you already 
know, making note of the similarities and the differences.

Most searches for information involve sizing up the information quality of a 
source once it is found. Is the source credible? Is the source up to date? Is the 
information accurate? Is the source useful? When analyzing a message, it’s also 
important to identify the message genre or type. Messages use codes and con-
ventions that signal how they should be interpreted or read. The form and 
structure of a message even communicate what kind of reading process should 
be used. For example, a poem has a structure of lines that are broken into 
phrases while a newspaper article has a headline, byline, and dateline. A schol-
arly article has an abstract and keywords while a blog post includes hyperlinks 
and tags. Learning to recognize these structural features helps you determine 
what kind of reading strategies to use to comprehend the work.

In some knowledge communities, some people – especially professors and 
librarians – have developed elaborate hierarchies about what types of knowl-
edge are “best.” You may have been told that a web site that uses a.edu or.gov 
extension is “better” than one that ends with.com, for example. You may have 
been told that a scholarly article in a library database is “better” than one that’s 
available freely on Google Scholar. You may have been told that Wikipedia can 
never be used as a source of information.

David Weinberger studies the Internet and in his book, Too Big to Know, he 
argues that the old pyramids that created hierarchical relationships between 
data, information, knowledge, and wisdom are shifting as a result of the rise of 
network culture, which is characterized by the interplay between real and vir-
tual space, shaping the way people live, work, and play.8 While books once 
shaped the way we define expertise, today ideas are generated by groups of 
people, working with high levels of social awareness and cooperation. 
Geographically dispersed, we exchange information in blogs, in threaded dis-
cussions like Reddit and The Well, and through other forms of online informal 
communication. Throughout human history, Weinberger notes, people have 
always felt there was “too much to know.” We have relied on experts and 
authorities to guide us. But expertise and authority are themselves a type of 
construction, created by groups of people as a form of power. That’s why we 
must critically analyze and evaluate information that circulates in the context 
of a networked community.

You can use the power of the Internet to evaluate and analyze information. 
New ideas about how to support student learners are reshaping the practice of 
information literacy. Today, no checklist that asks you to evaluate information 
sources with a simple yes‐or‐no answer will suffice. College professors may 
suffer from the curse of knowledge, having long forgotten what beginners don’t 
know. That’s why academic librarians can be so helpful in filling in the gaps in 
understanding between students and their professors. Researchers tell us that, 
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whether they have been exposed to information literacy training or not, most 
students use self‐taught criteria for assessing the quality of information they 
find online. It turns out that some of the practices that you tend to do automati-
cally when you encounter information turn out to be smart and productive.

For example, people generally evaluate both the message content and the 
form of the message simultaneously when they encounter new information. 
We naturally judge a web site by both the visual design and the quality of infor-
mation that’s provided. For more than 2000 years, people have been exploring 
the complex relationship between what is communicated and how it is com-
municated. For example, Aristotle first articulated the difference between logos 
(the logical content of a speech) and lexis (the style and delivery of a speech), 
while recognizing that form and content are inseparably linked and interde-
pendent. After all, information content only can exist when it is expressed in 
one form or another.

For most people, when it comes to online sources, the web site’s design, 
more than any other factor, is most commonly used as a proxy for quality. For 
example, if I stumble onto a web site where the color is bright green, or where 
many hyperlinks are broken, or if looks like it was made in 1990, then I think 
it probably isn’t worth my time. I quickly click away because the form doesn’t 
match my expectations for what contemporary web sites should look like. At 
first glance, this may seem superficial, an example of judging a book by its 
cover. But actually, judging a web site by its design quality is a heuristic, a 
cognitive shortcut that is generally pretty effective in most situations. When 
people think of the concept of web design, they may be referring to the shape 
of the page layout, the colors and font styles used for the headlines, the qual-
ity of images used on the page. But often they also are describing how easy it 
is to navigate the page, to know where to click next, and how to find what 
they need.

When we evaluate a web site by the quality of the user interface, we con-
sciously or unconsciously are assessing the look and feel of the web site. When 
a web site is well designed, it’s intuitive to use and this shortens the learning 
curve attached with using the system. Colors, images, and symbols convey 
ideas about how to use the web site. Most people are unconsciously affected by 
the information architecture or overall structure of the web site. Simply put, it’s 
not superficial to judge the quality of information by the usability of the web 
site. To build a web site that’s intuitively easy to use takes time, money, and 
expertise, and a well‐designed and easy‐to‐use web site can indicate the fiscal 
health of the organization or institution that is responsible for authoring it.

But the art and science of user interface is still in its infancy, and people have 
changing preferences for navigating through the use of menus, drop‐down 
selections, and mouse‐over actions. So you must be aware that while large cor-
porations can afford to invest hundreds of thousands of dollars to make their 
web sites easy to use, independent organizations, non‐profit and advocacy 
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groups, libraries, and universities often do not have the resources to invest in 
usability studies or top‐notch web designers to help them create the latest web 
designs. That doesn’t mean the information they provide is low quality or use-
less. We must consider how differential access to economic resources may 
shape the design and usability of web sites we visit.

Still, for some kinds of decisions, the attractiveness and usability of a web site 
can be critical. For example, recognizing the different levels of investment in 
web design may help you judge whether it’s safe to make an online purchase. It 
may also help you distinguish between an information source that’s been cre-
ated by one guy working out of his basement or a large organization with mul-
tiple employees.

Learning to Think Like a Researcher

As you start reading, viewing, and exploring ideas as part of the creative pro-
cess, the following key concepts developed by the Association for College and 
Research Libraries offer insight on the way new knowledge is created through 
participation in knowledge communities.9

Search as Strategic Exploration. When you begin to search for informa-
tion, you often don’t know exactly what you are looking for. Sometimes it can 
be frustrating or feel like you’re not making progress. It helps to have mental 
flexibility so that you can pursue alternate avenues or ideas that emerge as your 
new understanding develops. As you develop knowledge, you also develop the 
ability to engage in sustained searching because it becomes easier to under-
stand what you’re reading, viewing, or listening to. Sometimes browsing or 
accidents of serendipity also can lead to relevant sources. No two people will 
take exactly the same path in the process of strategic exploration or encounter 
the same information resources, which is partly what leads to new ideas and 
helps create new advances in the field.

Information Creation is a Process. As this book makes plain, when creat-
ing information, people use an iterative process of researching, creating, revis-
ing, and disseminating. Since the content and form of messages are 
interdependent, creators make choices about what content to include and what 
formats to use depending on their goals, as well as the target audiences they 
aim to reach. Information products are valued differently in different contexts, 
such as in higher education, the workplace, or in the home and community. 
Scholarly journal articles, for example, are considered valuable in part because 
there are many levels of editorial review before publication. But for some infor-
mation needs, a first‐person perspective that’s presented on a blog post repre-
sents a highly appropriate form of valuable knowledge. Knowing how blog 
posts, YouTube videos, infographics, books, journals, and scholarly documents 
are created help people evaluate and assess the quality of the work.
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Scholarship is a Conversation. When students first begin exploring a topic, 
they enter a type of “room” or space where communities of scholars, research-
ers, or professionals have been talking amongst themselves for years (and even 
decades and centuries). New insights and discoveries occur over time because 
new voices bring varied perspectives and fresh interpretations. On any topic, 
therefore, there may a number of different competing views and perspectives. 
When we access an information resource, we must ask: How might different 
people interpret this message? While some topics have established answers, 
many more are unresolved. That’s why it’s important to seek and examine 
points of view that go beyond – or even contradict – the ones that are already 
familiar to you. In any community, people have ideas about what sources of 
evidence, research methods, or ways of developing arguments matter. One of 
the reasons why your professors insist upon “citing your sources” is that pro-
viding attribution to relevant previous research demonstrates your awareness 
of being part of a knowledge community.

Research as Inquiry. It’s all about asking questions. The more you know, 
the better your questions become. We create and share information in order 
to solve problems because intense and sustained collaborative effort is 
required to advance new knowledge in any field. Many times, this process 
includes points of disagreement where debate and dialogue work to deepen 
the conversations around knowledge. When we point out weaknesses in the 
information and ideas shared by others, we’re not just “being critical.” Asking 
questions is actually one of the fundamental ways we discover what new infor-
mation, additional evidence, or other points of view may be needed. Experts 
respect peer review critique as a generous form of feedback that helps advance 
knowledge.

Information has Value. Today, there’s so much information at our finger-
tips that many people think information is “free” which may affect how, when, 
and whether it’s perceived as valuable or not. But information always circu-
lates within an economic context where several dimensions of value may be 
operating all at the same time. When we access an information resource, we 
must ask: Who is making money or benefiting financially from this message? 
Obviously, the value of information isn’t only in how much money it can be 
sold for: information may also have value that is non‐monetary, helping 
advance civic, economic, social, cultural or personal goals. But intellectual 
property laws do influence how information is produced and consumed. 
People are responsible for making deliberate and informed choices about 
when to comply with and when to contest current legal and socioeconomic 
practices concerning how information is valued in the marketplace.

Authority is Constructed and Contextual. Authority is not an inherent 
property of an individual – it’s a social construction in the sense that various 
communities recognize different types of authority. How we define the 
authority of a source depends on the context of our specific needs, as users. 
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For example, if you are looking to find a clinical psychologist to provide you 
with mental health counseling, their affiliation with a local hospital may be 
more important to establishing their authority than the number of scholarly 
articles they have published. When we access an information resource, we must 
ask: Who is the author and what is the purpose of this message? The expertise 
and credibility of a creator is a perception that is ultimately based on the user’s 
information needs and the context in which the information will be used.

Unfortunately, some people in some fields may hold on to a simplistic, hier-
archical view of expertise – a view that positions researchers at the top and 
practitioners at the bottom. According to this view, rules like “never quote 
from a blog post” have emerged. But that’s a very misguided perception, 
according to experts. It’s better to approach the concept of expertise and 
authority with an attitude of informed skepticism; both novices and experts 
offer insights from which we can learn. Non‐experts may be open to new per-
spectives, voices, and schools of thought that experts may overlook. Because 
there are many biases that privilege some sources of authority over others, it’s 
important to critically examine all evidence – be it a short blog post or a peer‐
reviewed conference proceeding – and to ask relevant questions to analyze its 
suitability for your current situation and needs.

The Power of Representation to Shape the World

Messages are representations of the world. The term representation is rooted 
in the discipline of philosophy: it is the practice of using signs that stand in for 
and take the place of something else. The reason why media messages are so 
powerful is that viewers and readers depend on them so much. When you were 
little, you learned about the world through stories that may have offered moral 
lessons. As you have grown up, you have seen, viewed, and listened to mes-
sages that depict human relationships and behavior in certain ways. When 
playing videogames, you have inhabited a character and taken actions as if you 
were that person. Watching movies and television, you’ve encountered a wide 
range of teen heartthrobs, single dads, blonde bombshells, celebrity wanna‐be’s, 
and up‐and‐coming athletes. You have encountered hundreds and thousands 
of hours of stories about crime and law enforcement, dysfunctional families, 
and people striving to become famous. On your social media, you’ve seen 
people depict all manner of emotions, from deep compassion and  generosity 
to jealousy, ambition and blind rage, using text, images gifs, animations, 
and  more. All of these experiences have been structured as mediated 
representations.

The ability to create symbols to represent lived experience is a distinctive 
feature of humanity: for many philosophers, humans are representational 
 animals as we create things that stand for or take the place of something else. 

0003051181.INDD   57 2/8/2017   7:37:27 PM



Create to Learn58

The logical and conceptual relationship between the symbol and the thing 
symbolized has been studied in detail for more than 100 years. One of the clas-
sic tensions in both the fields of philosophy and communication concerns the 
question of the power of representation. In ancient Greece, Aristotle viewed 
representations as mostly unproblematic. After all, learning and being requires 
the use of language where we express how we understand the world – we cre-
ate verbal representations as part of being alive.

But Plato was more skeptical, concerned at how easily language and images 
can be used construct worlds of illusion that may lead people away from reality. 
Plato believed that representation could foster antisocial emotions, misinform 
people, or encourage the imitation of evil. Under what conditions can people 
distinguish between representation and reality? One reason why children are 
thought to be more vulnerable to negative influence from viewing media vio-
lence, racism, or sexism is because they have less direct real‐world experience 
to compare with the representations provided by mass media. Are soldiers as 
aggressive as the ones we represent when playing videogames? Are American 
dads really as clueless and bumbling as they appear on sitcoms? Is our com-
munity really as dangerous and violent as it appears from watching local news? 
Undoubtedly, media representations shape our understanding of the world and 
our sense of ourselves in it.

There’s more to the power of representation. The concept of doublespeak 
helps illustrate the power of language to represent (or misrepresent) the world. 
Language can be used to deliberately disguise, distort, or reverse meaning. 
Euphemisms are words that are intended to “soften” ideas that make us uncom-
fortable or are taboo topics. When people do not know enough about a subject, 
they may not recognize how language can be used to conceal, distort, and mis-
lead. That’s why people must read widely and intentionally select information 
from a large array of sources. To detect the point of view of a representation, it 
can be helpful to notice how language and images can be used to intensify and 
downplay ideas. You do it yourself all the time: you intensify ideas when you 
use repetition, for example. Saying something over and over makes the idea 
more memorable. You downplay ideas when you omit them from your com-
munication. You indicate a distinct point of view about an event or a group of 
people when you make a joke about it. Everyone does this – it’s a natural part 
of the choices we make as we communicate with language, images, and multi-
media. To detect the point of view of bias of a media message, it’s important to 
ask, “What has been omitted?”

Media critics like Jean Baudrillard claim that today, it’s futile to even try to 
parse out the relationship between the symbol and the thing symbolized. He 
believes that media symbols have replaced all reality and that most of human 
experience is enacted as a simulation. Humans are so disconnected from the 
natural world that Baudrillard believes that media messages construct our 
reality and that reality cannot be conceptualized apart from media 
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representations. Writing at a time when “reality TV” was in its infancy, 
Baudrillard observed how media messages may pretend to represent “what 
happens in the real world,” but actually no authentic representation is taking 
place.10 It’s all a simulation. Reality TV shows have little relationship to any 
reality whatsoever and as a result, we simply don’t expect representations to 
be accurate or connected to something in the world “out there.” In this view, 
which is sometimes identified as a postmodern perspective, we are so reliant 
on language and media symbols to structure our perceptions that any repre-
sentation of reality (whether that be a TV news report, a scholarly article, a 
blog post, a research report, or a video) is always already ideological, con-
structed by simulations.

The Practice of Critical Reading

The importance of being a critical reader, viewer, and thinker is now obvious. 
If we are trapped in a world of illusions, we are not likely to make good deci-
sions about our personal and collective futures. The only way forward is to 
internalize the practice of critical analysis. When we first learn to read, we 
use texts to gain facts and information. But the critical reader is aware that 
any single text provides just one representation of the facts. Reading research-
ers have studied the behavior of skilled readers and have found that many 
engage in five practices that advance their learning. Some simple and rather 
obvious things actually matter a lot: researchers have found that people read 
better in the morning when the lighting is good and the location is not dis-
tracting.11 They know that reading for short periods of time is often better 
than long‐haul reading. When people have to create notes or summaries of 
what they read, they always have higher levels of understanding. That’s one 
of the fundamental reasons for the premise of this book: creating media is a 
good way to learn a variety of literacy competencies, especially the practice 
of critical reading.

Approach #1: Survey the whole text

When I demonstrated my own reading technique to a group of graduate stu-
dents, one remarked, “You start by skimming over the whole thing? I thought 
that was cheating!” Sadly, many people don’t preview and scan texts before 
reading, as expert readers usually do. Understanding the overall structure of a 
text is important. Skimming, browsing, looking at the pictures, charts or tables, 
and flipping through the pages is the first stage in the reading process. As you 
do this, ask yourself, “What is the purpose of this work? How has it been 
designed and structured?” When you have a clear understanding of the work as 
a whole, you can be more strategic in how to read it.
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Approach #2: Vary your reading rate

Good readers are flexible. They know that you don’t always have to read 
every word to comprehend a written document. They strategically adjust 
their reading speed depending on the text and the nature of the task. They 
may use different reading speeds for different types of articles; they may 
slow down their reading speed for specific passages. Depending on your 
goals, the nature and difficulty of the material, and your own familiarity with 
the content, your reading speed must vary. Skimming and scanning are 
reading skills that are well developed in good readers. You can skip over 
examples and illustrations if you don’t need them. But when you encounter 
an unfamiliar word, slow down and re‐read to see if you can guess the mean-
ing. Pay attention to the clues the author provides about the main arguments 
and ideas. Take the time to untangle long sentences and complex paragraphs. 
Like driving a car, knowing when to speed up and when to slow down takes 
practice. Fortunately, new software tools make it easier to learn to be a bet-
ter, faster reader (or listener) while in college. Speed reading software can 
help you avoid subvocalizing words and help you read phrases and whole 
lines of text.

Approach #3: Use social reading practices

Most people are familiar with highlighting, underlining, and annotating text 
as a reading strategy that helps in identifying key content and maintains the 
position of being an active reader for longer periods of time. Lydia Concha, 
a sociology professor, makes highlighting into a collaborative and social 
activity. She asks students to refer to their assigned readings and share with 
the class passages they underlined and reasons for their selection. When 
students have to explain their choices, they demonstrate purposeful, active 
reading.

Of course, students underline passages in the reading for a variety of reasons. 
You may use highlighting to mark main ideas and build content knowledge by 
identifying the essence of the author’s claims and arguments. You make text‐
to‐self connections, when underlining a passage that relates to a personal expe-
rience or something you already believe. You make text‐to‐text connections, 
when something you have read or viewed reminds you of other things that you 
have read, viewed, or listened to. You may highlight ideas that address larger 
philosophical, sociological, scientific, practical or political questions and con-
nections, making text‐to‐world connections.12

Today, digital annotation tools make it possible for small groups of readers to 
collaboratively annotate a document. With digital annotation tools, close read-
ing becomes a social practice. Students can comment on a text by adding 
words, images, video, or other content. When they comment, others can “like” 
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or comment on their comments, so that users are notified when other users 
have interacted in some way with their annotations.

What’s most fascinating about digital annotation tools is that they have been 
adapted to work with many different kinds of texts, including videos and still 
images. Annotating an image, in particular, is a powerful way to develop meta-
cognitive thinking where you sharpen your awareness of your own perceptual 
and cognitive processes. In Chapter 5, we’ll learn how digital annotation tools 
may support the creative process by helping people think strategically about 
the relationships between ideas.

Once we start thinking of close reading as the practice of comprehending, 
commenting on and marking up texts (including print, visual, sound, and mul-
timedia resources), the concept of critical reading becomes obviously relevant 
not just for school success but for lifelong learning. When people analyze 
information and ideas, they engage in practices like the following:

 ● Understand how symbols work: the concept of representation
 ● Identify the author, genre, purpose, and point of view of a message
 ● Compare and contrast sources
 ● Evaluate credibility and quality
 ● Understand one’s own biases and worldview.

At the same time, knowledge about the economic and political structure of 
information, technology, and media industries helps you:

 ● Recognize power relationships that shape how information and ideas circu-
late in culture

 ● Understand the economic context of information and entertainment 
production

 ● Examine the political and social ramifications of inequalities in information 
flows.

Five Critical Questions

As perhaps the oldest pedagogy in existence, asking questions is a great way to 
learn. But questioning and dialogue inevitably concern the complex relation-
ship between teacher and student.

Media literacy educators have relied on a set of core concepts borrowed 
from theoretical work and scholarship in literary theory, media studies, and 
other fields. British scholar Len Masterman pinpointed the first key idea – the 
concept of constructedness.13 He noted that the media are symbolic (or sign) 
systems which need to be actively read, and are not unproblematic, self‐
explanatory reflections of external reality. The media are actively involved in 
processes of  constructing or representing “reality” rather than simply 
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transmitting or reflecting it. In different fields, this term may have different 
names. For example, media studies scholar Henry Jenkins has named it the 
transparency problem and people in other fields have used still other terms 
for this idea.

The core concepts of media literacy help people gain critical distance from 
messages in order to deepen their ability to analyze and reflect upon them. 
They include the following ideas:

1) Media messages are constructed.
2) Messages are produced within economic, social, political, historical, and 

aesthetic contexts.
3) The process of interpretation consists of an interaction between the reader, 

the text, and the culture.
4) Media use language and other symbol systems with codes and conventions 

associated with different forms and genres of communication.
5) Media representations play a role in people’s understanding of and partici-

pation in social reality.

Because most people use mass media, digital media, and popular culture as 
entertainment, we tend to engage with these texts at a very superficial level. 
The core concepts of media literacy invite us to think more deeply about 
how  and why advertising, news, movies, videogames, and web sites are 
constructed.

Asking questions can activate and deepen critical thinking and the practice 
of close reading or close analysis can be a powerful tool to understand how 
media are constructed and how media texts construct reality. However, 
research shows that when teachers use questions in the classroom, they often 
use closed questions, which have only one right answer. Such questions do not 
advance media literacy competencies. Teachers often “go fishing” by asking 
questions that can only be answered in one way – with the right answer. Pay 
attention to the questions your professors ask and notice how many of them 
are open‐ended, usually beginning with “how” or “why.” In contrast to closed 
questions, critical questions are fundamentally interpretive – there are multi-
ple answers possible. Your professor should be asking question and requesting 
elaboration, asking, “Tell me more,” “Why do you think that?” or “What’s your 
reasoning?” to get more explicit information.

Media literacy is relevant to all subjects and disciplines as it is a metacogni-
tive practice. In many fields in the humanities and social sciences, close reading 
is a time‐honored practice of creating new knowledge. The analyst or reader 
engages in multiple readings or viewings of the text, looks at its social and 
historical contexts. For some readers, it may be useful to deconstruct the text 
using a variety of theoretical lenses including Marxism, feminism, poststruc-
turalism, postmodernism, psychoanalysis, and so on. These theoretical per-
spectives advance insight on some ideas but they may also bring their own 
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baggage and may be misused if people find it easier to reproduce or “parrot” 
the teacher’s views and ideologies instead of engaging fully in the critical analy-
sis process at a personal level.

Authors and Audiences

When students create to learn, they take on the power of authorship. When 
they read, view, listen, or play, they stand in the position of active audience 
member. Many of the media texts we encounter are created by a collaborative 
team, working in highly capitalized industries including those in Silicon Valley, 
Hollywood, or on Madison Avenue. Other times, authors are people we 
know,  our friends and family who send us text messages or write e‐mails. 
Rather than seeing authorship as only restricted to the industry of book 
 publishing, we consider the full range of creative practices and norms used to 
compose messages – formally or informally, using language, magazines, aca-
demic writing, photography, graphic design, videogame production, narrative 
storytelling, journalism, web sites, and many other forms.

Just as authorship can be defined broadly, the concept of audiences is also 
broadly defined. Communication doesn’t exist without an audience (a 
receiver, a reader, a viewer, a listener, or a user). When we read a work of 
classic literature, contemporary audiences make a connection across time 
and space with authors. Audiences never know for certain about the author’s 
intended purposes and goals; people make inferences from clues provided 
in the text and our understanding of the message context. Thinking about 
the relationship between authors and their audiences involves consideration 
of ethical and social responsibilities. As a member of a particular audience, 
I’m aware that my attention has economic value in the marketplace and 
that  media industries buy and sell my attention. Mass media authors 
 sometimes make (sometimes stereotypical) assumptions about my demo-
graphic characteristics as an older, affluent, white female, just as other 
authors make assumptions about what teens ages 12–17 or young adults 
18–25 will value.

Messages and Meanings

When people compose, they create messages; when they interpret messages, 
they construct meaning. The work that authors do is reflected in their 
choices – authors create messages through construction, carefully considering 
many elements in putting together a message. The work that audiences do is 
reflected in their interpretations – audiences create meanings. Production and 
reception are linked together because each is a type of creative construction 
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process, as authors encode by creating messages and audiences decode through 
making interpretations and creating meanings.

Messages in every genre and form use a set of codes and conventions that 
create expectations for audiences in their process of interpreting messages. 
Good readers adjust their expectations based on the genre and form of the 
expression. The meaning‐making process I use in reading poetry is different 
than the approach I use in reading a newspaper, watching a reality TV show, 
reading a novel, playing a videogame, reading a text message, or listening to an 
audiobook. Because meaning is variable and media messages can affect our 
head, heart and spirit, it’s important to assess the potential effects of media 
messages as they impact individuals, groups, and society. Media messages can 
have variable and unexpected effects as a result of differences in meaning and 
interpretation. Some messages that are innocuous to some people can be 
destructive to the human spirit of others. People are affected by media mes-
sages in different ways.

Representation and Realities

When students compose, they depict aspects of both their life experience and 
their media experience. The power of communication comes from the way that 
messages represent reality in some way. Since we can only experience the world 
through our senses, I use the plural form “realities” to reflect this truth. We can 
judge or evaluate the quality of a message by examining how faithfully it repre-
sents some aspect of our life experience. For example, I might compare a film 
that features a graduation ceremony to my own experience of graduation as a 
student, a parent, and a faculty member. When I lack personal experience, 
I still try to evaluate the realism of a message, often by comparing one message 
to another. For example, I’ve never been on a space ship. But I may judge the 
realism of the film, The Martian, by comparing and contrasting its representa-
tion of living in outer space to other representations l have encountered in 
science fiction movies and at the Air and Space Museum in Washington DC. 
Because media representations stand in for my lack of direct experience, 
they can truly be said to “create the world.” The ability to shape people’s under-
standing of reality is the major source of media’s political, economic, and 
 cultural power.

Over time, representations that become familiar through constant reuse 
come to feel “natural” and unmediated. But media messages are always selec-
tive and incomplete. That’s why noticing omissions can help people recognize 
the way messages selectively represent the world, which becomes a process for 
recognizing how social, political, and economic power are maintained through 
media and communication technologies.
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Critically Analyzing a Mentor Text

As part of her research inquiry on children who create YouTube videos, Caitlin 
identified a mentor text that was created by a kindergarten child. A mentor text 
is a work of communication that is used to inspire or generate creative work. In 
this case, Caitlin found a powerful example that illustrated the broader issue she 
was interested in: young girls and beauty culture. She critically analyzed a 
YouTube video using the five critical questions of media literacy. Caitlin was able 
to make some good connections to ideas she encountered in her reading and life 
experience as she analyzed this video. To make this video, she first watched the 
YouTube video and made detailed notes of her key ideas. Then she practiced her 
talk while stopping and starting the YouTube video displayed on her computer. 
Using screencasting software, she created her video in a single take (Figure 4.3).

Kindergartener makeup tutorial: a critical analysis 
script – five critical questions

madison: I’m doing a tutorial. Hi, my name is Madison.

1 Who is the author and what is the purpose?
caitlin: Okay, so right off the bat, we know who the author of the video is. 

She just told us her name is Madison, and we know from the title of 
the video that she is five years old. Additionally, we saw an adult 
walk by in the background, and the tagline for the video refers to 

Figure 4.3 Critically analyzing a kindergarten makeup tutorial.
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“my daughter,” so we know that her mother was involved in publish-
ing the video online.

madison: I’m using some brushes and some makeup, so this one and this – it’s 
like a very soft brush. I like it to blend the makeup out on my eye, 
and I use it most of the time and this is, like, the same.

2 What techniques are used to attract and hold your attention?
caitlin: Things that are grabbing my attention in this video: She’s obviously 

familiar with the conventions of a makeup tutorial, and because of 
her age, there’s a novelty factor to it by having her introduce the 
brushes, show them to the camera, talk about the brand of the 
brush, talk about why she loves the brushes because they’re soft 
and they’re good at blending her nonexistent makeup onto her 
five‐year‐old face. These are all things that grab my attention about 
the video.

madison: Brushes like this, I really love for to blend the eyes and this brush is 
really good for blending the makeup and put blush on.

caitlin: Okay, so as the video goes on, Madison continues to explain what 
she likes about the different brushes. She never actually applies 
makeup to her face, but she goes through a nice tutorial of all the 
different brushes that she has.

3 How might different people interpret this message?
caitlin: Different ways that people could perceive this video: Obviously, it 

could be pure entertainment value, just the novelty factor of having 
someone so young speak as if they’re knowledgeable about a sub-
ject like makeup. That’s humorous. There’s a novelty factor to it. 
Other people could really not like this video. It’s a young person 
who is talking about makeup. A lot of people have really strong feel-
ings about how old you should be when you start applying makeup 
and may see her as being too young or without parental supervi-
sion or parental guidance that would keep her away from adult 
things like makeup. Other people could actually see it as part of a 
Toddlers and Tiaras culture and maybe see it as a beneficial tutorial 
for young people putting on makeup, despite the fact that she 
never actually applies anything to her face. And still others would 
see it as a sign of the times and evidence of how much media con-
sumption affects children’s mentalities towards subjects such as 
beauty.

4 What lifestyles, values, and points of view are represented?
caitlin: This is obviously an influence of her mother, how much her mother 

watches beauty tutorials, and she’s mimicking the attitudes of her 
mother in this video. As far as lifestyles and values expressed in the 
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Generating Ideas through Critical Analysis

When Caitlin recalled this assignment, she noticed how the discovery of the 
mentor text helped her get more clarity about her interest in learning more 
about the attitudes of parents (especially mothers) towards the practice of 
watching and creating YouTube beauty tutorials. “By focusing on this one 
example, it made it easier to generate specific ideas and it stimulated my think-
ing and wondering about how parents were supporting and enabling this crea-
tive practice,” she wrote. “All of a sudden I realized some connections to what 
we were reading about parents and how their beliefs and attitudes support or 
discourage some forms of media use in the home.” Caitlin began reflecting on 
beauty culture as a dynamic relationship between parents, children, the media 
industry, and the beauty industry. For Caitlin, critically analyzing this YouTube 
video and creating a screencast was a first step in her process of creating to 
learn. The process opened up intellectual curiosity, leading Caitlin towards 

video, Madison has clearly been exposed to a lot of makeup 
 tutorials. Her mom even comments in the video notes that “my 
daughter has watched too many makeup videos with me.” The 
video, all at once, expresses some “do it yourself” values. She’s doing 
things herself, putting on her own makeup. It also expresses an 
Internet savvy culture. She’s only five, but she is able to speak with 
confidence. She knows how to record things. She knows where the 
camera is and how she can show things to the camera, and it also 
expresses a beauty obsessed culture that trickles down into younger 
age groups. The fact that she knows about brushes, she knows that 
brands are important, she knows what is valuable in makeup. That’s 
apparent.

5 What is omitted?
caitlin: As far as things that are missing in the video, what’s omitted? 

Interaction with her mom. This is clearly a video that is influenced 
by her mother and her mother’s relationship with makeup, so it 
would have been a really excellent opportunity to interact, not only 
with media for Madison, but also with her mother, and see how you 
learn from older age groups. In the end, Madison never actually 
puts on her makeup, but she does walk us through all the steps and 
all the soft brushes. It’s a very entertaining video. It says a lot about 
children and how they experience media and how they not just 
consume but are now able to create – and she’s so funny and cute!”
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more sophisticated questions than when she first began. Mentor texts, whether 
the take the form of a book, a web site, a video, podcast, or infographic, can 
help inspire our own creativity. By critically analyzing a mentor text, you can 
generate ideas that may develop and deepen your thinking, leading your work 
to become more substantive and important.

Activity: Critically Analyze a Mentor Text

Using keyword search strategies, find a mentor text that inspires your interest. 
This might be a work that is rich in content, or one that illustrates a phenom-
enon of interest, or an example of a work that is similar to what you intend to 
create. You may choose to work with a partner or in a small group. In informal 
writing or in an oral performance, describe and analyze the mentor text by 
responding to the following questions:

1) Who is the author and what is the purpose of this message?
2) What creative techniques are used to attract and hold audience attention?
3) How might different people interpret this message differently?
4) What lifestyles, values, and points of view are presented?
5) What is omitted?
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