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MASS COMMUNICATION
DEFINITION:  Mass communication is a process in which professional communicators design and use media to send messages widely and rapidly to large, diverse audiences.

GOAL:  This unit focuses on the role of mass communication in contemporary society.  It explores the characteristics of mass communication, the development of mass media in the U.S., the pervasive influence of mass media, and the skills of becoming critical consumers of mass communication.

NOTE TO THE TEACHER:  Students are surrounded by mass communication in their lives, yet they often are not given the opportunity to explore the effects of the media in a systematic way in an educational setting.  One way to begin a unit such as this would be to have students imagine and write about what their lives would be like without mass media.  Some teachers have students interview senior adults to ask them what life was like before they had television.  These types of activities help students recognize their dependence upon the mass media.  This unit also includes a brief overview of the major technological innovations in the U.S. that have created the communication revolution.  Teachers often find it more manageable time-wise to consider in-depth four to six of the major forms (books, newspapers, magazines, television, radio and film).  Students may be asked to choose the media forms that they are the most interested in exploring in order to generate maximum involvement with the material.  Students should be encouraged to bring ads, television clips, movie reviews, etc. for discussion and evaluation.  The teacher can assist students in becoming more conscious of the effects of the media and in becoming critical media consumers.

OBJECTIVES:  Upon completion of this unit of study, the student will:

(1)
Explain the characteristics of mass communication and how it differs from face-to-face communication.

(2)
Outline chronologically the major innovations and developments in the history of mass communication in the U.S.

(3)
Discuss various perspectives on the effects of mass communication on individuals and society.

(4)
Describe the behaviors and skills necessary for becoming critical consumers of mass communication.

(5)
Identify examples of how mass communication has influenced his/her thinking, opinion, or decision.


(6) Debate controversial media issues including right to privacy, censorship, violence, and ethics.

CONTENT OUTLINE

I
The characteristics of mass communication distinguish it from face-to-face communication. (1)

1. The source of mass communication is typically one or more professional communicators in an organization who are anonymous to receivers.

2. The message of mass communication is public, is delivered rapidly, and is presented uniformly to all receivers.

3. The channel of mass communication requires one or more mechanical devices to deliver the message to receivers.

4. The receivers of mass communication are large numbers of people who are out of the physical presence of the source and are unknown to the source.

5. The feedback of mass communication may be nonexistent, highly limited, or delayed between source and receivers.

6. The noise of mass communication may be mechanical, such as “snow” on the television or static on the radio.

II
The history of mass communication in the U.S. stems from Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press in 1455 that launched a communication revolution by making it possible, for the first time in history, to communicate to large numbers of people. (2)

1. A printing press at Harvard College in Cambridge, Massachusetts, printed the first book in America in 1640 called the Bay Psalm Book.

2. Benjamin Harris published one issue of the first newspaper in America in 1690 called Publick Occurrences Both Foreign and Domestick.

3. Benjamin Franklin and Andrew Bradford were the first to attempt magazine publishing in America in 1741.

4. The film industry began in America by 1900 after George Eastman introduced film in rolls and Thomas Edison developed the motion picture projection system.

5. The first licensed radio station with regularly scheduled broadcasts was KDKA in Pittsburgh in 1920.

6. The first experimental television broadcast occurred in 1927, but the manufacture and sale of home television sets did not begin until 1946 (after being interrupted by World War II).

III
Media research has developed a variety of perspectives to explain the effects of mass communication on individuals and society. (3)

1. The magic bullet theory is one of the early media effects theories, and it proposed that mass media had direct, immediate, and uniform effects on an essentially passive audience.

2. The uses and gratifications theory recognizes that people aren’t defenseless against the ideas and images presented in the media; rather, people are active in deciding what media they pay attention to and how they are influenced by its messages.

3. The adoption theory explores the role of mass communication in society’s acceptance of new fads, new technology, new fashions, and new behaviors.

4.
The socialization theory focuses on how mass media portrayals shape the values, norms (basic rules of conduct), roles, and behaviors that a society expects from its members.


5.
The agenda-setting theory addresses the mass media’s impact on what audiences think about–its ability to choose and emphasize certain topics, thereby causing the public to perceive these issues as important.

IV
Skills for thinking critically about the messages the media send can be learned. (4)

1. Read, watch, and listen to a variety of media sources, rather than a single source, for news and information so you can get as complete and accurate information as possible.

2. The mass media’s primary goal is to make money off its audience, so ask yourself, “What’s in it for them?” when persuasive messages are presented.

3. Check the credibility of the source of media messages and try to rely on sources with proven reputations for accuracy and thoroughness.

4. Evaluate any information that you receive via the mass media on the basis of consistency, completeness, and clarity.

5. View the media skeptically overall by reminding yourself that every message presented comes from persons who are biased by their own attitudes, beliefs, and values that may or may not be similar to yours.

ACTIVITIES AND STRATEGIES

1. Have students keep a diary for 24 hours (or whatever time period you choose) in which they list all of their contacts with the mass media.  This includes having the radio or TV on while they’re doing other things, e.g., homework.  At the end of the 24 hours, have them tally the amount of time they were exposed to the media.  Compare total time spent using the media among class members.  Discuss the results. (1)

2. Divide the class into small groups.  Assign each group one of the major media forms that you’re going to be studying in this unit.  Tell each group that they’re to make a time line that includes significant milestones in the development of that medium from its beginning to now.  Each group should include 8-10 significant people, places, or events in time line form of a poster that can be displayed in the classroom.  Groups can also present their findings orally to the class. (2)

3. Ask students to give up TV for a solid week.  Tell them to keep track of the other media they turned to for uses and gratifications.  Students should write a brief report about what they learned from this exercise and how these lessons might be used to modify their TV viewing. (3, 4, 5)

4. Have students interview their grandparents or senior citizens about their earliest memories of radio and records.  Students can generate their own list of questions, e.g., “What songs and what programs do you remember?” (2)

5. Show a silent film during class to show students what the medium was like in the early 1900s.  Silent films are often available on videotape in the “classics” section of a video rental store.  One of the Charlie Chaplin films would be a great example. (2)

6. Get audiotapes from your community library of several old radio shows and play them for your class to show students what the medium was like in its early days. (2)

7. Students should listen to a current radio talk show for at least an hour.  Students should write a brief report that includes information about the station (call letters, AM or FM), the time of day/night of the show, the name of the moderator or DJ, the topic(s) that were discussed, and how the program influenced them (changed, reinforced, developed opinions).  (4, 5)

8. Students should go see a newly released movie and then write their own movie review.  After writing their own movie review instruct them to find a published review of that same movie (from Variety or another source) and have them compare the two reviews.  Ask students to submit the two reviews and a brief report about differences and/or similarities in the reviews.  Which review do they believe is more accurate?  Why?  (3, 4, 5)

9. Consult Variety or Billboard (both published weekly) and keep track of what videos are best sellers over a four-week time period across the country.  Keep a record of the titles and then divide them into categories such as comedy, horror, science fiction, etc.  What types appear to be the most popular?  (Billboard is available online at http://www.billboard.com) (3, 4)

10. Have students watch a two-hour stretch of television one evening between 6:00 p.m. and 11:00 p.m.  Tell them to list every commercial by product, company, etc., that they see during that two hours.  Students should bring their lists to class the next day and give them to the teacher.  Next, the teacher should ask the students to take out a sheet of paper and to list as many of the commercials that they saw the previous evening as they can.  The teacher should then return their complete list of commercials from the night before and ask them to write a brief report.  The report should include answers to questions such as, “How effective do you think television advertising is in leaving a lasting impression?”  And “Which commercials influenced you the most and why?” (3, 4, 5)

11. Show students a “family” television program produced and broadcast in the fifties or early sixties.  Examples like “Father Knows Best,” “I Love Lucy,” “The Dick Van Dyke Show,” “Leave it to Beaver,” and “The Donna Reed Show” are recommended.  After showing the program to the class, ask students to write an essay on the societal values that were reflected in the program.  Ask them to write about how the producers of the program viewed such issues as male/female roles, marriage, sex, the family, violence, work, religion, education, etc.  Compare the values that are reflected in the older program with values reflected in “family” shows today. (2, 3, 4, 5)

12. Have students select a television program that they have watched regularly for at least one year and write a report that discusses the following: 1) behaviors repeatedly observed on this show, 2) influences theses behaviors may have on individuals who watch this show, 3) motives producers have to show this behavior, 4) stereotypes reinforced by this show, and 5) possible long-term effects on the individual who watches this show regularly. (3, 4, 5)

13. Have students develop a brief survey that they can use to determine what magazines are most popular among the students at their school.  Each student should be given a certain number of students (for example, 10) to survey.  Instruct them not to repeat the survey with someone who has already completed the survey for another classmate.  Tally and discuss the results as a class. (3)

14. Let students investigate violence on television by having them randomly select five hours of TV programming (avoid cartoons) over a 2-3 day period.  Students should watch the programs and count the acts of violence.  They should use the following definition of violence: “an observable act of physical force against another person, or self-inflicted, or the threat of violence used to force someone to act against his/her own will.”  Students should write a report on their findings. (3, 4)
Research Projects

1. Visit the newspaper collection in your library.  Compare newspapers today with newspapers that were published fifty or sixty years ago.  Are there any differences in the kind of news covered?  The amount of advertising?  The way the paper looks? (2)

2. Using personal interviews and newspaper articles, write the early history of the motion picture in your community.  Where was the first theater?  What films first played there?  When did the first drive-in and/or shopping mall theater open? (2)

3. Using personal interviews and newspaper articles, write the early history of TV in your community.  When did the local channels first begin broadcasting?  What programs are best remembered?  What local people were pioneers? (2)

4. Visit the magazine collection in your library.  Try to locate issues of general interest magazines such as Life, Look and The Saturday Evening Post from fifty years ago.  Check the advertising for products or companies that are still in existence today.  What were the early slogans?  Have they kept the same slogan or changed?  What kinds of graphics and visuals were used?  How are those same elements different today? (2)

5. Research the local theater operation in your city.  Who owns the theaters?  Are there large chains or are some theaters owned by outside corporations?  What kinds of movies come to town?  Compare what is showing in your town to what is showing in New York City or Los Angeles (use the movie ads in the out-of-town newspapers).  Do all movies come to your town?  Which ones don’t and why not?  Do they come late?  Write a report on the findings of your research. (2)

Field Trips and Guest Speakers (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6)

Taking students on one or more media facility tours can easily enrich this unit.  Suggested trips include a book publishing company, a national bookstore chain (Borders, Barnes & Noble), a printing company that does 4-color offset printing, a newspaper plant, a radio station, a television station, and a movie theater.  If a field trip is not a viable option, you can invite media professionals to speak to your class.  This is a good way for students to find out what jobs are available, what types of education and experience are needed, and what a “typical’ day is like on the job for that person.

Book Reports (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6)

Students may be assigned to read a biography or an autobiography of someone who has been a major figure in American mass media development.  Students should present an oral and/or a written book report about that person.  Suggested titles are listed below:

Walter Cronkite: His Life and Times 

David Brinkley: A Memoir

Charles Kurault: The Life of a Journalist

Barbara Walters: An Unauthorized Biography

With Heroic Truth: The Life of Edward R. Murrow

The Big Show:  Inside ESPN’s Sportscenter

Controversial Issue Debates (4, 5, 6)

Censorship of song lyrics, movie rating system, right to privacy, television violence, and effects of television on children are examples of controversial media issues that your class can research and debate.  Divide the class into groups of 4-6 and assign each group an issue or let them choose an issue to debate.  Two or three members of the group should research the positive side of the issue and two or three members should research the negative side of the issue.  Before each debate is presented in class, ask the audience members to write their opinion about the issue being debated on a piece of paper.  After each debate is presented, ask the audience members to reevaluate their opinion about the issue.  Check to see if any change in opinions has occurred and discuss why or why not with the class.

The following format could be used for the debate:

Affirmative speaker 1-5 minutes

Negative speaker 1-5 minutes

Affirmative speaker 2-5 minutes

Negative speaker 2-5 minutes

Negative speaker 1-2 minutes

Affirmative speaker 1-2 minutes

Negative speaker 2-2 minutes

Affirmative speaker 2-2 minutes

Ethics Case Studies
Four areas that often present ethical dilemmas for journalists include truthfulness, fairness, privacy, and responsibility.  After your class discusses what these dilemmas involve, read each of the following case studies and write a one-paragraph response that answers these questions:

· What type(s) of dilemma does this case present?  (truthfulness, fairness, privacy, responsibility)

· What ethical issues should the journalist think about before taking action?

· In your opinion, did the reporter or journalist act ethically in this situation?  Give reasons for your answer.

Case One
The sixteen-year-old son of a General Motors executive was being held for ransom by three young kidnappers who earlier had terrorized the entire family and stolen money from them.  Police and GM officials asked the news media to withhold news of the kidnapping until the hostage was freed.  A newspaper editor didn’t believe the media should cooperate with police.  He decided the story was too big and had it published.

Case Two
During a public city council meeting, reporters were asked to leave the meeting while council members discussed a delicate personnel matter in executive session.  While waiting for the session to end, one reporter discovered a place where she could overhear the council discussion.  The conversation was about a high-level appointed city official who had been accused of racial discrimination.  Council members and the accused official later refused comment.  The reporter wrote the story based on the overheard comments and included the refusals to comment.

Case Three
Two days ago, a television station broke a story about a local elementary school teacher being arrested and charged with sexually molesting female pupils in his sixth-grade class.  Yesterday 125 parents and students gathered in the auditorium of the school to support the teacher.  A reporter from the station learned from a confidential source of a twenty-year-old college student who claimed the teacher molested her eight years ago.  The news director decided to use the story about the college coed, including a still photo of her.

Case Four
The police informed a reporter of plans to make a sweep of arrests for prostitution at a local park.  They requested that the newspaper publish the names of the persons arrested.  The paper normally did not publish the names of persons arrested on minor morals charges, but the city editor decided to use the list on this occasion.

Case Five
A drunken driver almost killed a young girl, forcing her bicycle off the road and into a ditch.  In covering the story, the reporter received no cooperation from hospital officials when she called for information.  So she had a fellow reporter call the hospital, identify himself as the girl's uncle, and get the needed information from the physician on duty.

Source: Instructor’s Resource Manual by Paul H. Anderson that accompanies Understanding Mass Communication (5th ed.) By DeFleur & Dennis, 1994.
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