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CML’s Five Core Concepts and Key Questions for Consumers:
Media Deconstruction Framework

Key Question #1: Who created this message?

Core Concept #1: All media messages are constructed.
8e should not thinL of Nedia texts 	newspaper articles
 T7 shows
 video HaNes
 coNic booLs to naNe Kust 
a few
 as inaturalw thinHs� Media texts are built Kust as surely as buildinHs and hiHhways are built� The build�
inH Naterials involved vary froN one Lind of text to another� In a NaHa[ine
 for exaNple
 there are words in 
different si[es and typefonts
 photoHraphs
 colors
 layout and paHe location� T7 and Novies have hundreds 
of buildinH blocLs�froN caNera anHles and liHhtinH to Nusic and sound effects�  

8hat this Neans is that whether we are watchinH the niHhtly news or passinH a billboard on the street
 
the Nedia NessaHe we experience was written by soNeone 	or probably several people

 pictures were 
taLen and a creative desiHner put it all toHether� #ut this is Nore than a physical process� 8hat happens 
is that whatever is iconstructedw by Kust a few people then becoNes inorNali[edw for the rest of us� liLe 
the air we breathe
 it Hets taLen for Hranted and usually Hoes unRuestioned� #ut as the audience
 we 
don�t Het to see or hear the words
 pictures or arranHeNents that were reKected� 8e only see
 hear or 
read what was accepted� 

The success of Nedia texts depends upon their apparent naturalness�  we turn off a production that looLs 
ifaLe�w #ut the truth is
 it�s all faLe�even the news� That doesn�t Nean we can�t still enKoy a Novie
 watch 
T7 or listen to Nusic� The Hoal of this Ruestion is not to NaLe us cynical but siNply to expose the coNplexities 
of Nedia�s iconstructednessw and thus create the critical distance we need to be able to asL other iNportant 
Ruestions�

Keyword: Authorship

Guiding Questions: 8hat Lind of itextw is it   •	
8hat are the various eleNents 	buildinH blocLs
 that NaLe up the •	
whole  
)ow siNilar or different is it to others of the saNe Henre •	
8hich technoloHies are used in its creation •	
)ow would it be different in a different NediuN  •	
8hat choices were Nade that NiHht have been Nade differently •	
)ow Nany people did it taLe to create this NessaHe  8hat are their •	
various Kobs  
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Key Question #2: What creative techniques are used to
attract my attention?

Core Concept #2: Media messages are constructed using
a creative language with its own rules.

Each forN of coNNunication�whether newspapers
 T7 HaNe shows or horror Novies�has its own 
creative lanHuaHe: scary Nusic heiHhtens fear
 caNera close�ups convey intiNacy
 biH headlines siHnal 
siHnimcance� 6nderstandinH the HraNNar
 syntax and Netaphor systeN of Nedia lanHuaHe
 especially 
the lanHuaHe of sounds and visuals which can reach beyond the rational to our deepest eNotional core
 
increases our appreciation and enKoyNent of Nedia experiences as well as helps us to be less susceptible 
to Nanipulation� 

One of the best ways to understand how Nedia are put toHether is to do Kust that�NaLe a video
 create a 
website
 develop an ad caNpaiHn about a coNNunity issue� The Nore real world the proKect is
 the better� 
DiHital caNeras and coNputer authorinH proHraNs provide easy ways to inteHrate creative production 
proKects in any subKect area� In addition the four NaKor arts disciplines�Nusic
 dance
 theatre and the visual 
arts�can also provide a context throuHh which one Hains sLills of analysis
 interpretation and appreciation 
alonH with opportunities for self�expression and producinH a NessaHe for an audience�

Keyword: Format

Guiding Questions: 8Iat do Zou notiDey•	 	about the way the NessaHe is constructed 

Colors and shapes 	»
 4ound effects  Music  4ilence  DialoHue or /arration 	»
 Props
 sets
 clothinH 	»
 MoveNent  CoNposition 	»
 LiHhtinH  	»

8here is the caNera  8hat is the viewpoint  •	
)ow is the story told  8hat are people doinH  •	
Are there any visual syNbols or Netaphors  •	
8hat�s the eNotional appeal  Persuasive devices  •	
8hat NaLes it seeN irealw •	

CML’s Five Core Concepts and Key Questions for Consumers:
Media Deconstruction Framework 
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CML’s Five Core Concepts and Key Questions for Consumers:
Media Deconstruction Framework

Key Question #3: How might different people understand
this message differently?

Core Concept #3: Different people experience
the same media message differently.

Audiences play a role in interpretinH Nedia texts because each audience NeNber brinHs to the Nedia text 
a uniRue set of life experiences 	aHe
 Hender
 education
 cultural upbrinHinH
 etc�
 which
 when applied to 
the text�or coNbined XitI the text�create uniRue interpretations� A veteran
 for exaNple
 brinHs a differ�
ent set of experiences to a war Novie than any other audience NeNber�resultinH in a different reaction to 
the mlN as well as
 perhaps
 Hreater insiHht� Even parents and children watchinH T7 toHether do not iseew 
the saNe proHraN� 

This concept turns the tables on the idea of T7 viewers or internet users as Kust passive icouch potatoes�w 
8e Nay not be conscious of it but each of us
 even toddlers
 are constantly tryinH to iNaLe sensew of what 
we see
 hear or read� The Nore Ruestions we can asL about what we are experiencinH around us
 the Nore 
alert we can be about acceptinH or reKectinH NessaHes� Research indicates that
 over tiNe
 children of all 
aHes can learn aHe�appropriate sLills that Hive theN a new set of Hlasses with which they can ireadw and 
interpret their Nedia culture�

Keyword: Audience

Guiding Questions: )ave you ever experienced anythinH liLe this  •	
)ow close does it coNe to what you experienced in real life  •	
8hat did you learn froN this Nedia text  8hat did you learn •	 about 
Zourself froN experiencinH the Nedia text  
8hat did you learn froN other people�s responses�and their •	
experiences 
)ow Nany other interpretations could there be  )ow could we hear •	
about theN 
)ow can you explain the different responses •	
Are other viewpoints Kust as valid as Nine  •	
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CML’s Five Core Concepts and Key Questions for Consumers:
Media Deconstruction Framework

Key Question #4: What values, lifestyles and points of view
are represented in, or omitted from, this 
message?

Core Concept #4: Media have embedded values 
and points of view.

Media
 because they are constructed
 carry a subtext of who and what is iNportant�at least to the person 
or persons creatinH the construction� Media are also storytellers 	even coNNercials tell a RuicL and siNple 
story
 and stories reRuire characters and settinHs and a plot that has a beHinninH
 a Niddle and an end� The 
choice of a character�s aHe
 Hender or race Nixed in with the lifestyles
 attitudes and behaviors that are 
portrayed
 the selection of a settinH 	urban  rural  afnuent  poor 

 and the actions and re�actions in the 
plot are Kust soNe of the ways that values becoNe ieNbeddedw in a T7 show
 a Novie or an ad� 

It is iNportant to learn how to ireadw all Linds of Nedia NessaHes in order to discover the points of view 
that are eNbedded in theN and how to assess theN as part of the text rather than Nerely acceptinH theN 
as inatural�w Only then can we KudHe whether to accept or reKect a NessaHe� #einH able to recoHni[e and 
naNe missinH perspectives is also a critical sLill as we neHotiate our way each day throuHh our Nediated 
environNent� 

Keyword: Content 

Guiding Questions: )ow is the huNan person characteri[ed  8hat Linds of behaviors / •	
conseRuences are depicted  
8hat type of person is the reader / watcher / listener invited to •	
identify with  
8hat Ruestions coNe to Nind as you watch / read / listen  •	
8hat ideas or values are beinH isoldw in this NessaHe •	
8hat political or econoNic ideas are coNNunicated in the NessaHe •	
8hat KudHNents or stateNents are Nade about how we treat other •	
people 
8hat is the overall worldview •	
Are any ideas or perspectives left out  )ow would you mnd what�s •	
NissinH  
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CML’s Five Core Concepts and Key Questions for Consumers:
Media Deconstruction Framework

Key Question #5: Why is this message being sent?

Core Concept #5: Most media messages are organized
to gain profit and/or power.

Much of the world�s Nedia were developed as Noney�NaLinH enterprises and continue to operate today as 
coNNercial businesses� /ewspapers and NaHa[ines lay out their paHes with ads mrst� the space reNaininH 
is devoted to news� LiLewise
 coNNercials are part and parcel of Nost T7 watchinH� 8hat Nany people do 
not Lnow is that what�s really beinH sold throuHh coNNercial Nedia is not Kust the advertised products to 
the audience�but also the audience to the advertisers� 

The real purpose of the proHraNs on television
 or the articles in a NaHa[ine
 is to create an audience 	and 
put theN in a receptive Nood
 so that the networL or publisher can sell time or sQaDe to sponsors to ad�
vertise products�usually in a way that entices us to want what we really don�t need� 4ponsors pay for the 
tiNe based on the nuNber of people the producers predict will be watchinH� And they Het a refund if the 
nuNber of actual viewers or readers turns out to be lower than proNised� 

#ut the issue of NessaHe Notivation has chanHed draNatically since the Internet becaNe an international 
platforN throuHh which Hroups and orHani[ations�even individuals�can atteNpt to persuade others to 
a particular point of view� The Internet provides nuNerous reasons for users of all aHes to be able to inter�
pret rhetorical devices
 verify sources and distinHuish leHitiNate online sources froN boHus
 hate or Ahoax� 
websites� And with deNocracy at staLe alNost everywhere around the world
 citi[ens in every country need 
to be eRuipped with the ability to deterNine both econoNic and ideoloHical ispin�w 

Keyword: Purpose

Guiding Questions: 8ho�s in control of the creation and transNission of this NessaHe  •	
8hy are they sendinH it  )ow do you Lnow •	
8ho are they sendinH it to  )ow do you Lnow  •	
8ho is served by
 promts or benemts froN the NessaHe  The public  •	
Private interests  Individuals  Institutions 
8ho wins  8ho loses  8ho decides  •	
8hat econoNic decisions Nay have innuenced the construction or •	
transNission of the NessaHe  
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Key Question #1: What am I authoring?

Core Concept #1: All media messages are constructed.
Certain buildinHs looL certain ways for certain reasons� A church looLs differently than a house� an ofmce 
buildinH looLs differently than a retail store� 8hether soNeone tells us what type of buildinH it is or not
 we 
recoHni[e the buildinH for what it is due to the way that it�s built or put toHether� the eleNents that NaLe up 
the construction of the buildinH cue us as to how the buildinH is used� And soNeone
 or a teaN of people
 
decided what those construction eleNents were HoinH to be and then actually put the buildinH toHether
 
piece by piece�

The saNe is true of Nedia� 8hen we decide to iNanufacturew Nedia
 we as authors decide what type of 
buildinH we will NaLe and what construction eleNents to use so that the buildinH�s purpose is recoHni[able to 
others� 8hether it�s an advertiseNent or a loHo
 a billboard or a webpaHe
 a video HaNe or a novel
 all Nedia 
constructions exeNplify certain characteristics that Nust be present for the construction to be recoHni[ed� 
Then
 these eleNents are carefully put toHether to Neet the author�s specimcations
 whatever they Nay be�

Authors
 desiHners
 developers and producers�however they are labeled�all create their own Nedia 
environNents
 Kust as builders create physical environNents� 8hen we enter or create a Nedia world
 we 
leave the real world behind�

Keyword: Authorship

Guiding Questions: 8hat Lind of itextw Henre aN I creatinH •	
8hat various eleNents 	buildinH blocLs
 NaLe up the whole •	
)ow siNilar or different is it to others of the saNe Henre •	
8hich technoloHies aN I usinH to create  8hat will Ny NediuN be •	
)ow would Ny construction be different in a different NediuN •	
8hat are Ny choices  8hat choices NiHht I NaLe differently •	
)ave others contributed to this construction  )ow should they be •	
credited 
)ave I respected copyriHht
 tradeNarLs or other intellectual property •	
that I Nay have used 

CML’s Five Core Concepts and Key Questions for Producers:
Media Construction Framework



© 2008 Center for Media Literacy / www.medialit.org Literacy for the 21st Century / Orientation & Overview • ��

Key Question #2: Does my message reflect understanding in 
format, creativity and technology?

Core Concept #2: Media messages are constructed using
a creative language with its own rules.

Marshall McLuhan faNously said the iNedia is the NessaHe�w Often
 the Nedia deterNines a Hreat deal 
about the NessaHe� If I aN usinH a cell phone
 Ny NessaHe had better be short and coNpact� If I want Ny 
NessaHe to resonate with powerful eNotions or with coNpellinH facts
 I had better be the Naster of craftinH 
a particular forN of NessaHe
 whether it�s entertaininH
 inforNinH
 persuadinH or participatinH�

)avinH a deep LnowledHe of the arts is also helpful in NasterinH the creative lanHuaHes of Nedia construction� 
Theater reRuires LnowledHe of writinH and storytellinH techniRues� dance and Notion deNand understandinH 
of choreoHraphy� Nusic involves LnowledHe of teNpo and instruNents and orchestration� visual arts reRuire 
LnowledHe of perspective and line and forN and color� And technoloHy plays a role
 too
 because the tech�
noloHy provides the tools and also the environNental constraints in which the tools can be used� In cases 
liLe video HaNes or search enHines the technoloHy often dictates the forN of the NessaHe� #efore NaLinH 
or breaLinH the rules
 I Nust mrst Lnow what the rules are and thorouHhly understand the rules�

Keyword: Format

Guiding Questions: 8hat do I want people to noticeyor noty	about the way I aN •	
constructinH Ny NessaHe
 
8hat technoloHies aN I usinH  )ow is Ny NessaHe structure affected •	
8hat techniRues stand out the Nost  Color and shapes  4ound  •	
4ilence  DialoHue or /arration  MoveNent  CoNposition  LiHhtinH  
Texture  4cent 
)ow aN I tellinH the story  Do I Lnow the storytellinH conventions •	
available to Ne  8hat storytellinH conventions aN I usinH 
8hen does Ny NessaHe taLe place  8hat is the settinH or tiNinH •	
of Ny NessaHe  8hat iNpact NiHht the settinH or tiNinH of Ny 
NessaHe have on other choices I NaLe 
8hat visual or verbal
 Nusical or visual syNbols or Netaphors aN I usinH •	
8hat eNotional appeal aN I usinH  •	
8hat persuasive devices aN I eNployinH  AN I beinH ethical •	
8hat factual inforNation aN I presentinH  Are Ny facts and •	
inforNation accurate  )ow do I Lnow 
Does Ny NessaHe seeN ireal w 8hy •	

CML’s Five Core Concepts and Key Questions for Producers:
Media Construction Framework 
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CML’s Five Core Concepts and Key Questions for Producer:
Media Construction Framework

Key Question #3: Is my message engaging and compelling 
for my target audience?

Core Concept #3: Different people experience the same 
media message differently.

Creative techniRues alone are not enouHh to attract the attention of an audience
 because each audience 
and indeed
 each individual is different� The Nore I Lnow about the audience I aN appealinH to
 the better 
chance I have of enHaHinH that audience
 whether the audience is one person or Nany� And if the audience 
is enHaHed
 the audience will feel coNpelled to taLe in Ny NessaHe and possibly even view or hear or 
interact with Ny entire NessaHe
 froN start to mnish�

8hen I Ho to see a Novie
 I never iseew the saNe Novie as Ny neiHhbor or friend� I can only see throuHh 
Ny own eyes� :et Nedia appeals to life experiences that we have in coNNon
 or otherwise we would have 
no interest in the NessaHe� It is for this reason that advertisers itarHetw audiences
 soNetiNes to reach the 
widest audience possible
 and soNetiNes to reach only a select few� #ut in either case
 LnowledHe of the 
audience and data about the audience helps provide understandinH in reachinH the audience efmciently 
and effectively
 hopefully for Nutual benemt�

Keyword: Audience

Guiding Questions: 8ho is the tarHet audience for Ny NessaHe  •	
8hat do I Lnow about this person or people  8hat are soNe •	
iNportant characteristics about theN I should Lnow 
)ow wide an audience do I want to appeal to  Or how narrow •	
)ave I respected the need for privacy or conmdentiality on the part •	
of Ny audience 
)ave I taLen into consideration the appropriateness of Ny NessaHe •	
for special or vulnerable audiences
 such as very younH children or 
youth or those disabled 
)ow NiHht Ny audience interpret Ny NessaHe and respond to it •	
8hat effect NiHht I anticipate Ny NessaHe havinH on Ny audience  •	
Positive
 neHative
 neutral 
8hy should Ny audience care about Ny NessaHe •	
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CML’s Five Core Concepts and Key Questions for Producers:
Media Construction Framework

Key Question #4: Have I clearly and consistently framed values, 
lifestyles and points of view in my content?

Core Concept #4: Media have embedded values and points 
of view.

#ecause I aN Ne
 I always brinH Nyself�Ny values
 Ny life experience and Ny points of view�to Ny 
NessaHe� :es
 I can represent other voices and other viewpoints to the best of Ny ability
 but there is never 
a way for Ne to represent all other voices� necessarily
 soNeone or soNethinH is always left out� #ecause I 
aN huNan
 I can only aiN to be fair and balanced
 or adNittedly biased in Ny viewpoint
 but I can never be 
truly obKective or provide perfect inforNation�

Instead
 when I present Ny NessaHe to Ny audience
 I aN selectinH and fraNinH the content that I aN 
presentinH accordinH to Ny own priorities� Perhaps I consider the needs of the audience or perhaps not� 
The Nore clearly and consistently I fraNe and select Ny content
 the Nore readily Ny audience can identify 
the values
 lifestyles and points of view I aN presentinH
 and deterNine whether that fraNe suits theN or not�

Keyword: Content 

Guiding Questions: 8hat is Ny Nain NessaHe •	
)ow aN I supportinH Ny Nain NessaHe  8hat inforNation aN I •	
includinH  8hat aN I leavinH out  8hy 
8ho or what do I invite Ny audience to identify with throuHh Ny •	
NessaHe  8hat lifestyles
 values and points of view are overt  8hat 
are iNplied  
)ave I represented other voices or social Hroups  Are these •	
representations nuanced or are they stereotypical 
8hat NiHht the opposition to Ny NessaHe say  )ave I treated Ny •	
opposition with respect 
)ave I Nade appropriate disclosures about connicts of interest or •	
assuNptions 
)ave I considered the needs of the iwholew person that I�N relatinH •	
the NessaHe to  If not
 are Ny reasons ethical 
Does Ny NessaHe convey real�life behaviors or conseRuences  If •	
not
 why not 
8hat is the overall worldview depicted in Ny NessaHe •	
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CML’s Five Core Concepts and Key Questions for Producers:
Media Construction Framework

Key Question #5: Have I communicated my purpose effectively?

Core Concept #5: Most media messages are organized to gain 
profit and/or power.

If I aN HoinH to send a NessaHe
 I Nust have a reason or a purpose� Generally
 there are three reasons: I 
want to persuade or innuence or inforN soNeone of soNethinH
 and as a result
 I have a power Notive 
	demninH power as neutral and in its broadest sense�
� Or I want theN to buy soNethinH that I aN sellinH
 
and so I have a promt Notive� Or perhaps I have a Nix of both a promt and a power Notive
 where I want to 
sell the world on a new idea and a new product at the saNe tiNe� These Notives are not necessarily Hood 
nor bad
 but purpose is always present�

#ehind Nedia NessaHes there is always intent� Inherently
 there is nothinH wronH with promt or power� 
they can be honorable and serve the public Hood� Is Ny intent to NaLe the world a better place  Does Ny 
NessaHe provide Nutual benefit for individuals and for the social Hood
 as well  These are Ruestions I 
Nust asL of Nyself�

Keyword: Purpose

Guiding Questions: 8hat is Ny intent  8hose needs aN I tryinH to satisfy with Ny •	
NessaHe  
AN I priNarily entertaininH
 persuadinH
 inforNinH
 or encouraHinH •	
action and participation as the forN of Ny NessaHe 
8ho is payinH for this NessaHe to be constructed and sent  4hould •	
I disclose this underwritinH for any reason 
Do I want Ny audience to feel
 thinL or do anythinH specimc as a •	
result of enHaHinH with Ny NessaHe 
)ow is the audience served by Ny NessaHe  )ow do I promt or •	
benemt  )ow does the audience promt by or benemt froN Ny 
NessaHe 
8ho wins  8ho loses  8ho decides •	
8hat econoNic decisions Nay have innuenced Ny NessaHe and •	
how I constructed or transNitted it 
)ave I considered ethical
 social and/or leHal constraints on achievinH •	
Ny purpose 


