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Introduction

The media are so important in today’s world that it makes a lot of sense to take a course in media studies. It will help you to understand more about yourself as a media user and more about the important role that the media play in society and culture.

You should have a lot of fun and creative satisfaction in planning and making your own media products. You will also gain insights into the power and inﬂ uence of the media and an ability to analyse media products from diﬀ erent points of view.

This is a textbook, so its most important job is to help you and your teacher make sure that your course leads to GCSE Media Studies success. Just as importantly, though, we hope that this book opens your mind to some new ideas, new interests and new opportunities.

It may be that you discover fascinating areas of the media that are new to you, or perhaps develop a passion for some practical or creative skill. It could be that you get some ideas for future studies, jobs you’d like to do or ideas that you would like to explore in greater depth. We’d like to think that you’ll get more out of your course of study and this book than just ‘a load of stuﬀ  you have to remember’; we hope you enjoy it.

Getting to know the theoretical framework and CSPs

This book closely follows the AQA speciﬁ cation, as you would expect. It will help you to use the book if you are familiar with the language and structure of the speciﬁ cation. Media studies has been broken down into four major categories, called the theoretical framework. They are:

Media Language (Chapter 1)

This chapter explores the ways in which media products make meanings. You will learn how to analyse all sorts of media products such as moving images, print and advertisements. One of the book’s main themes is introduced here: the ongoing digital revolution that is transforming the relationship between the media and us.

 How to use this book 
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Media Representations (Chapter 2)

This chapter looks at who and what get included in media products, how they are shown (or represented) and who gets left out. Stereotypes, values, issues and beliefs are all considered, as well as how you can use the opportunity to represent yourself using social media.

Media Audiences (Chapter 3)

In this chapter the ways that audiences are categorised and counted are explored, mainly so that media products can be targeted at speciﬁ c audiences. The many ideas and discussions about the eﬀ ects that the media may or may not have on audiences are also considered.

Media Industries (Chapter 4)

Most media products are expensive to make and distribute to their audiences. This means that the great majority of media is produced by very large companies and corporations. This chapter explains the ways in which these giant organisations work in a series of case studies that compare and contrast diﬀ erent sectors of the media.

Of course, these four framework areas are very closely linked, and it is diﬃ  cult to consider them in isolation. To show how they work together, you will study a selection of close study products (CSPs) from a range of diﬀ erent media forms. Some are studies in great depth, that is, in relation to all four of the framework areas. Some are targeted, which means that you only need to study them in relation to one or two of the framework areas. All this is explained in detail at the beginning of Chapter 5, the CSP chapter. You will probably need to hop into Chapter 5 frequently, even before you have worked your way through the ﬁ rst four chapters. Throughout the book, you will ﬁ nd plenty of links that will help to show how CSPs and the framework ﬁ t together.

All the CSPs for 2023 are discussed in Chapter 5. If you are studying for the exam at a later date, you may ﬁ nd that a few have changed, as the CSPs will be reviewed annually. The speciﬁ c editions of the two newspaper CSPs will certainly change every year. Any new CSPs will be studied and assessed in exactly the same way, so it is worth familiarising yourself with as many examples as possible.

Important contexts of the media

This is a third component of the AQA speciﬁ cation. When you study a CSP or a framework area, you will need to think about a least one of the following contexts: historical, political, social and cultural.

To make sure that you get a sense of the historical background, at least a few of the CSPs will always be several decades old. In this book, for example, you will look at an advert from the 1950s and a radio show from the 1960s. The idea is that studying these historical media products helps you, by making comparisons, to understand today’s media.

Early mobile phone? Studying historical contexts can help us understand today’s media.
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There aren’t any separate chapters devoted to these contexts, but they run like a thread through the ﬁ rst ﬁ ve chapters. There are plenty of examples to show how contexts should be brought into your study of the media. You will soon get used to thinking about these.

Coursework

Chapter 6 deals with coursework, which is called non-exam assessment (NEA). You will ﬁ nd plenty of advice about how to plan and produce you own media product. The weighting of this component is 30%, so you will need to make sure that you are well prepared for this practical element of the course. As this chapter explains, AQA provides a new set of briefs every year. These are the detailed instructions, the designated purpose and the target audience for each one of the range of scenarios. Chapter 6 works through a number of these briefs as examples, but the advice is general. That is, you are shown how to produce a successful media product in diﬀ erent media forms: video, audio, print and web-based.

The exam

There is a free downloadable chapter available under the ‘Resources and Downloads’ tab on the following Illuminate webpage: illuminatepublishing.com/AQA_Media_GCSE_RevEd_ExamChapter.

This chapter will look at the structure of the exam papers, examples of questions and some ‘right and wrong’ techniques in answering them.

NB: This exam chapter is not approved by AQA.

Help along the way

Throughout the book you will ﬁ nd Quick questions, Tips, Activities and discussion points called Talk about it. If you can follow these up, ideally with others in your media studies class, you will ﬁ nd that the information and skills are much more likely to remain in your head. Your teacher is certain to provide you with more activities and examples, so that soon, we hope, you will be asking your own questions about the media in your life.

Lastly, there is a Glossary (a list) of key terms. Like all subjects, media studies has its own set of specialist words and you will be expected to use this terminology. The key terms in the chapters should give you a conﬁ dent understanding of this vocabulary and the Glossary will be handy when you need to look anything up or learn the terms and concepts.

The authors of this book wish you good luck, enjoyment and success in your media studies course.

Create your own media products
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• As you would expect in a chapter called Media Language, you will be looking at some of the ways in which the media communicates in the same ways as a language. • As you would expect in a chapter called Media Language, you will be looking at some of the ways in which the media communicates in the same ways as a language. 

• This chapter introduces you to many of the key terms and concepts that you’ll need when it comes to doing one of the most interesting things in media studies: the practical analysis of media products such as television programmes, video games, newspapers, magazines and advertisements.

How the media communicate meanings

The linear model

The introduction to this book gave some idea of what the mass media are and you can now start asking some more questions. For example:

• • How do they do it?The answer to the ﬁ rst question is fairly straightforward. You can simply say that the mass media communicate to a very large number of people. Then we could add that they usually do this in a short space of time by using a range of technologies. Some are lightning fast such as the internet, live television and radio, while some are relatively slow such as the print media. How is this done? That’s media language.

What do the mass media do?

Later in the book you will be looking in more detail at the ways in which diﬀ erent media technologies communicate, but in this chapter the focus is a little diﬀ erent. Here, you will be exploring some basics of communication. If the mass media are all about communication, then they must be able to make meanings and audiences must be able to understand these meanings. But how does this process work? How do we manage to communicate meaningfully with each other?

What’s in this chapter?
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Above is a very basic diagram or model of the communication process. If someone speaks to you, they are the sender, what they say to you is the message and you are the receiver.

Just as easily, you could apply this model to a mass media example:

SenderMessageReceiver

BBCEpisode of EastEnders

All the viewers of this episode

In this simple and straightforward model, the sender creates the message and then pushes it towards the receiver (in this case by transmitting it as a television programme). Anyone who has the correct receiving equipment (a television set, a computer, a smartphone) can view this message and become a receiver.

This creates a view of communication in which a message travels along a line. The sender is at the beginning of the line and the receiver is at the end of the line. That’s why it is called a linear model of communication.

How helpful is this linear model in understanding the mass media?

• • It can be a useful way to describe important elements of communication.Also, it does seem to make the senders all-important. They are the ones who plan and create the message and ﬁ nd a way of sending it on its way to the receiver. All the receiver has to do is just watch or read or listen.

It has the advantage of simplicity.

As it stands, the linear model doesn’t quite capture the interactivepart of communication. Even when having a chat with a friend, we don’t just passively receive messages and then switch roles to actively send messages. A conversation involves both people contributing all the time. Even when you are not speaking you are nodding, frowning, smiling or making noises such as ‘Mmm’ and ‘Uh huh’.

Sender Message Receiver

Model

A model seeks to capture an idea or concept in a simpliﬁ ed form, often as a graphic or diagram.

Key term

In your classroom are you more likely to be a sender or a receiver?

Quick question 1.1

The following list contains six senders, six messages and six receivers. Identify which is which and link them together. For example: Charles Dickens (sender), Oliver Twist (message) and Book readers (receiver).

Internet surfersCharles DickensThe Grand TourBook readersRadio 1ReachOliver TwistRadio listenersNick Grimshaw ShowNewspaper readersSunday MirrorAmazon Prime subscribersTwitter followerDMG mediaMailOnlineAmazon videoTwitter userA tweet

Activity 1.1

Facial expressions and gestures are important signs in interactive communication.

Interactivity

Two-way communication in which the participants both actively engage in the process.

Key term

9
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The same is true to some extent of mass media communication. Receivers use social media to comment on ﬁ lms, videos, games, television and music. Receivers are often encouraged to provide feedback in which they react to the content of messages to express an opinion or a comment. So, the idea of communication simply going in one direction along a straight line is limited, to say the least.

Another diﬃ  culty for the linear model is that it doesn’t tell you much about the messages themselves. As media studies students, you want to know all about those messages, not just how they are sent and received but what is in them and, above all, what they mean.

How are meanings made?

This really is one of the key questions in media studies. It’s also quite a diﬃ  cult question and in order to get to grips with it you need to move beyond the linear model to a rather diﬀ erent approach called semiotics.

A starting point is the idea of a code. You have probably played about with secret codes at some stage in your lives. In stories (often spy stories) the secret code contains some information that has been put into a form that is inaccessible to everyone, unless they have the speciﬁ c knowledge that enables them to crack the code. By using a secret code, the sender of the message has made it completely meaningless to anyone except a receiver who has the key to that secret code. Sometimes, clever outsiders are able to crack the codes by working out the patterns and rules in the jumble of letters or numbers or shapes. Secret codes are popular in adventure stories because people have a fascination with the idea of messages with meanings that are locked away and hidden from them.

This familiar idea of the secret code is a useful starting point as you begin to explore semiotics and codes.

A code is a communication system with the following three elements:

• SIGNS – anything that expresses a meaning is a sign. This could be a written or spoken word, an image, a sound, a gesture or an item of clothing.

• RULES – signs are nearly always used in combination with other signs to create meanings. For example, the words in a sentence are organised together using rules. For a language such as English we call these rules ‘grammar’. In media studies the rules are called conventions.

• SHARED UNDERSTANDING – just like the secret code discussed earlier, a code only works when people share a knowledge and understanding of the rules and signs. Of course, most codes aren’t secret at all; all of us use and understand numerous diﬀ erent codes.

The title of this chapter, ‘Media Language’, suggests that the media create meanings in the same way as languages such as English, German or Chinese do. This is because these languages are codes, each with their signs, rules and shared understanding. The mass media also have many codes that work in a similar way.

Semiotics

The use and study of signs,sign systems and their meanings. Also known as semiology.

Conventions

Established rules or shared understandings are used in media products as ‘the way we do things’. Conventions are more likely to be taken for granted than formally stated.

Key terms

Have you ever used social media to give feedback to a media producer?

Quick question 1.2

If you read music when you playa musical instrument you are reading a code. Why is music notation a code? Can you think of any other examples of codes?

 

Quick question 1.3

Feedback is an essential partof the communication process.

Topsecret job: women were employed as code breakers during World War II.

AQA GCSE Media Studies
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At this stage, you are going to take a short diversion away from the media to have a look at the English language as a code.

The signs of English are words (or parts of words) that can be spoken or written. There are over 170,000 English words, but most of us get by with a vocabulary of about 3,000 words.  However, we need to know a lot more about these words than just their simple dictionary deﬁ nitions. Once you are over the age of two, people get a bit bored with you pointing at things and telling them what they are: ‘Lorry’, ‘Tree’, ‘Cat’. As we get older we need more sophisticated ways of communicating.

Beyond the age of two (or thereabouts) you need to start putting words together to make more complex meanings such as ‘I feel sick’ and ‘I don’t like carrots’. You soon learn that words can’t be put together randomly (‘Carrots don’t like I’). A set of rules has to be used that are shared by all speakers of English. These rules are the grammar of the language.

The interesting thing about these rules of grammar is that nobody ever tries to teach them to us as pre-schoolers. They don’t have to be formally taught because we just pick them up without thinking about them. When we speak or write, listen or read we are not even aware that we are applying these rules. For many of us we only start to think about the rules of language when we have English language lessons at school or when we try to learn another language and have to work things out, like whether to put adjectives before or after nouns and how to change a verb to the past tense.

Most codes, including media codes, work just like this. We don’t really think about the rules, we just use them all the time as we create meanings by putting signs together or by understanding signs used by other people.

Remember the last key element of the code? It is ‘shared knowledge and understanding’. The English language is a code that is shared by a lot of people: over 1,500 million including 375 million native speakers (those for whom English is their ﬁ rst language). Within this very large group of people, there are many sub-groups: people who speak diﬀ erent variants of English and people who only speak English in a particular context such as medicine, for example.

British English (Caribbean, British Islands, South Asia, South-East Asia)British English (East Africa, West Africa, South Africa)

British English (Philippines, Australia, Papua New Guinea, New Zealand, Fiji)

American English (Canada)American English(USA, American Samoa)

Canada

USA

Samoa

BritishIslands

CaribbeanWest

Africa

SouthAsia

EastAfrica

South Africa (Anglophone)

South-EastAsia

Philippines

Papua New Guinea

Fiji

New Zealand

Australia

English-speaking countries

1Media Language 
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Like most languages, English is constantly evolving. New words and new rules develop all the time while others become old-fashioned and fall into disuse. In these senses as well, media codes are very much like the English language. They are dynamic rather than static.

As media studies students, you will be learning how the codes of media work to create meanings. In some ways, it will be a bit like learning a new language, as we delve into the signs, the rules and our shared knowledge and understandings.

How do signs create meaning?

If a sign is a word and you don’t know the meaning of that word, then it isn’t too diﬃ  cult to ﬁ nd out the meaning. You could ask someone, do an online search or – if you were really desperate – look it up in a dictionary. Even with all these tools and solutions to hand we can still make mistakes. Many words have several diﬀ erent meanings. These words are ambiguous.

Here’s an example. The word ‘jars’ can mean a number of glass containers or it can be a version of the verb to jar, meaning to send a shock through something. This ambiguity doesn’t usually cause problems because of the context of the surrounding words:

• • ‘She jars her elbow every time she plays tennis.’So, context is a very important way of pinning down the meaning of an individual sign, in this case the ambiguous word ‘jars’.

‘Put the jam jars in the cupboard.’

Moving from language to other codes, you will ﬁ nd that the meanings of signs are not at all as cut and dried as the meanings of words. A photograph can be very meaningful but you can’t look up its meaning in a dictionary.

As users of the mass media, we are active users of many codes and countless signs. As well as written and spoken language, the media communicate with us using still and moving images, colours, sounds, music, fashion, behaviour, facial expressions and so on. How are we able to make sense of all these signs and all the rules that apply to them?

Ambiguous/Ambiguity

A sign with several possible meanings which could be confused.

Context

Used in two ways in media studies:1 The immediate surroundings of something, like the other words in a sentence providing a context for each individual word.

2 The wider social, cultural, political or historical circumstances of a media product or process.

Key terms

HANGRY – a state of anger caused by lack of food. A recent addition to the ever-changing English language.

For examples of diﬀ erent cultural codes check out the HSBC Funny Culture adverts on YouTube.

Tip

AQA GCSE Media Studies
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The answer is that you store meanings in your heads. As you grow up you learn the meanings of words and the rules of language. In the same way, you learn the meanings of media codes. The learning curve is very steep at ﬁ rst but you never reach a point where everything is known. You keep on learning what signs and codes mean for the rest of your life.

Just as there are many diﬀ erent human languages, there are many variants of media codes. How do you know which ones to learn? Well, you don’t really have to make any decisions, you just pick up the codes that surround you. Diﬀ erent cultures have diﬀ erent codes. If you move between cultures you will observe the codes and gradually begin to pick up the meanings of signs and rules as you begin to unlock new codes.

As media studies students, you have to look at these codes rather diﬀ erently. Instead of relying on the instant ‘meaning grab’ that you do as you watch a ﬁ lm or read a magazine, you have to learn how to dissect media products to ﬁ nd out how they work and how they communicate meanings.

Semiotics

The main toolkit used for dissecting and analysing media products is called semiotics.

As already discussed, the basic unit of communication is the sign. Semiotics is an approach to studying these signs and the systems of rules, the codes, which link these signs together to create meanings.

A basic principle of semiotics is that a sign always has two components: the signiﬁer and the signiﬁed:

• Signiﬁ er: the form of the sign – something that can be seen, heard or touched.

• Signiﬁ ed: the meaning of the sign – it exists only in your head.The best way to understand the diﬀ erence between the signiﬁ er and the signiﬁ ed is to look at some examples.

signiﬁed

signiﬁer

sign

TREE


signiﬁersigniﬁ

ed

sign

1Media Language 
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The 2019 print advert for Halfords features a photomontaged image of a car wheel trim and a medal ribbon. Let’s concentrate on that image ﬁ rst. What you see is a signiﬁ er: some coloured ink on a page in a very distinctive shape. If you are looking at the image on a screen you see a light pattern in that same distinctive shape. There is something physical to look at but it is not, of course, a real wheel trim and medal ribbon. What you are looking at is a signiﬁ er.

As you look at this shape, a very rapid act of interpretation goes on in your head. This is a shape that matches things you have seen before – the individual parts and the overall shape are familiar and recognisable. Now you can attach a meaning to the signiﬁ er: it is a service medal incorporating a car wheel. This meaning or ‘idea of service medal’ is the signiﬁ ed. The meaning is the one we all share … probably. It is possible that a very young child could look at the image and attach a diﬀ erent meaning to it, ‘badge’ perhaps, but they would be gently corrected by others so that they eventually would attach the widely agreed meaning to the image.

Now look at another element of the ad, the word ‘halfords’ in lower case letters. Once again, there is something there to look at (the signiﬁ er) and, once again, most of you will attach an agreed meaning (the signiﬁ ed).

This time, though, the signiﬁ ed will be restricted to fewer people: those who can read and who also know that Halfords is a British motoring and cycling store.

Denotation and connotation

These are two ways in which signs create meaning. Returning to the service medal example, it is easy to attach an agreed signiﬁ ed to the image of the ribbon because the whole image clearly matches the overall shape of a service medal, and the ribbon part is a photographic image of a real medal ribbon. It is the most obvious and straightforward meaning for the ribbon. This is denotation. The phrase ‘medal ribbon’ is also a signiﬁ er that denotes that same object.

However, if we look again at the image, but this time in the context of the advertisement as a whole, it is clear that the image has other meanings. The words ‘We’re proud to have signed the Government’s Armed Forces Covenant, supporting career opportunities for service leavers’ plus the word ‘halfords’ tell us the context is an advertisement for Halfords stores. The combined image of the medal ribbon and wheel trim stands for experienced service personnel and also represents an idea that Halfords is proud to employ them and the experiences they’ve had in the services are useful when helping customers in Halford stores. These messages are not so obvious or so straightforward. These meanings ‘by association’ are called connotations.

The image of a service medal has other connotations such as heroism, gallantry, leadership and being able to support others. These are welcome meanings for a store that provides repair services, but it is clear from the words ‘supporting career opportunities’ that you are being invited to interpret the image in a particular way. This is an example of how the context of a sign helps to reduce its ambiguity.

Denotation

The straightforward, obvious or literal meaning of a sign. For a word it would be a dictionary deﬁ nition of that word. A photo of you simply denotes you. A denotation has no hidden, subtle or underlying meanings.

Connotation

Meaning by association. As you grow up, in your culture you learn that many signs have meanings that are not obvious or direct. For example, the word pig can connote greed or dirtiness or arrogance, among many other connotations. Signs often have diﬀ erent connotations for diﬀ erent groups of people. 

Key terms

Credit: Chapter Agency Ltd

AQA GCSE Media Studies
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Anchorage

Anchorage is a technical term referring to the way in which ambiguous meanings can be tied down. Words are often used to anchor the meanings of images. For example, the picture of people running (right) could be anchored very diﬀ erently by the use of any one of the three captions that are shown within the photo frame.

Anchorage gives us more context so that meanings are clearer.

Practise your skills of identifying denotation and connotation by completing the following chart for the remaining four images.

ImageDenotesConnotesCould be used in an advert for

A ﬂ ower, a red roseRomanceExpensive chocolates

A wild animal, a rhinoceros 

Power, strength, longevity, freedom

A 4 × 4 vehicle

Activity 1.2

1 Reality TV show hosts help kick-start new NHS get ﬁ t campaign.

2 Struggling to ﬁ nd a partner in your 30s? Visit the run4love website for help and advice.

3 Enjoying a ﬁ nal run in local beauty spot before the building of controversial new housing development begins.

1Media Language 
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The Stars and Stripes and the American Bald Eagle are symbols used to represent the United States of America.

Symbols and icons

These are two diﬀ erent types of sign.

Symbols are signs that don’t look anything like the thing that they stand for. Words are symbols. Whether they are spoken or written, you can’t really guess the meaning of a word from what it looks like or what it sounds like. Many other signs are symbolic as well. Their meanings are much more likely to be culturally speciﬁ c. For example, the signs on the left can mean ‘the United States of America’ if you are part of the culture that shares this meaning.

On the other hand, signs that resemble whatever it is they refer to are called icons. By the way, don’t be confused by the use of the word ‘icon’ to mean ‘very famous’ as in ‘Brad Pitt is an iconic ﬁ lm star’. In semiotics, the word is used in its more technical sense: a sign that physically resembles its object (the thing it stands for). Shown here are a few familiar examples.

Photographs are icons; if you take a selﬁ e, it’s an icon of yourself.

Signs often communicate as both symbol and icon. Looking back to the earlier activity, we said that:

Denotes a ﬂ ower, a red rose

Connotes romanceCould be used in an advert for expensive chocolates

In this case the picture is an icon of the ﬂ ower and a symbol of romance. In the road sign above, the red triangle is a symbol for ‘warning’. As you will know if you have attempted the Driving Theory Test, some parts of the Highway Code, such as the meaning of red circles and red triangles, just have to be learned and remembered.

This photo of the Millennium Bridge, London, is an icon of the Millennium Bridge, London.

An iconic representation of singer Ed Sheeran

Road sign containing icon of a car and a quayside or riverbank.
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Semiotics diﬀ ers from the sender–message–receiver approach because it takes the view that the meaning of the message has as much to do with the receiver as the sender or the message. Semiotics tends to refer to messages as texts and to receivers as readers. Diﬀ erent readers are likely to interpret a text in diﬀ erent ways because the meaning of a text can never be entirely ﬁ xed by a sender.

When media producers create a media product, they do their best to ensure that the meanings they want to communicate are clear and unambiguous. However, they cannot force their audience to accept their meanings. Some of us may take very diﬀ erent meanings about the product from the ones intended by the producers.

This is not a case of ‘wrong meanings and right meanings’. A lot of time is spent discussing ‘what things mean’, especially those things that are brought to you by the mass media. People read texts diﬀ erently because of diﬀ erent contexts and diﬀ erent identities; their readings are inﬂ uenced by factors such as age, gender, ethnicity, class, religion and education.

Media codes

Now that you have got to grips with some basic semiotic ideas, you can start to examine and illustrate some of the most important media codes that will be helpful in your analysis of media products.

Non-verbal codes

Strictly speaking, all codes other than languages are non-verbal, as ‘verbal’ means ‘of language’. However, we usually restrict non-verbal communication (NVC) to human display and behaviour. Sometimes this is called ‘body language’.

These are some of the components of NVC:

• Dress and appearance, including clothing, hairstyle, body adornment such as makeup, tattoos, and accessories such as handbags, glasses or walking sticks. All of these items carry connotations and all cultures have distinctive codes of dress and appearance. Codes here include the associations between clothing and social class, occupation, occasion, religion, age and gender.

On the right are two examples of the use of dress and appearance to communicate meanings. As is always the case with a code, a shared knowledge and understanding of ‘the rules’ is vital – even if the rules are being broken.

• Facial expression, head movement, gestures: the face is the most expressive part of the body and even slight adjustment of smiles, frowns and eye narrowing can convey meaning. We often make the mistake of assuming that gestures are universal in their meaning but diﬀ erent cultures have their own codes of meaning.

For more on intended meanings by producers see Chapter 3, pages 97 and 101.

Link

Think of a recent disagreement that you have had with someone about the meaning of a media text – an advertisement, maybe, or a music video. What do you think inﬂ uenced your diﬀ erent interpretations?

Quick question 1.4

Clothing can reinforce our diﬀ erences or our similarities.
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Describe the mise-en-scèneelements in this still from the Galaxy ‘Audrey Hepburn’ advertisement (2023 CSP).

Activity 1.4

• Body movement, body closeness: these codes can be diﬃ  cult to interpret as they depend so much on the context. ‘Getting very close’ can be a sign of warmth and friendliness but in a diﬀ erent context it can signal aggression or the unacceptable invasion of another person’s personal space.

• Paralanguage: as all actors know, ‘it ain’t what you say, it’s the way that you say it’. Paralanguage covers all those ways in which the meaning of a word can be inﬂ ected by the use of tone, voice quality, pitch, volume and pace of delivery. Something said in a sarcastic tone can change its meaning completely, but the code only works if the listener recognises sarcasm.

Print codes: design, layout, typography

The pages of newspapers, magazines and print advertisements demonstrate the use of various codes. An important aspect of page design is the number of elements on the page, often referred to as the ‘use of whitespace’ (even when the page isn’t white). On the one hand, a page with few words and/or images will usually communicate a sense of upmarket style or of an important statement. The Halfords’ advertisement on page 14 (shown again on the left) does this quite well. On the other hand, a page with lots of elements crammed together can communicate excitement and liveliness, with popular appeal. The magazine cover opposite, for example, suggests that Inside Soap is bursting with interesting stories that demand your attention as they jostle together.

How do diﬀ erent cultures use non-verbal communication in diﬀerent ways? Youmay be ableto use your own experience of living in a diﬀ erent country or region or of travelling.

Quick question 1.5

Try saying the following sentences using your voice in diﬀ erent ways. How many contrasting meanings can you create?

• ‘I loved the party last night.’

• ‘Do that again and I’ll kill you.’

• ‘Let’s all do our best to support Tammy; she really deserves it.’

• ‘Well that was an interesting class, wasn’t it?’

Activity 1.3

Mise-en-scène

All the elements chosen by producers to make up the content of images, including codes such as location, lighting,non-verbal communication (NVC), props, accessories, etc. are often referred to as the mise-en-scène.

 

It is a French term meaning ‘put in the scene’, which emphasises the idea that elements are included deliberately to communicate speciﬁ c meanings.

Key term

Credit: Chapter Agency Ltd
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Two ways of communicating meaning by the arrangement of signs are superimposition and juxtaposition. Superimposition can be seen on the Inside Soap cover (right) where elements of the design overlay each other. To superimpose is simply to place or lay something on top of something else, usually so most of the two elements can still be seen. The eﬀ ect of this is to reinforce the connection between the two in the mind of the reader.

Juxtaposition is to place two elements closely together in order to inﬂ uence the meaning attached to one or both. For example, by juxtaposing a child with a puppy in a mise-en-scène, the puppy’s connotations of innocence and playfulness are transferred to the child.

Inside Soap – a busy cover suggesting popular appeal.

This ad eﬀ ectively juxtaposes signs to make a powerful point.

Have the designers succeeded in making Inside Soapseem exciting and packed with interesting stories? What techniques has the cover designer used?

Quick question 1.6
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GQmagazine uses vertical and horizontal alignment of text around the central photograph to give the magazine a sophisticated, stylish look.

A comparison of the mastheads of the two 2023 newspaper CSPs gives us some idea of the very diﬀ erent identities that The Times and the Daily Mirror are trying to project. The Times’masthead runs right across the top of the front page. The font is a serif, as opposed to a sans-serif, font all in upper case. Although there are always colour images on the front page of The Times, the masthead itself is black on a white background.

Other design codes for print include the use of alignment and angles. Pages that are carefully aligned on a horizontal and vertical grid look more serious and formal, and can certainly have impact, as seen in GQ magazine below. Pages with tilted text and images may look more dynamic and have more youth appeal.

There are also colour codes to consider in print design. Black and white imagery suggests timeless, classic qualities and is often used in advertisements for upmarket products. Green has connotations of health and the environment, blue is cool and calm, while red is more passionate and emotional.

These elements of The Times’ masthead communicate a sense of authority and stability. Serif fonts are associated with tradition and unchanging values; precisely the qualities that the newspaper wants to associate with its brand.

Masthead

A publication’s name or title in a distinctive form, usually placed at the top of the front or cover page.

Serif and sans serif A serif is a small decorative line added to the letters of certain typefaces, as shown below left. Sans means without, so sans-serif typefaces, as shown below right, don’t have these features.

Key terms

E
E

SerifSans serif
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The Daily Mirror, however, uses a white sans-serif font on a red background. There is a contrast between two diﬀ erent font sizes with the smaller word ‘DAILY’ incorporated into the larger word ‘Mirror’. One word is all upper case, the other is upper case (the capital M) and lower case. These typographical features help to reinforce the Daily Mirror’s brand. Sans-serif fonts are more modern and dynamic. The red background has an association with excitement and with the more popular, broad appeal that the newspaper wants to associate with its brand.

Here are some diﬀ erent types of serif fonts that are available:

Here are some diﬀ erent types of san-serif fonts that are available:

Amasis MT Pro

Arial

Century Old Style

Helvetica Neue

Times New Roman.

Myriad Pro.

Bembo

Futura LT Pro

Collect some other examples of mastheads from newspapers and magazines. How have the typographical features contributed to the brand of the publication?

Activity 1.5
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Photographic codes

Photographers use many techniques to add layers of meaning to their subjects. Lighting, composition, framing, camera position, lens type and length of exposure are all under the control of the photographer and all can make a signiﬁ cant diﬀ erence to the meaning of the image that eventually appears in print.

Shot types

A photographer decides how much of their ﬁ eld of vision to include within a shot. Standard shot types include:

Extreme close-up (ECU)

Mid-shot or medium shot (MS)

Wide angle (WA)

Medium close-up (MCU)

Close-up (CU) 

Big close-up (BCU)

For more on camera angles and shots see pages 243–245.

Link
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Composition

In order to make shots more interesting and pleasing to the eye, photographers and camera operators often use the following techniques:

•  Rule of thirdsHorizontal and vertical lines create a grid of nine squares in the camera’s viewﬁ nder or digital display. Main subjects of interest (for example, the horizon, a building or a person) are aligned with the grid. Inexperienced photographers tend to place points of interest in the centre of the image, but the rule of thirds makes for better images.

•  Use of spaceStill or moving images of an object in motion are more appealing if space is left in front of the moving object. This is known as leading room. Similarly, shots of people (unless in big close-up) look better if a small amount of space (headroom) is left between the top of the head and the edge of the image. 

Too much headroom

Headroom

Using lines of perspectiveTilting the camera

Leading room

Diagonals

Diagonal lines give shots a sense of excitement or dynamism.This can be achieved by tilting the camera or by using lines of perspective to create this eﬀ ect.

Using the rule of thirds grid

1Media Language 
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Focus and lighting

The diﬀ erent ways in which this code is used in the two photographs above changes the meanings. In the ﬁ rst, the crowd is blurred and all the attention is on the individual contest between two players. In the second, a wide-angle shot with greater depth of ﬁ eld, much more is in focus so that the stadium, the crowd and the players are united by the photographic codes used to create this image.

In the fashion shot below, the subject has been lit from one side, making a strong contrast between light and shadow. The dramatic contrast gives the impression of mystery and intrigue.

These photographic codes also apply to moving image codes. All of the print codes here may be found in websites and social media too.

In this shot, the photographer has used a shallow depth of ﬁ eld to contrast between the sharp focus of the foreground subject – the footballers – and the out of focus crowd in the background.

Depth of ﬁ eld

In photographic or video terms this is the distance between the nearest and furthest points fromthe camera that are in focus.

 

Key term

Lighting is used for dramatic eﬀ ect.

Make a collection of digital still images that demonstrate the use of diﬀ erent photographic codes. How has the use of these codes aﬀ ected the meaning of each image?

Activity 1.6

The second shot, using a wider-angle lens, has a much greater depth of ﬁ eld so that more is in focus.
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CASE STUDY:

Front page analysis: the Daily Mirrorand the Sun

The above two newspaper front pages appeared at the time of the General Election in June 2017. In this election campaign the Sun supported the Conservative Party and the Daily Mirror supported the Labour Party.

We have already discussed the masthead of the Daily Mirror, but what other semiotic codes are at work on this front page?

Let’s start with the photograph of Jeremy Corbyn. As the main component of this page, it is the dominant signiﬁ er. The camera is angled upwards towards Corbyn, so he appears conﬁ dent and authoritative. His thumbs-up gesture also connotes conﬁ dence, as does his facial expression. Corbyn is formally dressed but the open jacket connotes a degree of informality. Red is the brand colour of the Labour Party, so the red tie and, more powerfully, the red rosette symbolise Jeremy Corbyn’s allegiance to the party.

The image is anchored byatwo-part caption. The main part ‘Cor Blimey!’ is not only a play on Corbyn’s name but also an expression of pleased surprise. Further anchorage for Corbyn’s conﬁ dence is provided by the second caption: ‘Exit poll boost for Corbyn as May’s election gamble looks in doubt’. This leads us to interpret Corbyn’s facial expression as a reaction to this ‘boost’.

The second image is of then Prime Minister Theresa May. It is smaller and much less dominant than the photograph of Jeremy Corbyn, connoting him in the ascendency and her in decline. While Corbyn looks directly at the camera and at us, May is looking away. Furthermore, she is looking away from the centre of the page. This gives a slight impression of ‘shiftiness’ and is a technique often used by newspapers and magazines when they wish to add negative connotations to a photographic image. These negative connotations of the image are anchored by the copy beneath, ‘Theresa May suﬀ ered an exit poll blow …’.

See Chapter 4, page 121 and Chapter 5, page 180 for more on the political preferences of newspapers.

Links

Dominant signiﬁ er

On a page or a poster or in a photo containing a number of signiﬁ ers grouped together, the dominant signiﬁ er is simply the most important (usually the largest) of these signiﬁ ers.

Key term

Should you wish to look online at these two newspapers they are dated:• the Daily Mirror – 9 June 2017the Sun – 8 June 2017.

• 

Tip
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Both photographs are icons denoting the two party leaders. The background to the Jeremy Corbyn picture is also an icon, denoting a polling station.

To draw together the elements of the one story that dominates the page, the designer has used superimposition so that print, graphic and photographic elements are placed over each other. The masthead, Corbyn’s head and the June 8, 2017 graphic are all linked together by superimposition, therefore connoting the Daily Mirror’s support for Jeremy Corbyn and the Labour Party in this election.

Sans-serif fonts, with their connotations of simplicity, modernity and informality, are dominant, although serif fonts are used for contrast (‘GENERAL ELECTION SENSATION’) and for greater legibility in the body text (‘Early indications suggested …’).

A comparison of the Sun and the Daily Mirror front pages certainly shows that media products can create very diﬀ erent messages by the selection and omission of elements, and the use of codes and conventions. In these ways, media products often communicate sets of values and beliefs that encourage us to think certain ideas are ‘normal and natural’ while other ideas are unacceptable and unthinkable. We shall return to these themes in Chapter 2 Media Representations.

Moving image codes

Film and video makers use many of the codes described above, but also add a few more. Non-verbal codes are used in performances by actors and presenters, and a version of the print codes of design, layout and typography is at work in titling, credits and graphic elements. Production codes in ﬁ lm and video add camera movements to the photographic codes used in creating still images. These include:

• Tilt: a ﬁ xed camera tilted either up or down.

Pan: a ﬁ xed camera rotated either left or right through 180 degrees.

• • Zoom: a power button on a ﬁ xed camera that allows a subject to be brought closer (zoom in) or made more distant (zoom out).

• Tracking: the camera is moved from left to right to follow the action.

Dollying: the camera is moved in or out to follow the action.

• • Crane shot: traditionally a crane but now often a drone lifts the camera above the action, giving a more dramatic perspective.

Some examples of how meaning is created using camerawork include:

• A crane shot: often used at the end of an episode or ﬁ lm. The camera is raised above the scene to give the impression that you are leaving the story and the characters behind.

• A slow zoom to a big close-up (BCU): puts the viewers in touch with the subject’s state of mind. In drama, it is often used to make an emotional connection between the audience and a character.

Attempt an analysis of the front cover of the Sun yourself.Try to include all the following terms:• sign• denotation• connotation• anchorage.Also, refer to non-verbal, photographic, design and typographic codes in your analysis.

Activity 1.7

A crane shot literally involves placing a camera on a crane, often giving the viewer a feeling of power over the characters.
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Here are more types of shot used in television and video:• cutaway• two shot• over-the-shoulder shot• whip pan

• low angle• ﬁ sh eye.

Research these shot types and ﬁnd examples (or create examples toshow to the class). Explain how the shot type helps to create meaning in your examples. An excellent resource for this activity can be found on the Media College website, at http://www.mediacollege.com/video/shots/.

Activity 1.8

• Point-of-view shot: shows us exactly what the subject sees and connects the viewer to the experience of the subject. If the subject is moving, a hand-held camera is often used. The jerky movement of the camera gives authenticity to the scene.

Digital and post-production codes

Some television and video products present events in real time. The live transmission of sport or live news coverage are examples of real time. Television news often combines live presentations with pre-recorded reports. In these cases, programme makers will use a technique called vision mixing: switching between diﬀ erent camera positions and, if relevant, pre-recorded material. A great deal of video material found on the internet is also in real time; it is unedited and shot with a single camera.

Sky’s presentation of live football is a big operation with up to 70 people involved in a live broadcast. A Radio Times (2016) behind the scenes feature reported that,

On the day I looked round there were a total of 25 cameras for the coverage, including those focused on the studio, a new drone camera dubbed ‘Batcam’ ﬂ own from a nearby car park for aerial views and a remote controlled ‘kartcam’ driving onto the pitch to try to get a new type of shot as the players walk out.

Drama is very rarely in real time. Along with the majority of professionally produced ﬁ lm and video output, editing is used to control the passage of time. Usually, time is compressed. For example, in a television mini-series, the events portrayed may take place over several years, but they have to be compressed into, say, six 55-minute episodes.

The idea is to communicate clearly to the viewers when and where the action is taking place while at the same time making transitions between shots and between scenes as smooth as possible. Viewers will be unaware of edits, as their attention is drawn to the story rather than the way it has been put together as a television product. The set of techniques for achieving this eﬀ ect is called continuity editing. These are rules or conventions that were established in the very early days of Hollywood. They have been reﬁ ned and developed over more than 100 years.

This is a point-of-view shot, where the viewer sees what a character sees.

Transition (editing)

The joining together of two shots. The most common type of transition is the cut: an instant shot change between the two shots. Others are crossfade (or mix or dissolve), in which one shot gradually merges into the next. Digital editing can also achieve many special eﬀ ect transitions. A fade in is a transition between a blank screen (usually black) and a shot. Fade out is the same in reverse.

Key term
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