Session 3
Magazines, Economics and Identity
Presenters Notes

Approximate timing: 50 mins
Overview
This session examines the relationship between power and identity in the context of
magazines. It explores the concept of critical literacy and encourages participants to
reflect on the nature of reading in 21st century and the importance of fostering critical
thought processes in young readers.

Before the meeting the
teachers should have:
• Identified, carried out and reflected upon at least one activity exploring
magazine design.

By the end of the meeting
the teachers should have:
• Considered the content of young peoples’ magazines and the possible impact of this
on reader identity

Presenter’s notes

You will need to display a selection of young peoples’ magazines for participants to
explore through the course of the session.

Slide 2
Outline the aims of the session, which
develop further the idea of reader
identity explored in the last session but
also introduce the concept of critical
response to text. This session encourages
participants to consider the skills which
21st century readers need in order to make
discriminating responses when reading.
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Slide 3
Remind participants of the gap task and
allow time for reflection in small groups.
You could structure this so that those
who tried the same activity are working
together, or you may prefer to mix the
groups so that everyone gains an overview
of the range of activities and responses.
Encourage participants to share any work
or notes that they have brought. What
did they try and how did pupils respond?
What was successful/less successful?
Is there anything that they might do
differently next time? Discuss any key
points that arise.
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Slide 4
This quote reminds us of the responsibility
that teachers hold to encourage pupils to
view texts critically. The same approaches
discussed in the session could be used
with other popular cultural texts, such
as websites and TV programmes but
also with fiction. The purpose of taking
a critical approach is not to denigrate
magazines as a genre, but to teach pupils
to develop an inner voice when reading
that challenges, rather than accepts the
text at face value.
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Slide 5
Begin with a magazine browse, where
individuals select a magazine that appeals
to them. Consider the questions on the
slide in small groups. Discuss the fact that
we can identify techniques used to attract
particular readers. In fact, just looking at
the front cover can reveal much about
who the magazine is aimed at and, some
might argue, who is ‘allowed’ to read it.
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Slide 6
To exemplify previous points show a front
cover from Toxic and discuss the intended
audience and the devices used to attract
the reader.
Ask: What does this imply about being a
boy today? What does it suggest boys are
interested in?
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Slide 7
Compare the boys example with one from
Go Girl. What messages does this give
about being a girl?
Likely to include:
• Use of girl-friendly colour
• Persuasive language
• Free gifts – many magazines are sold
with free gifts – this has the effect of
hooking the reader.
• Eyecatching – central figure/headlines.
Someone we desire to be like or be with
on the front cover.
Summarise by reiterating that the author
of these front covers has made choices
about content and presentation in order
to create a specific effect and to attract a
particular audience.
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Slide 8
What does this targeting of specific
groups mean for the content of
magazines? Ask participants to consider
the statements on the slide and discuss
which they believe is a more accurate
description of the purpose of magazines?
Encourage participants to consider their
own experience of magazines, as well as
the texts already discussed. There isn’t a
clear cut right or wrong here; elements
of both statements are probably true.
Magazine publishers would argue that
they research to ensure that they are
meeting readers’ needs, yet at the same
time, it is probably the case that readers
are influenced by what they read. What
is definite is the cycle of production
and consumption within the magazine
industry.
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Slide 9
Allow participants time to consider what
this quote, where Wallace defines critical
literacy, might mean. All texts have power
and have been constructed to convey
a specific message/evoke a specific
response and because of this privilege
particular values and knowledge. Readers
interpret the world through the way it is
represented in text and our attitudes and
beliefs about the world are manipulated
and shaped by what we experience.
Critical theorists argue that texts are not
neutral but instead encourage the reader
to adopt a particular stance. In the case of
popular cultural texts, such as magazines,
readers can be persuaded to buy into
a particular lifestyle (Kellner, 1990).
A reader who has critical awareness
understands this potential to shape
identity.
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Slide 10

promoted. Ask participants whether all

Ask participants to return to the

girls/boys are the same?

magazine they selected earlier on in

Reveal the final question and ask

the session and to consider the content

participants to consider young people

and the version of childhood or youth

they know. What could be included

that is represented. Use the first three

in a magazine that would reflect their

questions on the slide to guide the

interests or go against cultural norms?

discussion and ask participants to record
what they notice. Question 2 may
generate comments about role models
represented and question 3 encourages
participants to consider whether there are
any beneficiaries because of magazine
content, e.g. advertising etc, who would
benefit from this particular perception
of childhood or youth being presented?
These discussions should highlight the
intended impact on the audience. Pool
the comments and discuss whether
generalisations are being made about
what girls and boys are interested in.
It is generally the case that there is
male/female binary and not only that,
but a specific version of male/female is
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Slide 11
Critical literacy is not a set of skills, but
rather an approach that promotes active
questioning/reading against the text.
This flowchart demonstrates the thought
processes which an experienced critical
reader engages in. Demonstrate this with
reference to the previous activity. The
same approach can also be applied to
an individual article. Does it always tell
the whole story? Discuss bias and ask
delegates to browse through magazines
identifying articles that have a strong,
often judgemental, message. Discuss how
the article might be adapted, e.g. through
altering the language, changing the image
etc to make it less emotive or even to
create an opposing angle.
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Slide 12
Explain that the gap task will ask
participants to teach a lesson based on
one aspect of critical response. The ‘Front
cover’ and ‘Reader Profile’ powerpoints
would provide a useful entry into the
issues. Alternatively take one article and
explore this in depth, creating alternative
version that tells a different story.
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Slide 13
Conclude the session by asking
participants to reflect on these questions
whilst they are exploring these issues
with pupils.
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