Using Media to Teach Media

by Edem Djokotoe. Zambia Institute of Mass Communication 

This is a multi-purpose exercise based on an untitled, five-minute film. I have used it as an ice-breaker, a stress reliever and, on occasion, for breaking the monotony of skills-based training. I chose this film because it is short and unusual, but also because, more importantly, it is not a standard training video. However, using it for training purposes illustrates that one can "use media to teach media" imaginatively.

As Print Training Manager at the Zambia Institute of Mass Communication, an in-service media training institution, my job involves training newspaper journalists in various aspects of their profession. In my experience, one of the most difficult problems newspaper journalists face is generating interesting, topical and human interest ideas that can be converted into editorial capital. They say that the sources of news are very limiting.

I agree with them, but only up to a point. My position is this: The world has not changed much and is unlikely to change significantly in the near future -- which means that the chances of novelty being a determining factor in what passes for news will be very limited. As journalists, we can circumvent this apparent difficulty by cultivating the facility to see the same old world with new eyes.  This exercise is my way of helping them do so.

Purposes:

· To illustrate to reporters and writers that they can find story ideas from their own experiences

· To help newspaper journalists think in pictures

· To help participants identify the most important point(s) in a story

· To help participants see beyond the obvious

· To get participants to write a short human-interest story based on a short film

· To illustrate the microcosm story

· To illustrate point of view to writers

· To illustrate process in a.) humanising;  (b.) localising and (c.) factualising news.

Materials needed:

1.) VCR with a suitable display screen for the size of the group

2.) A short, relatively obscure film, whose title I would not disclose (however, not a training video)

Activity:

· Show the video tape to the group without any instruction

· After screening, ask participants to mention one idea or experience it reminded them of

· Ask each participant to write a short story (or the outline of one) based on that experience and, using words, to make it as graphic and as human-centred as the video did using pictures. Time given for this exercise could range from 25 to 40 minutes

Results:

Firstly, the exercise is calculated to help participants to be introspective and perceptual in their generation of news ideas

Secondly, it shows that it is possible to transform private concerns into issues of public interest 

Thirdly, through the medium of a microcosm story, journalism can frame the "bigger picture".

