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Note:  This sheet could be used with the set products from the specification - or with examples of other media 

texts. It’s designed to be used near the end of the component, after students have made notes during the shorter 

tasks (see the ‘Historical Periods’’ sheets). Filling in the charts below will help pull this information and students 

own ideas together in preparation for exam questions.

To model possible responses - and to help prompt extended thinking with your students - the charts have been 

filled in, using this clip from E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial as a focus text.

‘Family Dinner’ - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ewkroL1cP_Q

Students can use this sheet to help guide their analysis of how:

• gender is being represented 

• representations are reinforcing traditional or progressive gender norms

• these can be linked to historical, political, social/cultural and economic contexts.

Representation
For the first column, use the ‘Gender Vocabulary’ sheet in this resource to help you identify how the 

characters in the clips are being represented - are these traditionally more masculine or feminine traits?

In the second column, identify how media language constructs these representations (i.e. textual detail 

like use of camera, mise-en-scène etc.)

Exemplar responses for clip from E.T.

Representation of Gender Media Language (textual detail)

Women:
Domestic

Mother is framed in group shots as the head of the table, often in the 
centre. 

But… also seems ‘head of the family’
She intervenes in Michael and Eliot’s argument, and instructs the children in 
their chores (a fatherly role?)

Proud She leaves the table so the family don’t see her vulnerability

Conciliatory
She tries to calm down Eliot after his outburst and ‘keeps peace’ at the 
dinner table

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ewkroL1cP_Q
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Ideology (Progressive and Traditional Gender Norms)
Many contemporary theorists like Judith Butler and bell hooks see gender as something socially-

constructed and ‘performed’ according to cultural norms.

A good way to link representations to wider ideology is to connect them to audiences’ beliefs and values 

about how men and women ‘should’ behave (i.e. beliefs about masculinity and femininity). Look at the 

‘Traditional Gender Norms’ sheet.

It’s important to note that we often characterise different historical periods as being dominated by 

traditional or progressive values (e.g. the 60s as being very liberal). However, people (and media products) 

from those periods will often have a mixture of values - some contradictory. It should also be noted that 

many people today still have traditional values, especially in more conservative cultures.

Gender norm (traditional? 
progressive?)

Examples from the text - how do the representations link 
to gender norms?

Women:
Mixture of traditionally masculine and 
feminine traits.

Responds with tears to upset  (f)
Hides emotional vulnerability  (m)

Nurturing and domestic (f)
Breadwinner - prioritises work over 
family (m)

The mother in this clip seems to be struggling to balance a mixture of 
masculine and feminine roles. In the absence of her husband, she is 
attempting to be fulfil the roles of a traditional ‘mother’ and ‘father’. (Her 
costume is a mixture of practical dungarees and a feminine blouse)

• becomes tearful and upset when reminded of her husband and his 
mistress

• leaves the table and goes into dark kitchen, so the children can’t see her 
cry

• clearly loves and wants to nurture her family
• but also there’s a sense that the juggling of jobs and family is having 

a negative effect on the children (Michael taunts Eliot, Eliot’s outburst, 
Gertie’s repeating inappropriate words).

Overall: This is a complex representation, a mixture of traditional and 
progressive beliefs about gender:

Progressive: Women are capable and resilient, able to balance work and 
family and be independent from men.

Traditional: But this may not be sustainable, nor beneficial to the family - 
the children may feel neglected and in need of a ‘father figure’ (reinforces 
the ideal  ‘nuclear family’)
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Extension Prompt Questions:

• How are men represented in the clip?

• What impression do we get of the (absent) father? How does this link to traditional/progressive 

values?

• How are teenage and younger males represented (e.g. Elliott and Michael)?

Contexts

What historical events may have influenced the representations and ideologies in the text?

Historical
Genre conventions of period? Followed or subverted?

Sci-Fi - 
Family unit often challenged by alien force that forces 
dysfunctional family to work together and form closer 
bonds e.g. 
Poltergeist, Close Encounters

‘Youth’ films - 
 - young people are independent, intelligent… messed up 
by adults and adult society e.g. The Breakfast Club

Examples from the text:

Though the family is facing challenges (father left them 
for another woman), the use of MS ‘group’ shots suggests 
they are still a strong family unit. Michael’s teasing could 
be seen as affectionate, and he clearly empathises when 
the mother becomes upset.

The mother seems as vulnerable and confused as the 
children.

Why were these representations/ conventions popular 
with audiences? 

Divorce rates in US soared during the 70s and early 80s, 
sparking conservative fears that feminism, the sexual 
revolution and gender equality was threatening the 
traditional family unit. Films/TV in which dysfunctional 
families struggle with the modern world responded to 
these fears.

Examples from the text:

The parents have obviously separated, if not divorced, 
with the father seeking a more exciting-sounding life “in 
Mexico, with Sally.”

What historical events may have influenced audience 
values - both progressive and traditional?

1967-79 - Divorce law changes make it easier for couple 
to end their marriage. Divorce rate doubles between 1967 
and 1982. This leads to more single parent families, which 
then become seen as more ‘normal’ than previously.

Examples from the text 

The mother is upset by the breakup of her marriage, but 
the off-hand way Eliot refers to it suggests that this is not 
unusual - the fact they all know about ‘Sally’ implies this 
is not a secret affair. They are all expected to accept and 
‘deal with’ the situation.
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How might technological change have affected the 
way the text is distributed and consumed? How might 
this influence representation?

ET is a great example of the blockbuster model of 
distribution, pioneered by Spielberg’s Jaws at the end 
of the 70s. Films were released simultaneously around 
the US in order to capitalise on expensive marketing 
campaigns. For this reason, the widest audience had to 
be attracted to the text, so blockbusters tended not to be 
too challenging in their ideologies. 
That said, Spielberg grew up and went to film school in 
the late 60s and early 70s, and you can see the impact of 
the counter-culture on his distrust of authority.

Examples from the text :

The portrayal of a ‘modern family’ is both realistic (single 
parent families were on the rise in the 1970s and 80s) 
and relatable; the suburban setting is also shown as a 
‘safe’ calm environment that ET is actually attracted to. 
The portrayal of a struggling single parent could agree 
with both traditional and progressive ideas about gender 
and family. 

Other ideas? Examples from the text

Social and Cultural
The information in the ‘Historical Context’ section above overlaps with the ‘Social and Cultural Contexts’. 

For the latter, it is important to have background knowledge of what else was going on in the media of the 

time, so you can identify trends and shifts in ideology. In addition, try to fill in the following chart.

When researching other media from the time, try to summarise the plot/concept as briefly as possible, 

then identify similarities and differences between the representations/values.

What social groups are being portrayed in a 
stereotypical way (for the time)?

The mother could be seen as a stereotypical single mum 
who ‘can’t cope’ without a man. 

Examples from the text: 

She seems to struggle to maintain appropriate dinner 
conversation, became teary when the topic of the boys’ 
father came up.

What social groups are being over/under-represented?

Focused on middle-class, US suburbia

Examples from the text:

The family are comfortably middle-class - the house is 
tidy and spacious with a large kitchen and dining area, a 
range of condiments on the table, big sofas and cushions.

Cultural context: What other media products from 
the time were popular? (Film, TV, music, magazines, 
adverts etc.)

Brief summary - similar/different values to focus 
product?
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Economic
To identify how complex economic factors may influence representation requires extra research and 

then extrapolation (you may need to discuss with your teacher or other students).

Who created the product? How does it fit into a 
particular institution’s ‘brand’?

Spielberg’s Amblin Entertainment company produced the 
film and it fits his brand of ‘wholesome’ family-oriented 
entertainment.

How might this have influenced representation in the 
text?

Families in most Amblin films (e.g. Back to the Future 
and Gremlins) are portrayed as semi-dysfunctional - but 
cohesive and ultimately stable units. The male and female 
characters may conform or challenge stereotypes, but 
they are all dedicated to the safety of the family.

How was the product funded? How successful was 
it? What similarities to other successful media of the 
time?

Universal Pictures provided funding, after Columbia 
rejected it as “a wimpy Disney movie”.
 Budget: $10.5 million
Box office: $792.9 million

Other films in which ‘ordinary’ people encounter ‘aliens’ 
and learn about themselves became very popular. E.g. 
Poltergeist, Splash, Batteries Not Included, Cocoon 

How might this have influenced representation in the 
text?

This is more of an influence on the portrayal of gender 
and family in later films.

Is the product targeting a national or global audience 
(or both)?

Global audience - universal themes (families, maturing, 
friendship) with recognisable modern suburban US 
setting.

How might this have influenced representation in the 
text?

Represents US society as flawed, but economically 
stable and safe; with the family unit a microcosm of this 
image of US society. This presents a very positive view of 
booming economy to the rest of the world.
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Political
Many of the above categories overlap with ‘Political Contexts’, but use the chart below to connect and 

extend your ideas.

Which political party was in power when the product 
was distributed?

How might this have influenced representation in the 
text?

Republican party under Ronald Reagan. Though a moral 
conservative (whose policies championed traditional, 
wholesome family values), he also encouraged a free 
market and everyone (including women) to work in order 
to boost the economy.

The audience is encouraged to sympathise with the 
mother as she struggles to keep her family together; but 
she is also working hard and providing an extremely 
comfortable home for her family.

What rival / alternative political groups or views were 
popular at the time?

During the 1970s, government scandals (e.g. Watergate), 
police brutality at civil rights protests, and the Vietnam 
War had made many Americans very suspicious of 
authority.

How might this have influenced representation in the 
text?

Eliot doesn’t want to report his sighting to the police 
because he assumes they will kill and dissect ET for their 
own sinister ends. (The government agents pursuing ET 
are portrayed in a threatening way until the final scenes).

Does the institution who produced/distributed the 
text have a political bias? In what other products can 
you see this?

See above about the blockbuster distribution.

How might this have influenced representation in the 
text?


