Decoding Media

The Codebreaker's Guide to Technical,
Symbolic & Written Codes
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Master the language of media to analyse any
product and achieve a higher grade.
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Media products speak
a deliberate language.

Every film trailer, website, and game is built
to make you feel a certain way. Producers
carefully choose techniques to create mood,
build characters, and target specific
audiences.

But how do they do it?

The answer lies in understanding their code.
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Your mission is to master the three types of media codes.

Media Codes are the techniques used to construct media
products and communicate meaning to an audience.

| O IT_:
(@) % —

1. Technical Codes 2. Symbolic Codes 3. Written Codes
Created by equipment What visual elements How text is used to
and software. represent. communicate.

In your exam, you must be able to identify these codes and explain how they affect the audience.
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The Codebreaker’s Toolkit

Let’s break down the essential tools you'll use to analyse any media product.
Each code type works in a different way to build meaning and create impact.
We will explore each one in detail.
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77 Technical Codes: The tools that shape
what you see and hear.

Q

These codes are created during production and post-production
using equipment and software.

Camera Shots & Angles
Controls what the audience sees and creates relationships.
(Examples: close-up, long shot, high angle, low angle).

Lighting

Establishes mood and atmosphere.

(Examples: high-key for positivity, low-key for mystery, coloured gels for style).
Editing

Dictates the pace and rhythm.

(Examples: fast pace for excitement, slow pace for emotion, transitions, montage).

Audio
Guides the audience’s emotional response.

(Examples: music, sound effects, voiceover, dialogue).
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Symbolic Codes: The hidden
meanings behind the visuals.

These codes refer to what is suggested or implied by the
elements on screen, beyond their literal meaning.

Colour: Evokes emotions and ideas. (Examples: red = danger,
passion; blue = calm, trust; gold = luxury).

Body Language & Expression: Reveals character and emotion. | ﬂfﬁjﬁ

(Examples: open posture = confidence; frowning = conflict).
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Costume & Props: Tells us about character, status, and setting. \7}
(Examples: business suit, sportswear, expensive car, gaming ' ‘
headset). el

e

Setting: Establishes the context and mood.
(Examples: office, city at night, school).
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Written Codes: How text communicates personality and purpose.
The use of language and typography to convey a specific message and tone.

» Headlines, Slogans & Taglines: Grab attention and summarise the key message.
» Captions & On-Screen Text: Provide context or reinforce a message.

» Typography: The style of font creates a distinct feel. (Examples: Serif fonts = traditional,
formal; Sans-serif fonts = modern, clean; Script fonts = elegant, personal).

» Tone of Language: How the words “sound” to the reader. (Examples: formal, informal,
persuasive, humorous).

Typography Examples

Future Future  fulwe

Serif: Traditional Sans-serif: Modern Script: Elegant
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Masterclass: How producers combine codes for maximum impact

The most effective media products don't rely on a single code. They layer technical,
symbolic, and written codes to create a unified mood and message.

Low-key lighting and a
blue colour grade
create a sense of
mystery and coldness.

ECHD HELIX

n a fractured ality, only the soun

The sharp, sans-serif font of the title feels modern and aligns

with the sci-fi genre, while the tagline hints at the central confiict.

The character's
determined facial
facial expression and
futuristic costume
suggest a skilled and
heroic protagonist.
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The Mission: From Codebreaker to Top Scorer

Now that you have your toolkit, it’s time to apply it. The exam
isn’t just a test of knowledge; it’s a test of application.

- 1. IDENTIFY a specific media code using correct
vocabulary.
- 2, EXPLAIN how it creates meaning or affects

the audience.

- 3. LINK it to the product’s purpose and target
audience for the highest marks.
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Build the perfect analytical sentence.

Use this structure to ensure you are always linking a code to its effect.

...which makes the
audience feel...

§ [NAME THE [EXPLAIN THE
(1 1 i »

...and supports
: BN [EXPLAIN THE i [DESCRIBE THE S VRO [LINK TO
..he suggests...” = EEEFRIY IMPACT] g’jrgggg‘;‘:fts PURPOSE/GENRE]

Worked Example:

The use of fast-paced editing in the sportswear advert suggests energy and excitement,
which makes the target audience of young adults feel motivated, supporting the
product’s purpose of selling an aspirational, high-performance lifestyle.
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Decoding short-answer questions (2-4 Marks).

For these questions, be precise and structured.

Example 1 (2 Marks)

Question: Explain one way written Technique: Make one clear point (e.g., a
codes can influence the meaning of a bold headline). Then, explain its direct
magazine cover. effect on the audience’s interpretation.

Example 2 (4 Marks)

Question: Explain two ways technical Technique: Give two separate points. For
codes could be used in a sportswear 7 each, identify the code (e.g., low-angle

shots, fast-paced editing) and explain
2;1:521 ;0 make the product look e e e

or powerful.
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Conquering the 9-Mark Question
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A new gaming headset company wants an advert that feels exciting and futuristic. Discuss how
media codes can be used to appeal to the target audience. Provide justified recommendations.

Your 4-Paragraph Battle Plan

:

Technical Codes

Recommend fast cuts, dynamic camera movement,
and neon/coloured gel lighting. Justify how these
create a futuristic and exciting feel for gamers.

Written Codes

Recommend a bold, sans-serif font and a short,
powerful slogan like "Hear the Future." Justify how
these choices create a modern and impactful tone.

2

9

Symbolic Codes

Recommend a dark, urban night setting, futuristic
costumes, and a colour palette of electric blue and
black. Justify what these symbolise (tech,
sophistication, power).

Conclusion Paragraph

Briefly summarise which combination of codes is
most effective and explain why they work together

to appeal directly to the target audience of gamers.
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Continue your training.

Theory is one thing, practice is another. Sharpen your
codebreaking skills with these interactive challenges.

Media Codes
Challenge

Identify codes in media
examples and explain
their impact.

Analysis, Exam Language

®

Colour Critic

Compare designs and
choose the strongest use
of colour and typography
for a target audience.

Colour, Typography, Reasoning

Exam Styles
Showdown

Compare model answers
and choose the one that
would score the most
marks.

Exam Technique, Evaluation
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Final Systems Check: Are you mission ready?

Before the exam, confirm you can confidently do the following.

Define technical, symbolic, and written codes and give clear examples of each.
Explain how specific codes create meaning and affect the audience.

Apply your knowledge of media codes to exam-style scenarios and justify your choices.

You now have the tools. Go and decode.
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