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ABSTRACT

This qualitative study is designed according to grounded theory methodology. In
this study, the reader responses of adolescent females to the text of teen magazines was
examined. Females aged 13-15 who were self-declared regular readers of teen magazines
were the focus of this study. A textual analysis of 16 issues of Seventeen magazine, the
top-selling publication in the teen magazine market, was also conducted. Thus a
component of this study involves an examination of various aspects of the magazines'
content, and the inclusion of quantitative data concerning the textual analyses.

The participants' responses to the text of the April 1998 issue of Seventeen
magazine were examined through the use of two response tasks. First, the participants
were given a copy of the text and a response log in which to record their responses to the
text for a period of one week. Once the logs were collected and examined by fhis
researcher to identify themes that emerged from the participants' responses, the
participants met with me to discuss the themes that emerged frbm the response logs. This
meeting was tape recorded and transcribed. The transcripts from the discussion groups
were analysed for salient themes that emerged.

Based upon the discussion group and reader response log data, this study
concluded that the participants read the text more critically and thoughtfully. Indeed,
they demonstrated considerable sophistication in their reading of various aspects or
components of the magazine. This sophistication was evidenced in a number of ways.
For one, the participants made different uses of the text's components. They used some

parts of the text for information, and others for light-hearted entertainment. They also



iii

used the components of the text that they found offensive or irritating as opportunities for
debate and opinion formation.

Another way in which the participants' reading of the text demonstrated the
complexity of their responses was evidenced by the ambivalence with which they
regarded certain aspects of the text, namely those which they found offensive or
potentially harmful to the reader's self-esteem. )

Recommendations have been made to researchers to investigate more seriously
the complexity and sophistication that young readers of teen magazines bring to the
reading event. Suggestions for teachers and curriculum developers have also been
provid;:d. These include a number of ways in which the methodology employed in this

study can be used in the classroom to engage students in meaningful investigations of

popular media in all of its forms.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

The aim of this study is to investigate the reader responses of adolescent females
aged 13-15 to the text of teen magazines. This is a qualitative, exploratory study that has
been designed according to a grounded theory approach. Its purpose is to provide a
description and analysis of the participants' responses to text-focussed tasks. In
particular, reader responses to the monthly publication, Seventeen, will be investigated.
Seventeen has been selected because, as the highest selling magazine of its type in North
America (Ulrich's Periodicals Directory, 1997), it serves as an industry standard for this
type of publication. Indeed, since its inception in 1944, Seventeen magazine has
dominated the teen magazine market and thus has set the standards for the genre,
centering primarily on fashion and beauty features and teen celebrity information

(Ceffalio, 1995; Daley, 1988).

The Need For Research In This Area

To date, research dedicated to adolescent females and the magazines they read has
been sparse. Considering the enormous popularity of teen magazines among young
adolescent girls, and the fact that they willingly devote both spare time and limited
disposable income to this pursuit, curiously, very little interest has been invested in this

aspect of teenage girls' literacy practices.



But is this so curious? Given the tendency in our society to trivialize the period of
adolescence and to dismiss pop culture as 'low' culture, perhaps it's not at all surprising
that adolescent girls' interest in teen magazines has largely escaped our notice.

Quite often, adolescence is viewed as an unfortunate developmental stage, a phase
that marks the rite of passage between childhood and adulthood. Frequently, the
adolescent period is parodied as a trial by fire apprenticeship into the world of adults
(Felman and Elliot, 1990; Takanishi, 1993). En route, all manner of evils befall the
unfortunate teen, from acne and perplexing physical metamorphosis (the infamous voice
change for the male and the training bra for the female) to social awkwardness and
unrelenting cycles of lovesickness and subsequent heartbreak. This fatalistic notion of
the teen years as a period of sturm und drang (storm and strife) is certainly not new. It
was coined in 1904 by S.G. Hall (as cited by Danesi, 1994), one of the first researchers to
write about adolescence, and this notion has been retained by numerous researchers who
study and work with teens (Danesi, 1994; Felman and Elliot, 1990). Even Nancy Atwell
(1987), a champion of middle school students, has suggested that both being and working
with teenagers can be very difficult. In her book, In the Middle, Atwell writes,
"Surviving adolescence is no small matter; neither is surviving adolescents. It's a hard
age to be and teach." (1987, p. 25).

The popular culture artifacts of one's adolescent period or phase have at times
received similar treatment. With almost conspiratorial condescension teen culture is
portrayed by those who've passed through it, as little more than a revolving door parade
of faddish haircuts and costumes, indecipherable lingo, and deafening music. This being

the case, teen magazines are, quite understandably, unlikely to elicit much serious regard



from parents and educators. Indeed, conceived as nothing more than frivolous reading,
teen magazines are the stuff of a Norman Rockwell painting with giggling girls belly-
flopped across a twin bed, legs kicking behind as they pour over the latest fashions and
boy celebrities.

Thus, at first glance, the omission in the research of the study of girls' teen
magazines may appear to be a very reasonable and appropriate oversight. Just as it is the
popular pastime of many adults to chuckle indulgently about adolescence as an awkward
and irrational phase that one outgrows, some might argue that teen magazine reading
merits little consideration; it occurs during a limited window of time in one's spare
moments, during one's teen years. In this sense, the practice of reading teen magazines
could be regarded as just one more transitory symptom of the adolescent phase.

The present study has arisen primarily from a deep concern that more needs to be
known about the relationship between adolescent girls and the popular print media they
read. The lack of investigation in this field is exacerbated by the difficulty in locating
studies that have been conducted with Canadian adolescent girls and teen magazine
reading. It is my contention that the lack of investigation in this area is problematic for
several reasons.

For one, the popularity of the genre of teen magazines merits investigation.
Circulation figures for Seventeen alone are impressive. In a telephone conversation with
the executive editor of Seventeen, Roberta Caploe, I learned that 2.5 million issues are
sold monthly in North America (personal communication, April 23, 1997). Ms. Caploe
elaborated that shared readership figures were even more considerable. According to

focus group studies routinely conducted by Seventeen staff, a monthly readership figure



(including both sales and shared readership statistics) much closer to 13 million has been
calculated. I should mention here that the practice of sharing and trading magazines with
peers has been documented as a common practice in the literature concerning adolescent
females and the magazines they read (Duke, 1995; Finders, 1996; McRobbie, 1978).
Similarly, references to sharing and swapping teen romance fiction have also been made
in studies of adolescent girls' and their literacy practices (Cherland, 1994; Christian-
Smith, 1993: Finders, 1997; Moffitt, 1987).

Concerning the popularity of teen magazines, while this study focuses specifically
on Seventeen, there are a number of other publications in this genre. Indeed, to illustrate
more accurately the popularity or reach of teen magazines, I suggest the sales figures for
North America's second and third top-selling teen magazines, YM (Young and Modern,
formerly Young Miss) and Teen are also considered. According to Ulrich's Periodicals
Directory (1997), in 1997, sales of YM numbered 1.82 million copies, while sales of Teen
numbered 1.36 million copies. This may belabor the point, but if actual readership is 5-6
times the sales figure (based on calculations made by Seventeen editor, Ms. Caploe), then
total readership figures for these 3 top-selling teen magazines is considerable. Combined
sales for the three amount to 5.68 million copies; when multiplied by 5, this yields a total
of over 28 million copies.

According to population statistics for Canada and the United States,
approximately 13.5% of the population in both countries are females between the ages of
10 to 19. Given that the combined population of these two countries is approximately
310 million, this means that there are roughly 42 million girls aged 10 -19 in North

America. If we consider magazine sales figures for the three top-selling teen magazines,



then approximately 14% of females in this group are buying these particular publications.
However, if we consider shared readership statistics, then over half of the girls in this
segment of the population are reading these publications. If this seems an unreasonable
estimation, consider then, the readership statistics for Australia's top-selling teen
magazine Dolly. It is estimated that one out of every four females aged 14-17 in
Australia reads Dolly (Fabrikant, 1987).

The second reason that I feel more research is needed in the area of girls' teen
magazines is closely related to their popularity. Findings pertaining to the dedication of
both time and discretionary income on the part of teen magazine readers (Duke, 1995;
Finders, 1996; McRobbie, 1978; Pipher, 1994; Wray and Lewis, 1993), I believe, warrant
further investigation. As a middle school teacher, I can confirm the observations of
colleagues and parents who find that girls routinely choose to read teen magazines not
only during leisure time, but during school hours, and often at the expense of school work
and other reading experiences. Moreover, considering that not every adolescent female,
particularly one between the ages of 12 and 15, has a large amount of discretionary
income at her disposal, the price of a teen magazine is not inconsiderable. Seventeen's
monthly cover price is $3.95 ($4.55 with tax), while an issue of YM costs $3.25. Given
that teen magazine readers choose to expend both time and money on this pursuit
suggests that reading material with that kind of appeal is worthy of closer scrutiny.

Thirdly, the lack of investigation into the world of adolescent girls and their
magazines reflects perhaps, a general disinclination to include media awareness and
media literacy in our consideration of literacy practices. Until very recently--in the early

part of this decade, in fact--instruction in media literacy was not afforded even a small



share of the teacher's agenda. The inclusion of media literacy skills in the 1996
Integrated Resource Packages published by the B.C. Ministry of Education, signals that
media awareness issues are becoming increasingly important.

Fourthly, I believe this is an area that warrants further inquiry because the media
in all forms have been implicated in exerting a strong socializing influence, particularly
on its younger audiences. In works such as Kinderculture: The Corporate Construction
of Childhood (Steinberg and Kinchloe, 1997), a wide array of articles address the impact
of the media on children and teens. In a similar vein, those researchers who have
concerned themselves with teenaged girls and their magazines, have been unequivocal in
their indictment of these magazines in the socialization of their readers. For one, Peirce
(1993, p. 66) suggests that teenage girls may be dependent on teen magazines for
information because in no other medium do they find so much material targeted solely to
them. Hence, [ am interested in investigating the reader responses of teen magazine
readers in order to gain insight into the socializing influence the text exerts on its
audience.

The fifth concern originates from my review of the literature. As stated, it is
difficult to locate studies that address teen girls and magazine reading. Compounding
this difficulty even further, however, is that in those few studies that have been located,
there is a pronounced division in the focus of the research. In effect, the research located
to date has focussed solely on either an analysis of magazine content, or on reader
response to magazine text. I found that problems emerged from both approaches.
Researchers who investigated magazine content (Evans, 1990; Evans, Rutberg, Sather,

and Turner, 1991; McRobbie, 1978; Peirce, 1991), could only speculate on its effect on



the reader, while those who studied reader response (Duke, 1995; Finders, 1996; Frazer,
1987) failed to provide an analysis of the text to which the participants were responding.
Thus, in response to this dichotomy in the reviewed literature, the present study has been
designed to investigate reader response as well as to provide a detailed content analysis of

Seventeen magazine.

Reader Response Theory

Rosenblatt has been credited for pioneering the study of reader response (Herber,
1994; Many, 1994; Pearson and Stephens, 1994; Squire, 1994). Indeed, with the
publication of her text, Literature in Exploration, in 1938, Rosenblatt directed the
attention of researchers and educators to the role of the reader in the comprehension
process (Squire, 1994). The emphasis placed by reader response theory on the role of the
reader, has resulted in a greater valuing of the individual reader’s interpretation of the
text (Many, 1994).

In her pivotal work, The Reader, the Text, the Poem (1978), Rosenblatt described
the relationship between the reader and the text as a transactional process through which
meaning is created (Herber, 1994; Rosenblatt, 1994). Meaning resides neither in the text,
nor in the reader, but is created from the union of the two. To this reading event, the
reader brings the influence of her background, schooling, selective attitudes, interests,
and purposes for reading. Rosenblatt posited that the reader’s purpose or stance falls

somewhere along a continuum between efferent reading (reading predominantly for



information) and aesthetic reading (reading predominantly for the literary or poetic
experience).

Hence, reader response theory sets forth the value of individual interpretations.
Researchers in this field have investigated numerous facets of the reader’s characteristics
and background and how these impact upon the meaning-making process called reading.
Studies have investigated how the reading event is affected by the reader’s prior
knowledge and experience (Anderson, 1994; Bransford, 1994); maturity in terms of the
capacity to critically analyse textual elements (Many, 1994); socioeconomic and racial
background (Heath, 1983); and gender (Barrs and Pidgeon, 1994: Bleich, 1986; Flynn
and Schweikart, 1986; Sarland; 1992) to name only a few.

Reader response theory has played an important role in the design of the present
study. Above all, the investigation of reader response calls for a qualitative and
naturalistic theoretical framework. Rosenblatt (1994) noted that

the transactional model especially indicates the value of ethnographic or

naturalistic research because it deals with problems in the context of the ongoing

life of individuals and groups in a particular cultural, social, or educational

environment. (p. 1089).

Furthermore, reader response theory has served as a driving force behind the
decision to employ grounded theory methodology in particular, in the present study.
Reader response theory insists that no two readings of a text are identical—in effect, that
the text takes on different meanings in transactions with different readers and even with
the same reader in different contexts or at different times (Rosenblatt, 1994; Squire,
1994). Therefore, it is of critical importance that the study of reader response is

conducted via an exploratory framework, one in which the researcher’s interpretation of

the text that is used in the study, is divorced from that of the participants. More will be



said regarding the use of grounded theory methodology and how it served to accomplish

these ends in Chapter Three.

The Inclusion of Textual Analysis in the Present Study

While those who work in the field of methodological design tend to discourage
the combination of qualitative and quantitative methods, some have sanctioned the
mixing of these two approaches with the stipulation that the researches exercises caution
( Bogdan and Biklen, 1982; Crabtree and Miller, 1992; Cresswell, 1994). Certainly an
important aspect that must be considered when combining qualitative and quantitative
methods is that the relationship of these components is clarified from the outset of the
study (Cresswell, 1994).

The primary focus of the present study is the investigation of reader response. As
established, this study is a qualitative one, designed according to grounded theory
methodology. However, also included in this research is a detailed textual analysis of
Seventeen magazine, which involved the use of quantitative methodology and the
reporting of a considerable amount of quantitative data in Chapter Four. The following
discussion has been included in order to clarify the role of this quantitative component, as
well as to explain the rationale behind its inclusion in this body of work.

As far as the theoretical framework of the present study is concerned, the
inclusion of qualitative data is not incompatible with either grounded theory methodology

or with reader response theory. In fact, the impetus for including a detailed textual



analysis arose primarily out of my concern for remaining true to both of these theoretical
frameworks.

Beginning with the appropriateness of including a quantitative textual analysis in
a grounded research study, I have drawn heavily on the work of Glaser and Strauss
(1967) who have been credited for developing the grounded theory approach (Bogdan
and Biklen, 1982; Carspecken, 1996; Crabtree and Miller, 1992; Cresswell, 1994;
Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Strauss and Corbin, 1990). In Basics of Qualitative Research:
Grounded Theory Procedures and Techniques (1990), Strauss and Corbin discuss the role
of grounded theory methodology as a means of exploration and discovery. They note
that investigators who employ a grounded theory approach often do so in the interest of
theory building; in other words, this methodological framework is, in part, employed as a
means of gathering information that contributes to our knowledge and understanding of
the area under investigation. Strauss and Corbin (1990) stated that:

The purpose of grounded theory method is, of course, to build theory that is

faithful to and illuminates the area under study. Researchers working in this

tradition also hope that their theories will ultimately be related to others within
their respective disciplines in a cumulative fashion, and that the theory’s

implications will have useful application. (p. 24).

In light of the exploratory nature of the grounded theory paradigm, as well as its
endorsement of cumulative contributions from individual studies to the pool of
understanding in any given area of investigation, the inclusion of a detailed analysis of
the content of teen magazines, as presented in Seventeen magazine, is appropriate for a
number of reasons. For one, an exploration and thorough description of the text, quite

simply, adds to the body of information we have concerning the content of teen

magazines. Secondly, the textual analysis component honours the notion that grounded



theory research is a cumulative process and thus seeks to build upon previous work, and
subsequently provide a foundation for future studies. As will be discussed in Chapter
Four, my own analysis rests in good part on previous content analysis research, and
certainly, my hope is that my analyses will inform future investigations in this area of
study. Thus in keeping with the theory building goals of grounded research, the inclusion
in the present study of textual analysis is a fitting endeavour.

As I have noted, the inclusion of a quantitative textual analysis component is also
compatible with reader response theory for a number of reasons. Foremost is that reader
response theory is based on the notion that the reader and the text together create
meaning; thus, an investigation of both the reader’s responses to the text, and the text
itself, seem to me to be in order. Furthermore, since there are so few studies dedicated to
content analysis of teen magazines (more will be said about this in the review of the
literature), this is an especially fertile and important facet to explore.

Another rationale for the inclusion of content analysis, is closely linked to the
first. Given that teen magazine reading is largely practiced outside of the influence or
control of adults such as teachers and parents (Duke, 1995; Finders, 1997). I would argue
that very few adults are informed as to the contents of these publications. My own
experience as a classroom teacher, coupled with indications in the literature, suggest that
magazine reading is largely regarded as being of low literary merit by most educators and
parents (Finders, 1997; Wray and Lewis, 1993). Thus, it may not be likely that many
adults take these publications seriously enough to read them and see what they contain.
Further to this, the scarcity of content analysis research in this area suggests that very few

researchers have investigated the content of teen magazines. Hence the general lack of



information in this area has provided much of the impetus to include textual analysis in
the present study.

The third rationale underpinning the inclusion of content analysis arises out of a
concern to portray the polysemous nature of teen magazines. If we are ever to understand
the relationship between readers and the text of teen magazines, we have to first
understand that these publications are comprised of a wide variety of individual
components, and not just one type of text as is a traditional novel. Naturally, these
independent article and features are loosely clustered around the central themes of the
teenzine genre, but this does not mean that we can view the text as a seamless, unified
entity. This is important because, as discussed, Rosenblatt (1994) maintained that readers
approached the reading event with different purposes: efferent reading was aimed at
extracting information from the text, while aesthetic reading focussed on the literary or
poetic facets of the reading experience. The text of teen magazines offers both types of
reading to their audiences and only a detailed examination of the text's content can
provide insight into the types of reading experiences that are offered.

Fourthly, I included a content analysis component in this study both in support of,
as well as in reaction to, previous reader response research. As noted, the work of
previous researchers has provided a jumping off point for my own investigation of the
text’s content. The culmination of all of these contributions will hopefully accomplish
the broadening of our understanding of the genre of teen magazines. However, some
investigations of textual content have been conducted in ways that have isolated targeted
segments of the text (Frazer, 1987; Peirce, 1993) and they have used these elements as

representative of the whole text. In her study of reader response, Frazer (1987) used one



story that she selected from Jackie magazine and drew conclusions regarding her
participants’ responses to the entire text of Jackie from their responses to this one
excerpt. Similarly, in her study of the content of teen magazines, Peirce (1993) analysed
only the fictional stories in teen magazines but nonetheless generalised her findings
regarding the content of these stories, to the entire texts. Thus, in reaction to this, my
own analysis has been conducted so that it demonstrates the distinct and independent
facets of the magazine text.

Lastly, the purpose of the content analysis was te provide information about the
text that was used as a response probe with the participants in this study. It is my
contention that in order to investigate and subsequently report the data gathered from a
reader response study, it is incumbent upon the researcher to illustrate that the chosen text
is a representative one. Therefore, one of the aims of the content analysis of numerous
issues of Seventeen over a two-year period, was in part, to demonstrate that the April
1998 issue of the magazine that was read by the study participants, was representative of

the publication.

Overview of the Study Design

The study was conducted in three phases. In the first phase, a questionnaire
concerning reading practices was administered to a group of female students aged 13-15,
at each of two different junior high school sites. The purpose of the questionnaire was to
identify regular readers of teen magazines for participation in the subsequent phases of

the research. In the second phase of the study, I met at each site with the small group of



participants that were identified from the questionnaire results. Six participants were
identified at each site.

Participants were asked to complete an individual response task. [ gave each of
them a copy of the April 1998 issue of Seventeen and a reader response log in which to
record their responses to the text for a one week period. At the end of the week, 1
collected the response logs and identified the themes that emerged from them.

The third phase of the study involved a group task. I met with participants to
discuss the themes and ideas that had emerged from their logs. The discussion group
meetings were tape recorded and each lasted for approximately one hour. Excerpts from
the transcripts of the discussion group meetings, as well as from the reader response logs,
were used in the reporting of the data.

Three to four weeks after meeting with the two groups, I visited the participants at
each of their schools and gave each of them a letter to inform them of my progress and to
thank them again for their contributions to the work. In the letter, [ reminded participants
that I would contact them when the study was nearing completion and [ would then share
the findings with them. A final meeting was scheduled with the participants during which
they had the opportunity to ask questions about the study, and discuss the experience of
being involved in the research work.

As stated, the present study also involves a textual analysis of a number of
components of the text of Seventeen. This aspect of the study is elaborated upon in the

following section.

Methodological Considerations: How the Present Study Differs From Previous Research




The inclusion of a textual analysis component in the present study is designed to
serve several purposes. For one, it will provide more up to date data regarding the
content of Seventeen magazine. In previous content analyses of teen magazines (Evans,
1990; Evans et al., 1991; Peirce, 1991) the most recent issues examined were published
pre-1990. While Peirce (1993) did investigate 1991 issues for themes in short fiction
stories, this was not a comprehensive content analysis.

The textual analysis component of this research involves a study of several
aspects of the magazines' content based on 16 issues selected from the period of July
1996 - April 1998. My analysis of Seventeen includes an investigation of several aspects
of its content and layout. For one, the feature topics were analyzed by calculating the
percentage of editorial copy dedicated to categories which include fashion and beauty,
relationships, health, and popular culture personalities, to name a few. I also calculated
the percentage of advertising content per total number of pages per issue; the
representation of human photographic models listed by race and gender; model activity
by gender; and finally conducted an exhaustive categorization of products advertised in
the magazine. More will be said about this aspect of the investigation in later sections of
this thesis.

The design of this study also differs from previous reader response studies in its
use of both an individual reader response task and a group task. In the literature that I
have located that describes reader response studies, reader response logs have not been
used. To elaborate, Frazer's (1987) study involved meeting briefly with informal groups

of girls to discuss a story she selected from Jackie magazine, while Duke (1995)



conducted one to one interviews with participants in her study. In contrast the present
study uses a combination of data collection methods to create a more intensive and multi-
faceted investigation of reader response in order to explore what this yields. Thus the
participants in the study were asked to respond to the text of Seventeen through both the
use of an individual task -- the completion of the reader response log, and a group task --
involvement in a discussion group.

The decision to include a group task in the research design also reflects my belief
that since teen magazine reading is quite often carried out in a shared reading context
(Cherland, 1994; Finders, 1996; Griffin, 1985; Pipher, 1994), it is valuable to explore
reader response in the context of a group setting. If the experience of magazine reading
is largely communal, then conducting a discussion of the text as a community will be

advantageous to the investigation of reader response.

Research Questions

The intention of this study is to explore the reader responses of adolescent
females to the text of Seventeen magazine. For the purpose of this investigation, the key
questions have been articulated as follows:

1) In what ways do females aged 13-15 who are self-reported regular readers of
Seventeen magazine, respond to the text?

2) What are the categories or themes that emerge from the participants' responses to the
text?

3) How do the participants' responses compare with the relevant literature on the topic?



Definitions

Some terms require clarification. As used in this study the following terms are
defined as follows:
1) text - reference to the text of Seventeen magazine encompasses all aspects of the
publication. All of its components have been considered as a cohesive whole including
photo layouts, covers, advertisements, features and articles
2) teen magazine - this magazine genre typically contains fashion and beauty features,
information and stories about developing heterosexual relationships, articles about
popular young celebrities in the film and music industries, and a variety of advice
columns addressing health and relationship issues. Teen magazines are specifically
targeted to a teen-aged readership.
3) teenzine - this term is an abbreviated form of teen magazine and has been used
interchangeably with that term throughout the study. Teenzines like Seventeen, 'Teen and
YM are distributed through a well-established network and enjoy a wide circulation.
They are published by corporations that manage production costs largely through the sale
of advertising space in the magazines.
4) zine - the term zine is used synonymously with teenzine in the literature as a short
form, for example in Finders (1997). However in this study, zine has not been used
interchangeably with teenzine because elsewhere in the literature there is an important
distinction drawn between the two. Generally, zine refers to an underground, non-
mainstream publication, quite often compiled, produced and distributed by a single

individual. According to Green and Taormino, the editors of A Girl's Guide to Taking



Over the World (1997), zines range "anywhere from Xeroxed handwritten rants and cut-
and-paste collages to professional design" and girl zines are defined as "do-it-yourself
publications made primarily by and for girls and women" (p.xi). The term zine also
serves to draw a boundary around a body of work that seeks to differentiate itself from
the mainstream magazine realm: in that sense, the designation zire indicates opposition to
the status quo.

5) adolescent, teen, teenager- these terms have been used to describe a person between
the ages of 12-19 as this is commonly the age range given for adolescents in the research

( Finders, 1997, Gilligan, 1990) .



CHAPTER 2

Review of Content Analysis Research

It seems appropriate that a review of the literature concerning the study of popular
teen magazines for adolescent females begin with a discussion of the ground-breaking
work of British researcher, Angela McRobbie. A prominent feminist in the field of
British popular culture studies, McRobbie pioneered the first detailed study of the genre
of girls' magazines two decades ago.

In the latter half of the 1970s, McRobbie conducted an analysis of the content and
textual conventions employed in Great Britain's top-selling teenzine, Jackie. In her
article, "Jackie: An Ideology of Adolescent Femininity" (1978), McRobbie claimed that
patriarchal, traditional and stereotypical values encoded in the magazine text manipulated
its young readers and indoctrinated them into conventional feminine pursuits--romance,
domesticity, beauty, and popular music culture. Indeed, in McRobbie's view, Jackie's
readers were "being presented with an ideological bloc of mammoth proportions, one
which imprisons them in a claustrophobic world of jealousy and competitiveness, the
most unsisterly of emotions, to say the least" (p. 265).

It is hardly surprising that McRobbie's impassioned views concerning the power
of mass media to socialize adolescent females has since elicited both the support and
criticism of subsequent researchers in the field. Indeed, within the scant body of work
that does exist on the subject of popular magazines for adolescent females, McRobbie's
work with Jackie magazine is cited without exception. Moreover, whether embraced or
contested, her research has served as a jumping off point for further investigation by her

contemporaries.
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Perhaps the most contentious aspect of McRobbie's analysis of Jackie was her
vehement proposal that the impressionable teen reader was acutely vulnerable to the
ideological influences of the magazine. While she acknowledged that adolescent popular
culture was shaped to a significant degree by a young male working class that exerted its
influence through purchasing power and re-appropriation of forms, McRobbie insisted
that in contrast, adolescent females maintained little or no control over their own popular
culture. Instead, according to McRobbie, teen girls "play[ed] little, if any role in shaping
their own pop culture and their choice in consumption [was] materially extremely
narrow" and further, those forms that were marketed to them made re-appropriation
difficult (p. 267). Moreover, although McRobbie conceded that Jackie's readers
occasionally used the publication in subversive ways--to demonstrate boredom and
disengagement with school, for instance--she maintained that this detracted in no way
from the magazine's overarching capacity to exert a strong ideological influence on its
audience (p. 268).

It is precisely this claim of McRobbie's that drew the criticism of her peers. For,
while tribute is paid to McRobbie for drawing attention to adolescent popular print
media, other researchers have passionately refuted her allegation that young women are
passive recipients of the ideologies presented to them in the magazines they consume
(Ceffalio, 1994; Duke, 1995; Frazer, 1987). However, in several instances where
McRobbie's position provoked criticism of this nature, crucial elements of her discussion
were overlooked.

Specifically, McRobbie clarified emphatically at several points throughout her

analysis that her investigation dealt solely with textual conventions and content, rather
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than with an examination of reader response. Indeed, from the outset, she maintained
that hers was an investigation of the form and layout of the genre; an exploration of the
code or discourse of romance that dominated the publication. Despite her zealous belief
that magazines socialized and indoctrinated readers into the hegemonic codes of
femininity, she qualified this by maintaining that oppositional readings were not
impossible. It is not entirely unlikely that McRobbie's intention was to draw attention to
the media's power, far more than it was to deny female agency. Moreover, in
McRobbie's concluding discussion, she restated unequivocally that her analysis of teen
magazines, based purely on content and sales figures, was insufficient, and her work
merely a preliminary step in gaining understanding of the reader's interpretation of the
text's form and messages:

This whole ideological discourse, as it takes shape through the pages of Jackie, is

immensely powerful....Of course this does not mean that its readers swallow its

axioms unquestioningly. And indeed until we have a clearer idea of just how girls

'read' Jackie and encounter its ideological force, our analysis remains one-sided.

(p. 282)

My concern with those who have since discredited McRobbie's work because of
the one-sidedness that she herself acknowledges, does not arise out of a simple loyalty to
McRobbie's foundational contributions to this area of study. Certainly it is appropriate to
express concern over certain elements of McRobbie's work. To begin with, McRobbie
branded Jackie quite simply as one more weapon in the pop culture arsenal that as a
whole held immense ideological sway over its female audience. Jackie's messages were

anything but new, and basically the publication served as a training manual for the girls'

socialization:
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Jackie introduces the girl into adolescence outlining its landmarks and
characteristics in detail and stressing importantly the problematic features as well
as the fun. Of course Jackie is not solely responsible for nurturing this ideology
of femininity, nor would it cease should Jackie stop publication. (p. 264)
Secondly, McRobbie's convictions regarding the capacity of the magazine
to shape the lives of its readers and their corresponding inability to resist the text's
ideologies were problematic. Claims such as these that dismissed the possibility of
resistance by young females to popular culture messages certainly merit comment. That
said, however, | am concerned that a preoccupation with these statements coupled with a
disregard for McRobbie's own admissions regarding these difficulties, has only served to
eclipse the vastly more significant contributions of her early ground work with teenzines.
Essentially, McRobbie's study emphasized the fact that in Britain, working class
adolescent females opted to spend their limited pocket money to purchase, and their
limited leisure time to read popular media magazines like Jackie, far more often than they
chose to read books and newspapers, or to pursue other leisure activities (p. 268-269).
Further, McRobbie's research revealed the cohesive and relentless themes of romance and
personal attractiveness in the magazine, while it also provided the first analysis of the
form and structure of the genre--its appearance, style, layout, language, and philosophy.
Finally, McRobbie called not only for further studies of reader response, but additionally
petitioned "feminist teachers and youth leaders to involve girls in the task of
'deconstructing' this seemingly 'natural' ideology; and in breaking down the apparently
timeless qualities of girls' and women's 'mags™ (p. 282). McRobbie also advocated the

joint production by concerned adults and teens of alternative publications for adolescent

females:
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a magazine where girls are depicted in situations other than the romantic, and
where sexuality is discussed openly and frankly; not just contraception,
masturbation, and abortion, but the social relations of sexuality, especially the
sexism of their male peers. (p. 282)

It is my opinion that a disregard by subsequent researchers of the issues so central
to McRobbie's work, in favour of critiquing the elements of her position regarding the
reader's lack of agency, is an unfortunate case of "throwing the baby out with the bath
water." Further research in this area would benefit from building on the strengths of
McRobbie's work. With this said, we turn to a discussion of the subsequent literature and
contributions to the study of the content of popular magazines for female adolescents.

Chronologically, North American researchers Kate Peirce (1990, 1993); Evans
(1990), and Evans, Rutberg, Sather, and Turner (1991) were the next to research popular
teenzines for girls. Again, rather than an investigation of reader response, these
researchers produced articles addressing the content of top-selling magazines for
adolescent girls.

In her article, "A Feminist Theoretical Perspective on the Socialization of
Teenage Girls Through Seventeen Magazine," Kate Peirce (1990) analysed 12 issues
published in each of the following years: 1961, 1972, and 1985. After counting the
number of editorial copy pages per issue (advertising content was not considered in this
study), Peirce calculated the percentage of these pages devoted to topics by categories:
appearance (beauty and fashion), home (decorating, food, and crafts), male-female
relations, and self-development.

Peirce found that in each year, both appearance and home concerns dominated the

editorial pages, constituting roughly 60% of the content. In sharp contrast, as can be
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observed in the following table (Peirce, 1990, p. 489), pronounced differences appeared

in the coverage of the latter 2 categories.

Table 1. Percentages of Editorial Pages Given to Selected Topics in Seventeen

Publication Year 1961 1972 1985
Categories

Appearance 48.0 52.0 46.0
Home 9.0 10.0 11.0
Male-female relations 7.0 2.7 6.5
Self-development 7.3 16.6 6.8

Note. The data are from “A Feminist Theoretical Perspective on the Socialization of

Teenage Girls Through Seventeen Magazine,” by K. Peirce, 1990, Sex Roles, 23, (9-10),

p. 498.

Peirce (1990) found that in 1972 the percentage of pages devoted to male-female
relations fell, while self-development content increased marked!y. She suggested that
"the feminist movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s had an effect on the editorial
content of Seventeen [in that] messages of self-reliance and independence increased
during that period." (p. 498).

That both male-female relations and self-development categories in 1985 resumed
similar proportions to their 1961 figures, signaled to Peirce that any changes in editorial
focus in the magazine attributable to the feminist movement were short-lived. Seventeen
magazine, she reported, resumed its conventional emphasis on beauty, fashion and male-

female relationship concerns.
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Three years later, Peirce conducted a content analysis of Seventeen and Teen
magazine, this time investigating the role and portrayal of heroines in the magazines'
short fictional pieces. In "Socialization of Teenage Girls Through Teen-Magazine
Fiction: The Making of a New Woman or an Old Lady?" (1993), Peirce reviewed all of
the fictional stories printed over the five year period from 1987-1991 in both
publications. In total, 104 stories were found. Peirce analyzed these stories according to
two factors: the degree of dependence demonstrated by the heroine (determined by
whether the heroine solved her own problems or depended on others to solve them), and
the degree to which characters' occupations reflected stereotypical, non-stereotypical, or
neutral portrayals.

Peirce reported that in 62% of the stories, the heroine depended on someone else
to solve her problems. Conflicts revolved around male-female relations (43%), family
(27%), other (17%), and friends (13%). In terms of stereotypical portrayal of
occupations, of the 42 distinct occupations noted, 10 were determined to be neutral, 2
non-stereotypical, and 30 stereotypically portrayed, with women placed in traditional
professions such as nursing, and social and secretarial work, while men were employed
as doctors, lawyers, and judges.

Peirce also investigated both fictional and non-fictional elements of popular
women's magazine's such as Redbook, Cosmopolitan, and McCall's. 1t was her
contention that while in some newer publications for women, non-fictional elements were
becoming more sympathetic to the feminist perspective, nonetheless these same

magazines continued to portray women in traditional dependency roles in fiction pieces.
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Peirce concluded that the fiction pieces in both women's and teen's popular magazines
perpetuated a conventional image of the protagonist as male-dependent.

Moreover, Peirce asserted that in teen magazines, messages about what it means
to be female are consistent between non-fiction and fiction texts. Both, she claimed,
taught adolescent girls that male-female relationships were more important than anything
else in the their lives; that girls shouldn't act, or be aggressive, or solve problems because
others would do these things for them; and finally, that there really were male and female
professions (p. 65).

Far more relevant to my own investigation of teen magazines, however, is Peirce's
discussion regarding media dependency. She cautioned, in effect, that to unearth blatant
examples of looks-focussed, romance-centered, and stereotypical text in these magazines
is one thing. It is quite another matter, however, to conclude that the readers of these
publications internalize these messages, or that they are merely passive recipients of the
traditional views expressed. Indeed, echoing the beliefs of McRobbie (1978), Peirce
herself conceded that a content analysis could not predict levels of reader dependency
and acceptance. Notwithstanding, Peirce argued that it was not unreasonable, given that
teen magazines are one of the few, if not the only, medium tailor-made to suit the needs
and concerns of teen females, to entertain the notion that readers may in fact depend on
these publications for socialization (p. 66).

Based extensively on previous research by Evans (1990), Evans et al. (1991) also
investigated the content of popular teen magazines for girls. Evans et al. (1991) analyzed
Sassy, YM (Young and Modern), and Seventeen, surveying 10 issues of each magazine

published between January 1988 and March 1989. Content was coded under three
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headings. Primary articles (features, regular columns, fictional stories) were examined in
terms of topic, with feature articles further analyzed for identity-related topics. Secondly,
advertisements were categorized according to product or service orientation, size of ad,
and percentage of total pages per issue devoted to advertising. Lastly, human
photographic content came under scrutiny to determine the racial representation of
human models portrayed in these three publications.

Evans et al. (1991) found that among the primary articles, fashion proved the
predominant topic. As for the content of feature articles, most addressed interpersonal
relationships, dominated by heterosexual dating concerns. Regarding advertising content,
the mean percentage of ads per total pages in all 30 issues examined was 46%, with
Seventeen leading the pack with 57% advertising content. On sale were fashion and
beauty products (32%), music and entertainment, and personal services (7%), health and
hygiene items (4%), and lastly, education and career services (3%).

In terms of human photographic content, white females dominated the pages of all
three publications. Overall, Evans et al. calculated that white females constituted 65.2%
of the human photographic content, white males 24.5%, non-white females 7.7%, and
non-white males 2.6% (p. 109). Of the three publications, Seventeen contained the
smallest percentage of non-white models (8.5%).

In their discussion of these results, Evans et al. (1991) responded critically to the
findings, stating that,

although ostensibly governed by the theme of self-improvement, these

publications seem to approach the topic largely through fashion dressing and

physical beautification, with some modest attention to guidance articles about

normative problems in the interpersonal domain--mostly female-male
relationships.  (p. 110)
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Critical of the magazines' preoccupation with physical appearance and the need to
pursue beautification techniques to attract and secure male attention, Evans et al. noted
that even the supposed health articles were primarily focused on weight loss and body
toning, rather than legitimate medical concerns.

Concerning the feature articles dedicated to identity development, equally
disconcerting themes emerged from the research. Evans et al. found that rather than
addressing achievement and personal growth (i.e. academic, artistic, and athletic pursuits,
involvement in political issues), these articles elevated the attainment and maintenance of
heterosexual romantic relationships to a place of central importance in the personal
development of the reader.

The racial representation of human photographic subjects further elicited concern
from the research team. Considering that 30% of the United States high school students
at the time of the study was non-white, a percentage of non-white models hovering near
the 10% mark was highly questionable.

Voicing similar concerns to those of Peirce (1993) and McRobbie (1978), Evans
et al. (1991) cautioned against bringing to bear conclusions from their content analysis to
predict the responses of the publications' readers. Instead, they advocated that a much
deeper investigation of teen literacy patterns and abilities, the interplay of other media
influences, and greater scrutiny of adolescent purchasing behaviors be conducted before

conclusions could be drawn regarding audience receptivity to these messages.
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Review of Reader Response Research

Largely out of reaction to the work of McRobbie (1978), Frazer (1987) conducted
what she believed to be the first study of teen readers' responses to Jackie magazine.
Frazer gave several groups of females aged 13-17 a copy of a short story she had selected
from Jackie, titled "It's My Nasty Mind." (Frazer met regularly with these groups to
discuss topics such as TV programs, movies, books, and advertising.) Frazer asked the
participants to read the story, and then to discuss them; according to Frazer these
discussions were 20 minutes in length.

Frazer disagreed strongly with McRobbie's contention that Jackie's readers were
passive recipients of the text's ideologies. Instead, in an article titled "Teenage Girls
Reading Jackie," Frazer reported--despite the fact that she had given participants only
one story from the magazine to respond to--that study participants constructed text
meaning in very distinct and individual ways. Frazer also posited that these participants
read Jackie reflectively, and consciously exercised their prerogative to reject, modify, or
accept its messages.

The work of Lisa Duke (1995) provided the next challenge to the content analysis
camp. Duke strenuously challenged the scant research previously conducted on teen
magazines for adolescent females. The focal point of Duke's work was precisely that
which was lacking in the research thus far conducted: reader response. Duke expressed

serious concerns regarding the work of researchers Evans (1990); Evans et al., (1991)
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and Peirce (1990, 1993) for focussing exclusively on content analysis, rather than on a
consideration of the ways in which readers responded to the text.

In her article, "From Seventeen to Sassy: Teen Magazines and the Construction of
the 'Model' Girl" (1994), Duke reproached Peirce for her suggestion that teen magazines
had the ability to socialize readers in femininity, stating that this theory was "based on
little more than supposition” (p. 1). Peirce, she argued, failed to substantiate that her
content analysis could be brought to bear on the reader's reaction to the text, and yet
maintained that popular teen magazines socialized their readers.

Despite her condemnation of other researchers for assuming that magazines
indoctrinated their readers into the codes of femininity, Duke herself could not entirely
resist the pull to portray teen magazines as powerful forces of adolescent female
socialization. In fact, she herself argued that, " teen magazines, with their emphasis on
makeup, hair, weight, and clothes, are natural vehicles for indoctrinating girls into the
ideal...that to look young, to be thin, and eternally (hetero)sexually attractive is to be
female" (Duke, 1995, p. 4). In addition, although Duke's initial agenda centered on
reader response and refuted assumptions regarding the indoctrinating power of the text,
ultimately she reported that the girls she interviewed resisted the magazines' messages to
a lesser extent than she had anticipated.

Significantly, Duke's (1995) study is the only one I have been able to locate that is
dedicated entirely to an exploration of how young North American females read and
respond to teen magazines. Her methodology involved in-depth individual interviews
with ten 12 and 13-year-old girls who read teen magazines on a regular basis (the criteria

being set by Duke as at least 6 times per year). After providing participants with money
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to purchase a teen magazine of their choice, Duke met with each girl in her home and
followed a prepared discussion guide to discuss the content of the magazine and the girl's
response to certain features. Duke qualitatively assessed responses to feminine
conventions within the texts: the beauty and fashion imperative, the pressure to engage in
self-beautification, etc. She examined transcripts "for instances of language, descriptions
of content, particular uses of text and "units of information' " (Lincoln and Guba, 1985, p.
344) that would next be grouped into categories (e.g., self-expression through artifice) (p.
51).

Duke discovered that while participants occasionally resisted the standard of
beauty and thinness depicted in the magazines, most often they were learning from the
reading to "analyze their bodies for ways in which they deviate from the ideal" (p. 58).
Indeed, several respondents shared a certain degree of sheepishness when admitting that
they compared themselves to magazine models and were concerned with falling short,
despite their realization that these models were idealized illusions.

This kind of mixed reaction on the part of these readers to the messages in
popular magazines is hardly surprising. As far as audience susceptibility to the medium,
even many of the mighty have feet of clay. Indeed, some of the most vocal opponents of
looks-centered media for teens and women admit to their own vulnerability to these same
products. Feminist writers like Naomi Wolf (1991) and Peggy Orenstein (1994) suffered
as teens from horribly poor self-esteem and eating disorders. Susan Douglas, author of

Where the Girls Are, as angry and frustrated as she is by popular culture maxims

regarding thinness and eternal youth for women, nevertheless confesses that she too
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"must be perfectly honest and admit [her] own vulnerability to these really preposterous
ploys" (1994, p. 250).

Embedded in the ambiguous and often two-sided responses of Duke's participants,
lies the undeniable reality that underpins the study of audience response and
interpretation, namely that it is complex, multi-layered and consistently saturated with
contradiction. For me, Duke's findings are particularly intriguing given that she had so
vehemently insisted that the magazine text not be imbued with the power to manipulate
its analytically adept audience.

Duke's participants also revealed a high degree of vulnerability to the code of
beauty supplied in the magazines they read. The text, it seemed, taught its readers to
dissect and grade themselves in parts or sets of facial and body features, thereby disabling
them from having a holistic picture of themselves as complete beings. Duke aptly
referred to the body image portrayed in the magazines as an "excluding ideal" as it
created for its audience both the sense of being other than that ideal, and the conviction
that for them the ideal would remain unattainable, at least in full (p. 15). Not
surprisingly, when Duke asked her respondents how they might improve teen magazines,
they conferred that they would like to see more non-model types, more girls that looked
like they looked (p. 16).

Duke also discovered that her participants actually maintained very negative
images of the models whose appearance they most coveted. Indeed, the extremely
attractive models in the magazines were held in suspicion by the girls who described

them as likely to be unkind, unfriendly, untrustworthy, and arrogant. In effect, anyone



33

whose looks were so superior was suspected of being "interpersonally flawed" because
she made others feel bad about themselves by comparison (p. 17).

Undeniably, Duke observed varying degrees of analysis and resistance in the girls
she studied. Still, a strain remained for the participants between acceptance and
resistance of the magazines' messages. Perhaps an observation made by Gilligan and
Brown (1991) might be pertinent here in that it offers some rationale for tension between
Duke's expectations of girls' resistance, and their self-reported impressionability to the
magazines' messages:

While some girls wonder how a perfect girl could be possible, much less

desirable, and how adults and other girls could fall for what they see as clearly

fraudulent, other girls seem transfixed by the idea of her. Poised at the edge and
suspecting that people prefer the 'perfect' girl to the real one, these girls
experiment with her image and the protection and security and happiness she

promises. (p. 100)

Perhaps this offers some relief as we endeavour to understand the complexity
inherent in analytical readings of popular teenzines by their audiences. It is precisely this
element that renders an understanding of the reader's response to these texts anything but
straightforward. Indeed, it is my suspicion (which has yet to be shaken by any of the
literature I have read) that if we are to investigate the responses of teen magazine readers,
we have to expect these responses to be both complex and intricate. Thus, not only will
reader responses and reactions to the text vary from one reader to the next, but, most
probably, these will vary within any one individual's interaction with the text from one
reading to the next.

While Margaret Finders, author of Just Girls: Hidden Literacies and Life in

Junior High (1997), also addressed teenzines and their readers, unlike Duke's research

(1995), hers was not a study focussed on this particular genre. Instead, Finders' intention
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was to examine teenzines as just one facet, among many, of the reading and writing
practices of teenaged girls.

Finders' work includes a fairly lengthy examination of teenzines as one aspect of
her subjects' literacy practices. She conducted a longitudinal study of middle school girls
in an affluent, well regarded community school. Specifically, Finders observed and
conducted interviews with a group of girls in one of the grade six classrooms. Although
[ believe that Finders' observations should be included, I have some very serious
concerns not only about her depiction of the girls she studied, but also about several of
the conclusions that she draws in her research.

Most significantly, Finders begins by exposing to parents, teachers, and
researchers the danger of viewing teenagers as a homogenous grouping. For Finders, to
fail to understand each teen individually, and to instead consider all teens under umbrella
terms like 'typical teenager', was highly detrimental because it homogenized teens and
consequently rendered many of their behaviors invisible to others (p. 30). She herself
admitted to grappling with an internalized image of adolescence that included
assumptions about the primacy of friends in the lives of adolescent girls.

I have taken the time to elaborate this because my initial response to Finders
introduction was, understandably, one of appreciation for her commitment to the
individuality of each subject. Immediately, I recognized how important it would be to
apply her advice when conducting my own research. As I read further, however,
discomfort and then confusion set in, as it became apparent that Finders neglected to heed
her own admonitions. Dismayingly, quite early in the study, Finders severed her

participants into two groups, and graced them with the unfortunate labels, the "social
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queens" and the "tough cookies". These labels, she derived from conversations with the
mothers of a couple of girls in the study: one of girls' mothers described her as a 'tough
cookie' who was fiercely independent, another participant's mother referred to her
socially active daughter as a 'social queen'. Finders then adopted these labels--sometimes
paring them down to "cookies" and "queens"--and used them to elaborate the features that
precluded membership into these distinct groups. Essentially, the tough cookies were
trailer park girls whose distance from the school often meant that they could not
participate in after school events, and the social queens were the popular girls who lived
in close proximity to the school and could therefore take part in any available after school
events.

Naturally, after these categorizations were assigned, it was impossible to maintain
even the slightest shred of objectivity as a reader. With visions of queens and cookies
(tough ones) dancing in my head, gaining useful insights into the relationship between
these girls and their magazines became an improbability. Adding to the
"homogenization" of the girls in her study (the danger that she had warned against),
Finders next distilled both groups down to only their most popular members, and reported
on the literacy practices of only three out of the nine social queens, and two out of the
five tough cookies. Further homogeneity resulted because the three queens were best
friends and reported as being very much alike, and the two cookies were best friends and
similarly deemed very much alike. Finally, the death knoll to objectivity rang when
Finders discovered that the three queens voraciously read teenzines, but the cookies did
not. The repercussions of this, of course, and the cause of my concern regarding citing

Finders' data, are that Finders' discussion of the girls and teenzines rested strictly on the
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practices of only the three social queens who were, according to Finders, so alike that
they may as well have been one person.

Having expressed these concerns, I would like to include in my discussion some
of Finders' observations that I feel are applicable. Three of Finders' insights into the
world of the girls and their teenzines that I want to touch on are: the use of teenzines as
personalized how-to manuals for adolescent femininity; the reading of teenzines as a
collaborative practice; and lastly, the readers' application of text messages to their own
lives.

Finders discovered that the three social queens "turned to the [magazines] for
advice on their appearance" (p. 57) and "to learn culturally specific ways of being a
woman" (p. 59). The girls also believed that adults had nothing to do with these
publications and "never acknowledged any adult presence behind the youthful images,
and most often considered the models to be the authors" (p. 57). In many instances, the
girls kept their reading private from parents who tended to find the magazines a little too
mature for their 12 year old daughters, and they also read them frequently during school
time, sliding them in between the pages of school textbooks. Like McRobbie (1978),
Finders felt that the covertness of this reading event, and the reading of magazines when
school work was to be done, both signified this practice for the girls as an act of rebellion
and defiance to adult authority.

The second intriguing aspect of Finders' observations was the social nature of
teenzine reading. She wrote:

Zine reading was fiercely social. Groups of girls crowded together on a bed, in a

large recliner, or in the corner of the school library to devour the cherished
possession and negotiate a unified front as to their collective opinion of each



37

article and advertisement. Oftentimes, the arrival in the mail of a teenzine
necessitated a "sleepover" to "hang together and look at our magazines." (p. 59)

With what I consider enormous bravery, Finders actually attended one of these
sleepover marathons in order to observe the girls while they read and dissected Sassy and
Seventeen. The girls all attended to a single magazine while its pages were discussed one
by one. They deliberated each page together, judging whether each product, outfit, and
model was 'cool' or 'cute' or not. "The girls rarely disagreed, and, when they did, they
argued until a consensus was reached" and "no page was turned until the girls all agreed
about fashion or face, beauty or body" (p. 60).

The three social queens seriously applied what they learned from these teenzines
to their own lives. Finders reported that, using their magazines to check and test their
own behaviours as blossoming adolescents, the girls compared themselves and each other
to the magazine models. Conforming to the standards of 'coolness' and female
attractiveness, the girls incorporated the focal points of the magazines into their own
concerns and modeled their experiences and practices as teenagers after those depicted in
these popular publications.

From Finders' work then, it can be noted that for at least some girls, the reading of
teenzines is a very serious business indeed. Considered the handbooks for both
adolescence and femininity by the social queens, teen magazines did indeed play a crucial
role in indoctrinating them into the hegemonic codes of "femalehood". However, for the
purposes of my own study, the applicability of these findings is limited. The three social
queens smitten by teenzines, were, as I have stated, so uniform in motivation, personality,
socioeconomic background, appearance, and popularity, that any generalization to other

readers is rendered next to impossible.
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Nevertheless, Finders' work with the girls she referred to as the social queens
offered an important glimpse into one type of reader response. Certainly, the clear and
detailed picture painted by Finders of the literacy practices these particular girls
employed when consuming teen magazines, constitutes the only research that I have
found that includes an observation from the sidelines, of girls reading magazines
together. For the three social queens in Finders' study, teenzines proved to be a dominant
force in the passage into womanhood. As a handbook for coming of age as an adolescent
female, teen magazines offered them invaluable advice and standards for appearance and
behaviour to guide them through this confusing transition. Yet, while the queens' reading
of magazine text suggests that these magazines can socialize their readers, I believe that
the most we can say is that for some readers, teenzines provide much sought-after advice

and in those instances, it appears that their messages are very much taken to heart.

Review of the Research Concerning Alternative Magazines for Teenaged Girls

While not directly applicable to either content or reader response analysis of
Seventeen magazine, | think it is important to include a discussion of research pertaining
to alternative or non-mainstream magazines for teen girls. To date, I have accessed the
work of two researchers who have examined this type of publication: Debra Ceffalio
(1994) researched the controversial release of Sassy magazine in the U.S. in 1988; and
Joan Livingston-Webber (1994) explored the oppositional world of grrrl zines. Although
these studies deviate from the discussion of popular mainstream teenzines, they can be

seen to inform my own research in several important ways.
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In her article, "Teenagers Get Sassy: An Analysis of the Current Teen Magazine
Market," Ceffalio (1994) investigated the roller coaster career of Sassy magazine,
introduced to the North American market in 1988 by Australian executive Sandra Yates
of John Fairfax Ltd. Patterned after Australia's popular Dolly magazine, Yates
envisioned Sassy as a much hungered-for alternative to 'nice girl' magazines like
Seventeen. Indeed, Sassy's first issue sales exceeded its publisher's wildest hopes.
American adolescent females responded positively to the magazine's frank approach to
girls' sexuality and features that addressed career and educational concerns as well as
current events. (This description of Sassy recalls a few of McRobbie's (1978) ingredients
for a more well rounded and sexually explicit magazine for young women.)

Sassy next joined the Ms. Magazine conglomerate, and soon after became the
target of a fundamentalist letter writing campaign after printing some frank stories on
teenage sexuality. The pressure on advertisers by incensed right wingers caused several
of them to withdraw their ads from Sassy. According to Susan Faludi (1991, p.110), both
Sassy and Ms. were consequently threatened with financial collapse, and male publisher
Dale Lang took control of the both magazines in October 1989, shutting down the
publication of Sassy until he could remodel its editorial content.

What is significant here is that while North America's young women embraced
the publication, Sassy faltered in an environment where religious fundamentalism exerts a
hefty influence on the market. Indeed, the near demise of Sassy was the result of
fundamentalist pressures. Sassy's editors were forced to either tame their messages
regarding young women's sexuality, or to watch the publication come to premature end.

Ultimately, Sassy buckled under pressure and moderated its tone and 'whitewashed' its
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editorial sufficiently to be granted unction by the fundamentalist opposition. Not
surprisingly, Sassy's make-over left it looking like a clone of Seventeen or YM. Instantly
sales plummeted.

How does this study inform my own research? Firstly, it substantiates the claims
common to all of the literature cited thus far on the content of teen magazines, by
illustrating the hegemonic nature of top-selling magazines. Secondly, the instant
popularity and eager reception of a franker, hipper magazine for young women revealed
the appetite of this populace for more controversial and feminist material. In my opinion,
the rise and consequent plunge in sales of Sassy verifies the existence of a market for an
alternative to the current top-selling teen magazines, since once Sassy's format mimicked
that of Seventeen magazine, its initial popularity dropped because readers were looking
for something different.

It may not be far from the truth to extrapolate from this, that at least some of the
readers of popular magazines like Seventeen, read them simply because alternatives don't
exist. Peirce (1993) suggested as much when she hypothesized that girls read teen
magazines for lack of a better choice. I assume further that a number of these readers are
probably critical and dismissive of at least some of the content they encounter in
mainstream magazines.

Alternative publications for teen girls have also been explored in the work of Joan
Livingston-Webber (1994). Indeed, the creation of girl-positive publications, headed by
feminist teachers and researchers in conjunction with young women, was one of the calls

to action given by McRobbie (1978) nearly two decades ago. Undeniably, the past few
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years have witnessed a substantial increase in the number and variety of alternative
magazines for young women (Green and Taormino, 1997; Livingston-Webber, 1994).

In her article "How Sassy are Grrrl Zines?" Livingston-Webber (1994) explored
the recent explosion in the production of grrrl zines--magazines written for girls by girls.
Livingston-Webber adopted a decidedly hopeful position on this trend and posited that
the rising tide of grrrl zines heralded the growth of long-overdue resistance on the part of
adolescent women. Nevertheless, she conceded that as pedagogical opportunities or
models of resistance, the powerful form of grrrl zines were, by nature, too raw and
extreme for use in classrooms.

While popular mainstream magazines--with Sassy cited as representative of the
genre--are discussed, Livingston-Webber's purpose is more to illustrate the alternative,
underground appeal of grrrl zines, than to engage in a comparison of the two forums. For
my own purposes, this article is important because it raises the issue of the young
female's expression of resistance to traditional messages contained in mainstream
magazines. Livingston-Webber's work also chronicled that the number of resistant young
females who author alternative publications for the likewise disgruntled consumer of
popular print media is decidedly on the rise. Hence, Livingston-Webber's article
illuminates one possible active and defiant response taken by adolescent females in
reaction to mainstream ideology as presented in top-selling teen magazines. Wearied and
repelled by traditional, conventional magazines, many young women have opted to
produce their own zines and comics for girl audiences who crave a radical, rebellious

voice.
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The New Wave of Zines

A recently released text compiled by editors Green and Taormino (1997) provides
a collection of excerpts taken from girl zines. In 4 Girl's Guide To Taking Over the
World: Writings From the Zine Revolution, 41 different selections give the reader a taste
of the kinds of materials that are currently holding sway in the girl zine realm. A quick
glance at the table of contents reveals a list of titles (“Learning to F---,” and “Menarche
Hell,” for example) that instantly betray the frankness inherent in the genre that brought
Livingston-Webber (1994) to conclude that many zines, would be too raw for the
classroom.

While many new zines are indeed too explicit for use in schools, there are some
new alternative magazines for girls would serve as excellent resources in the classroom.
Especially noteworthy are three publications all produced by Women Express Inc., a
nonprofit, volunteer organization that operates out of Boston, Massachusetts. Through the
support of a number of sponsors, Women's Inc. publishes New Moon for girls aged 10-14,
Teen Voices for teens aged 12-16, and Hues for older teens and young women. All three
are written by girls and women, for girls and women. Indicative of the kind of material
that is featured in these publications, a promotion for these magazines reads, "Free self-
esteem with each subscription!" After reading several issues of each of these magazines,
I am convinced that the writers and publishers have fulfilled this promise; the
publications are intelligently female-positive and all three promote and model self-

confidence and self-advocacy to their readers.



43

While certainly not directly applicable to my own study, this rising trend in the
production of alternative magazines serves at least to demonstrate that young girls are
capable of resisting dominant messages in the media, and of acting out resistance through

both speaking out and creating their own publications.
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CHAPTER 3

Methodology

This is a qualitative study of reader response to the text of teen magazines. It is
designed according to a grounded theory approach. As well, quantitative data have been
included in the discussion of the content analysis I conducted of Seventeen, and in the
reporting of the data gathered from the questionnaire that was administered to study
participants. As elaborated in Chapter One, the inclusion of quantitative data in this
portion of the study is consistent with the exploratory nature of grounded theory

methodology.

The Use of Grounded Theory Methodology

Before proceeding to a description of the methodology employed in this study, I
want to discuss further the assumptions that underpin grounded theory. According to
Bogden and Biklen (1982, p. 29), in grounded theory, the categories and analysis of the
data emerge from the bottom up, from disparate pieces of collected data that are
interconnected. Furthermore, Cresswell (1994) explains that in a qualitative study,
instead of beginning with testing or verifying a theory, "consistent with the inductive
model of thinking, a theory may emerge during the data collection and analysis phases of
the research or be used relatively late in the research process as a basis for comparison

with other theories" (p. 94-5).
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The decision to employ grounded theory methodology to investigate reader
response emerged largely out my concern that in previous reader response research
(Duke, 1995; Frazer, 1987), investigation had been conducted in a way that ran contrary
to the paradigm of qualitative research, and certainly of grounded theory methodology (as
espoused above). Indeed, these researchers approached the study of reader response with
both preconceived theories and hypotheses to test with regards to reader response. Hence,
they narrowed or distilled their investigations of reader response to one consideration,
namely, the degree to which magazine readers were socialized by these texts.

Both Frazer (1987) and Duke (1995) concerned themselves with the fact that in
content analysis studies, it was posited that teen magazines exerted a strong socializing
influence over their readers. They were interested in demonstrating that, to the contrary,
teen magazine readers were quite capable of resisting this influence and that individual
readers had very different readings of the same text. Although admirable and sorely
needed as a counterbalance, these concerns about demonstrating the critical abilities of
teen magazine readers, ended up driving the research and consequently constrained the
ability of either researcher conduct an open exploration. Because they approached the
research with hypotheses to prove, rather than with questions to ask, concerning reader
response, neither Duke nor Frazer actually focussed on the readers themselves.

The decision to employ grounded theory methodology reflects my desire to avoid
approaching the study of reader response with preconceived ideas. Concerned with pre-
empting the use of my own limiting questions or hypotheses with regards to reader
response, | felt that the grounded theory paradigm offered the kind of exploratory

framework that was needed.
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Accordingly, in this study, the information gathered from the participants in the
response logs, and the tape recorded data from the group discussion were used to form a
theory about reader response to the magazine text. The findings also were used to
examine the theories concerning reader response that have been located in the reviewed
literature.

Aimed at discovering categories that arise out of the data, the research model of
grounded theory ensured in large part that I approached the work from an exploratory
stance, rather than with a set of hypotheses to test. And certainly, one of the most exciting
challenges of this study was the process of unraveling and making sense of the data that
were collected from the questionnaires, reader response logs, and discussion group
meetings. It necessitated a recursive process in which the methodological framework and
the nature of the study, along with the data were revisited repeatedly in order to tease out

patterns and categories.

Research Methodology: Phase One

Before beginning the study, I obtained permission from the University of
Victoria Human Ethics Committee. I also obtained permission from the Victoria School
Board, and from the Principals at each of the High School sites where I conducted the
research. Each of the participants received a Letter of Understanding to take home to
their parents or guardians. Copies of these communications have been included in

Appendix B.
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In Phase One of the study, descriptive survey methodology was used. A group of
adolescent females aged 13-15 in each of two local high schools (hereafter referred to as
Sites A and B), were asked to respond to a questionnaire regarding their out of school
reading practices. The reason for administering the survey was to identify a group of 5-6
participants at each site, of self-reported regular readers of teen magazines for
participation in the two subsequent phases of the research. In consultation with
administrators and classroom teachers at each of the school sites, it was decided that it
would be least disruptive to administer the survey in classrooms where the students were
all females, since only females would be participating in the survey. As a result, the
survey was administered to Physical Education classes containing only female students at
both high school sites.

While I had initially intended to work exclusively with grade 9 girls, at Site A the
Physical Education classes were run as double classes consisting of both grade 9 and 10
students. Consequently, I administered the survey to 46 participants at that site. At Site
B, however, single Physical Education classes were run and I was able to administer the
survey to 23 grade 9 girls. Although 24 girls actually completed the survey, one of them
spoiled her survey and I have used a group number of 23 in all of my calculations
involving the survey data.

Given my interest in reader response and in consideration of socioeconomic
factors, the two local High Schools selected for this study draw students from different
ends of the socioeconomic spectrum. In this decision, the researcher drew on findings in
the reviewed literature that suggested that socioeconomic status influences the literacy

practices and experiences of readers (Cherland, 1994; Heath, 1983; Radway, 1984). The
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advice of local High School and Middle School principals was sought to aid in the
selection of the two sites.

In Phase One, I met for 5-10 minutes with the participants at their respective
schools to administer the questionnaire during the first few minutes of class time. At Site
A, the participants filled out the surveys on the gymnasium floor; at Site B, we convened
in an empty foyer where, again, the girls completed the survey while sitting on the floor.
[ reiterated that completion of the questionnaire was optional and explained briefly that
the study involved teenaged girls and their reading. A copy of the questionnaire is
available in Appendix A.

To each of the questionnaires. a slim strip of paper was stapled that served as a
consent form on which the respondents could indicate their willingness to participate in
Phases Two and Three of the study. I explained that I was looking for certain reading
practices and once I read through the questionnaires I would contact the girls who had
both indicated the specific area of interest I was investigating, and had completed the
consent form attachments. I explained that I would make arrangements to meet with the
participants who met these two criteria the following day, at the beginning of the lunch
hour. This would be accomplished through either posting the list of names outside the
office door or having the names read over the afternoon and morning announcements.
When we met, I explained, I would elaborate the tasks that would be involved in the next
two phases or parts of the study.

After collecting the questionnaires, I read through them to identify participants
whose responses fulfilled certain criteria. Naturally, the first of these was the completion

of the consent form attachment. From the collection of questionnaires with completed
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consent forms, I identified participants who indicated in response to question 2, that they
read teen magazines and, in response to question 4, reported that they subscribed or
purchased magazines regularly. Finally, I looked for those respondents who identified
Seventeen magazine in question 6, as one of the magazines that they bought or read. I
also accepted the titles of the next two top selling teen magazines, YM and Teen, but I
was pleased to find that a large number of participants cited Seventeen.

As it turned out, I was able to identify several more candidates than required. At
Site A, 20 participants were identified and at Site B, 18. As stated, I submitted the list of
names of the girls who were eligible for participation in Phases Two and Three to the
school administrators who arranged to have the names read over the PA systems both
later that afternoon and the following morning. Together, we also negotiated a
convenient time and place for a brief meeting on the following day with the eligible

‘participants.

Description of The Questionnaire

The questionnaire was constructed so as not to be onerous or invasive. It was
broadly framed and very straightforward so that it would not be perceived as 'test-like'.
To this end, I also chose to print the questionnaire in a single column so that it took up
only half the width of the page, but covered both sides. This achieved an appearance less
formal than a full sheet. The consent attachment, on which interested participants could
sign their names, was an even slimmer strip of paper stapled to the questionnaire. Rather
than including a tear off section on the bottom of the actual questionnaire sheet, I felt that

this format physically separated the consent form from the body of the questionnaire, the
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rationale for this being that it allowed participants greater freedom in choosing whether
or not to be involved in the subsequent phases of the study. Had the consent form been
more visibly a part of the actual questionnaire, this might have obligated participants to
fill out the consent so as not to leave part of the sheet incomplete. This procedure also
ensured that the participants' names were not written on the questionnaires, but were
submitted on a sheet that could be removed.

Concerning the questionnaire items, these were kept to a minimum of seven. The
key identifier questions that served to identify those who read teen magazines regularly
were simply embedded. It is important to clarify the designation of 'regular’ reader of
teen magazines: | have defined this as someone who reads these publications at least six
times a year. This decision is based in part on research conducted by Duke (1994) who
used a benchmark of six or more times per year to designate regular readership. It also
takes into account the amount of disposable income that teen girls of this age might have
to spend on magazines in that a regular reader might only be abie to purchase a copy six
times a year rather than on a monthly basis.

The assumption underlying the use of the questionnaire to determine regular
readers is that the participants will respond to the questionnaire truthfully when they
provide information regarding their reading behavior. Thus this method carries all of the
limitations of self-reported data. The questionnaire was reviewed and revised before the

final format was achieved.

Phase Two

In Phase Two of the study, I met with the participants identified from the

questionnaire results, the day after it had been administered. I elaborated on the next
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phases of the study in greater detail and asked which girls were interested in participating
further. At Site A, 16 of the 20 possible candidates that I had listed, attended the meeting.
After explaining the tasks involved in Phases Two and Three of the study, I explained
that [ would require five participants for the next two parts of the study, but would select
six in case someone was ill or absent on our discussion group day. I asked interested
girls to write their names on slips of paper so I could randomly select six names. All
sixteen girls present submitted their names.

After confirming with the chosen six participants that they were indeed eager and
willing to participate further, I thanked those whose names had not been selected for
taking the time and effort to come to the meeting. Once the others had left, I distributed
copies of the April 1998 issue of Seventeen magazine and a reader response log to the
participants. Each reader response log had a cover sheet with directions concerning how
to use the logs and we reviewed these in detail.

Things proceeded quite differently at Site B, as only six of the fourteen
participants that I had listed came to the scheduled meeting. [ attribute this poor showing
to a couple of factors: for one, the participant list was not read over the PA system the
previous afternoon; and secondly, several special events were taking place that morning.
Notwithstanding, although different in terms of number, the girls who attended this
meeting were as enthusiastic as those who had attended the meeting at Site A and all six
girls were eager to be involved in Phases Two and Three. I distributed the magazines and
response logs to the group, explained the tasks involved, and we scheduled a morning

meeting one week later when I would collect the logs.



52

Reader Response Log Task

In order to guide the reading of the magazine without directing the reading, only
one articulated task request was made. Namely, participants were asked to record
information for one week about their reading of the magazine in the log. In short, this
entailed recording the day of the week on which they read a selection from the magazine,
citing the page numbers of these selections, and commenting on the text in the space
provided. Note taking, it was explained, could be done at any time and did not have to
occur at the time of reading. I clarified that spelling, punctuation, and choice of language
(i.e., slang) need not be a concern. The task duration was one week, at the end of which I
collected and examined the logs.

Regarding immediacy as important in maintaining participant interest and in
keeping the material fresh in the participants' minds, I scheduled our lunch hour
discussion group meetings on the same day as I collected the logs. This also ensured that
those participants who submitted logs in the morning would be present during the lunch

hour of the same day and this lent continuity and relevance to the discussion process.

Phase Three

In Phase Three, I met over the noon hour for 40-60 minutes with Groups 1 and 2.
[ provided pizza, beverages, and sweets for the participants and we spent the first few
minutes of the meeting chatting, which set a relaxed and informal tone. I chose not to eat
because | wanted to focus on the discussion. I reminded the participants that I would be

audio taping the discussion and that relevant parts of it would be transcribed for use in the
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analysis. To provide closure, participants were asked to discuss the experience of
participating in the study.

It must be noted that the tape recorder failed to work properly at Site A despite
being repeatedly tested prior to my arrival at the school. After several attempts at
correcting the problem, I asked the group if I could record the conversation in writing and
explained that this would mean [ would have to stop the flow of conversation at times to
ask for clarification or repetition. The participants seemed not at all bothered by the
change and were in fact quite supportive. During the discussion I recorded extensive
notes and returned home immediately afterwards to transcribe the data as fully as
possible. No technical problems were experienced with Group 2 and that meeting was
tape recorded and transcribed.

The data collected from this phase of the study, namely, the relevant portions
transcribed from the discussion group meetings, have comprised the major data pieces of
this study. The participants' reader response logs have been examined in conjunction
with the comments that were made during the discussions. Moreover, in several
instances, discussion group comments have been supported by references to the responses
that the participants provided in the reader response logs

As a grounded theory study, the categories used in the analysis have been derived
from the data and then compared with themes and findings from the reviewed research
literature. Both the logs and discussion group data were analyzed for content themes and
examined for emerging categories and patterns. Relevant portions were transcribed as

needed to support the reporting of the analysis. Themes or topics for discussion that
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emerged from the reading of the response logs guided the researcher in directing the

discussion in this phase of the study.

Rationale for Participant Selection

Concerning the recruitment of participants for this study, the researcher has
chosen to study the reader responses of adolescent females aged 13-15. The rationale for
selecting this particular age range was based on a number of considerations, primarily
that teen magazine publishers identify it as the most common age of their readers. This
decision was further influenced by the reviewed literature in which study participants
have been identified as 12-16 years of age, or as grade 6-11 students. The choice of
grade 9 participants (aged 13-15) then, falls roughly in the middle of the spread found in
the research (Duke, 1994; Finders, 1996; Frazer; 1987; McRobbie, 1978). The exception
to this is found in the work of Evans et al. (1991) who noted that the bulk of top-selling
teenzine readers are 10 to 14 years old. However, Seventeen's readers tend to belong to a
slightly higher age range (12-16), with the bulk of articles and features in aimed at an
audience whose not-too-distant futures include acquiring driver's licenses and part time
jobs. Consequently, selecting the age range of 13 to 15 seemed most appropriate.

The chosen age range also reflects a consideration of the large body of literature
concerning adolescent females that suggests that the onset of puberty is a particularly
tumultuous time for many young women. According to researcher Carol Gilligan (1991),
at the onset of puberty, girls who at age 11 seemed bossy, driven and outspoken, turn
inward and go underground at age 12 and 13, becoming, for a period, more susceptible to

external voices and influences (p. 11). In effect, the threshold of adolescence seems to be
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a critical time in the identity formation of young girls (Douglas, 1995; Faludi, 1991;
Orenstein, 1994;). Hence, both the average age of Seventeen's readers, and the indications
in the literature that early adolescent years comprise a particularly tumultuous period for

girls were strong factors underlying my decision to work with participants aged 13-15.

Rationale for Using Groups of Five Participants

As stated, the researcher has chosen to work with a group of five to six self-
declared regular teenzine readers in each of the high school settings. This decision
resulted primarily from my concerns regarding the nature of the participant/researcher
relationship and with the participants' comfort.

Having taught for several years in intermediate classrooms, I've had the
opportunity to work with students in a variety of group situations, and understand that
several factors must be considered when forming groups in order to maximize the
effectiveness of the experience. Hence, the nature or content of the anticipated
discussion, and my presence as a stranger and the influence that might exert on the
participants' freedom to express themselves, merited serious consideration. Taking into
account that a smaller, more intimate group might be oppressive or stifling, and that a
larger group might enable non-participation for some members, I concluded that a group
size of five would work well. It would be large enough to ensure diversity of input, while
at the same time, not so small that participants would feel that they were put on the spot
to offer feedback, or fill in the silences.

Another consideration was that meeting with the participants in a situation where

[ was the minority presence, would serve to minimize my influence as the adult or
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authority presence in the group. In effect, the balance of five participants to one adult
would place me, at least to some degree, in the background. Consistent with this, it felt it
important to meet with the participants in their schools. Building rapport and making the
participants comfortable, I believed, would be facilitated by my status as a visitor or
outsider to their school community, and would hopefully contribute to their freedom to

express ideas and opinions.

Rationale for Choosing Only Regular Readers for Participation

The option to form mixed groups of readers and non-readers of teen magazines
was not chosen as the aim of this investigation was to explore specifically, how regular
readers actually read the text of teen magazines. Had the discussion groups included girls
who were not regular readers, the possibility existed that this would create a dynamic that
might intimidate regular readers and consequently limit or close down the discussion.
Were non-readers to express negative opinions of the text or its audience, and thus
silence regular readers, I feared the experience that | was interested in exploring would be
compromised. Recognizing that my own unfamiliar presence, and the fact that the
discussion would be tape recorded might constrain the discussion, I did not wish to add

potential dissention or conflict of interest to the mix.

Rationale for the Use of Response Logs

The reading task and response logs were included in the study design with several
purposes in mind. For one, the tasks gave the participants a common experience.

Secondly, they yielded several themes that were used to support the discussion that
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occurred in Phase Three of the study. Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, the use of
the response logs as a data gathering device aided me in conducting the discussion groups
in a way that placed me in the role of a facilitator rather than a leader or director. Indeed,
according to Carspecken (1996) attention to the role of the discussion group leader is
absolutely critical in conducting an effective and successful discussion group.

In his text, Critical Ethnography in Educational Research, Carspecken (1996)
argues that of central concern is that group discussions should be facilitated, and not led.
To this end he insists that "all interventions in the discussion should make references to
what someone in the group has said and should emphasize vocabulary used by the
participants" (p.163). Thus, a prepared list of discussion topics based on my own
concerns was a possibility, but would have been incompatible with a study design aimed
at giving participants the opportunity to drive the discussion, and the research, whenever
possible. Indeed, drawing discussion topics from the participants' reader response logs
enabled the investigation to originate from material that was subject driven rather than
researcher driven.

Before I met with the two discussion groups I had determined not to read the
April 1998 issue of Seventeen because I didn't want to develop my own notions about the
articles or features before the participants could express their ideas. Once I received the
reader response logs I read through them and looked specifically for the features and
stories that the participants had addressed. To guide the discussion groups, I began with
the things that the participants had read and remarked on in common. This approach had
several advantages. Foremost, it enabled the participants to discuss the things they had

already thought and written about. Moreover, because the discussion was generated from
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the participants' thoughts and ideas and not from my own, it allowed me to pose
questions about the magazine's content in a fairly unobtrusive and neutral way, for
example, "A lot of you read the teen pregnancy article. I'd like to hear more about that."

When I met with the second discussion group, I had already heard the input from
the first group and consequently had gained some information about what was in the text.
Mindful of this difference, I tried to minimize it by not reading or reviewing the transcript
of the first meeting and I believe I was able to approach the second discussion group in
much the same state of unfamiliarity of the text as I had the first group. The challenge of
remaining unaware of the text's content while conducting a series of discussion groups is
now something I would like to learn more about. The methods by which researchers
counteract the effects of learning things about the text and carrying that knowledge from
group to group, | imagine is problematic for all who engage in this type of study.

The discussion groups revolved around the topics that the participants had
mentioned in common, or that two or three had addressed. I had a list of these with me to
guide the discussion, and I began each discussion group by listing the things that many of
them had written about in the reader response logs. Then, I brought up some of the most
commonly mentioned articles and topics and let the group take the discussion where it led
them. As we moved from topic to topic, the participants jumped at times to other aspects
of the magazine and in most instances the discussion was allowed to wander according to
the participants' directions. When a topic appeared to be exhausted or we strayed quite
far from the text, I referred back the notes I had taken from the participants' response logs
and initiated discussion on another of the topics written there. When I wanted elaboration

on something that a participant had mentioned, I asked for more detail.
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To maintain the flow of conversation during the discussion groups, I also decided
against having participants complete discrete paper and pencil tasks, such as Likert
Scales, during the discussion group meeting. Not only would such tasks be researcher-
driven, by they might have instilled a certain formality or resembled school tasks too
closely. Choosing not to break the flow of conversation with discreet, individual tasks,
and utilizing the themes that emerged from the data provided a flexible, and malleable
discussion framework.

In this sense, the study is grounded in the data provided by the subjects. As a
bottom-up design, the study explored the participants' perspectives in order to generate
data that were both individual (response log task) and collective (discussion group) in the
sense that the participants have the opportunity to respond to text themes together.

This reader response log task was designed to be an open-ended response probe.
To avoid constraining or unnecessarily limiting the participants' responses, an effort was
made to keep the instructions for completing the log to a minimum. It also allowed
participants to read and reflect on the text at their leisure. Notwithstanding, I
acknowledge that this task was not a naturalistic one and as such, observer effect was
unavoidable. However, it is hoped that the task was sufficiently open-ended to permit a

reasonably natural and relaxed reading situation for participants.

Opportunity for Providing Feedback from the Study to Participants

At the end of the discussion group sessions I invited participants to meet with me
once I had written up my findings to discuss the research further, because I believe it is

vital that participants have the opportunity to reflect on the study and their own
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contributions to it. The purpose of reconvening was not for data collection, but rather to
give the participants the opportunity to share their perceptions of the study, ask questions
about the research or to discuss teen magazines further. In the interim between the Phase
Three and the completion of the study, I delivered a letter and small treat to the girls and

thanked them again for their input.

Strengths and Limitations of the Present Study

One of the sirengths of this study is the way in which it differs in design and focus
from those reviewed in the literature. For one, while other studies have dealt solely with
either text analysis or reader response, this exploration includes both components. As
stated previously, the researcher believes that both components are critical to a well-
rounded and comprehensive look at the reader and text relationship.

Another strength--and this could also be considered a limitation-- is my own
experience as a former dedicated reader (and subsequent non-reader) of teen magazines.
In many ways this experience with the text has given me insight into the format and
characteristics of the genre, the appeal it has for its audience, what it offers to them, and
also a familiarity with how Seventeen has changed over time. Naturally, personal
experience with the text could be seen as a limitation, especially since at some point in
adolescence I made a conscious decision to stop purchasing and reading teen magazines.
However, if this experience has interfered, I think it has only made me more aware of the
need to avoid allowing my own perceptions of the text, positive or negative, to bias the

study.
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Close on the heels of the issue of personal experience with the text, is the effect of
having expectations regarding the participants' responses to the text. Perhaps a strength
of this study was that I did not have any particular expectations concerning the
participants' responses to the text. What I did expect to find, however, was contradiction
in all aspects of their responses: contradiction between the actual text and its
interpretation; between the participants' understandings and readings of the same
material, between what a participant wrote in her log and what she said during discussion,
and contradictions voiced within the individual comments themselves. Finally, I expected
contradiction because none of the research conducted thus far has been able to produce a
single picture of teen interpretation of magazine text. Indeed, even when the girls in
Duke's study (1995) resisted certain messages, they were later found to have internalized
them to a marked degree.

In the reviewed literature, concerning popular print media for teen girls, several
researchers expressed the belief that young girls may be very vulnerable to the messages
contained in teenzines (Duke, 1995; Evans, 1990; Evans et al., 1991; Finders, 1996;
McRobbie, 1978; Peirce, 1991, 1993; Pipher, 1994). Incidentally, as stated earlier, some
of these same researchers also suggested that oppositional readings of magazine text,
while perhaps not likely, were not impossible (Duke, 1995; Evans, 1990; Evans et al.,
1991; McRobbie, 1978; Peirce, 1991, 1993). Those who have researched romance fiction
for teens also propose that this mass genre exerts a powerful socializing influence over its
audience (Cherland, 1994; Christian-Smith, 1993; Radway, 1984).

But there is another viewpoint, and that is that readers of teenzines are not as

susceptible to print media messages as believed (Ceffalio, 1994; Livingston-Webber,
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1994: Frazer, 1987). These researchers have upheld the notion that teenzine readers, in
fact, pick and choose the messages they absorb from the text and thus take a much more
active role in interpreting and filtering the text messages.

[ tend to align myself with this camp. My own assumptions regarding the nature
of the responses to the text are based in large part on my own experience with teenzines
and how I read and responded to them. Certainly, I absorbed some of the messages |
encountered, but never accepted the text carte blanche. Several prominent feminist
writers (Douglas, 1997: Faludi, 1991; Orenstein, 1994), share this same experience of
both accepting and resisting messages in popular print media, describing these messages
as being at once appealing and repulsive, irresistible and laughable.

Another strength of this investigation is the consideration that has been given to
researcher-participant interaction. I invested a great deal of effort in speaking with
colleagues who have conducted research using small group discussions. Reviewing the
methodology of focus groups (Frey, Botan, Friedman and Kreps, 1991; Jensen and
Jankowski, 1991) has been helpful in describing how to form questions and to initiate
discussion with as little leading as possible. Consultation with Communications
Instructor, Ms. Mavis Jones, of Simon Fraser University has also been instrumental in
gaining an understanding of the type of questioning and guidance that allow for the most
effective discussions, while preserving the voice and direction of the participants.

There were strengths and limitations inherent in the data gathering methods that |
selected and these must be addressed. 1 drew heavily on the work of John Cresswell
(1994) in considering the merits and drawbacks of these methods, and consulted his work

concerning qualitative methodology data collection types and their advantages and
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limitations (p. 150-1.) As to the use of reader response logs, Cresswell suggests that the
advantages of using documents such as journals or logs are that they enable the
researcher to obtain the language and words of the informants and provide access to data
that participants have approached with thoughtfulness. The disadvantages are that
participants might not provide authentic or accurate information or complete the exercise
thoroughly.

As for the use of discussion groups, several advantages were given. For one, they
allow the researcher to gather information when direct observation of the informants is
not possible. Secondly, discussions provide the opportunity for participants to provide
historical information. Lastly, this method gives the researcher some control over the
line of questioning.

In Critical Ethnography in Educational Research: A Theoretical and Practical
Guide (1996), P.F. Carspecken describes some distinct advantages of the use of group
discussions or interviews, over single subject interviews (p. 163). He suggests that a
single subject may have trouble finding words to express views in her own vernacular. In
a group of peers, however, she may be able to express ideas more effectively and with
greater ease due to the opportunity to bounce ideas back and forth with those who share
her culture.
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