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This lesson is part of USE, UNDERSTAND & ENGAGE: A Digital Media Literacy Framework for 
Canadian Schools: http://mediasmarts.ca/teacher-resources/digital-literacy-framework.

Learning Outcomes
Big ideas/key concepts: Students will understand…

•	 Each medium has a unique aesthetic form: media makers use a 

specific “language” or “rules of notice” to get and direct audience 

attention to affect what they think and feel

•	 Audiences negotiate meaning: different people may interpret the 

same media work differently based on their own experiences and have 

the power to “read against” a dominant frame

Essential knowledge: Students will learn…

•	 Reading Media: specific visual techniques, including line and shape, 

angle and distance, and composition (specifically the Rule of Thirds), 

and how these elements are used for narrative or expressionist 

purposes

•	 Consumer Awareness: persuasion techniques in advertising

•	 Media Health: misleading tobacco industry messaging

Key vocabulary: rules of notice; composition; rule of thirds; symmetry; 

Ragnarok

Core competencies: Students will be able to…

•	 Use: Use rules of notice to create a media text

LESSON PLAN

MIRROR IMAGE

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: This lesson has been adapted from Smoke-Free for 

Life, a smoking prevention curriculum supplement from the Nova Scotia 

Department of Health, Drug Dependency and Tobacco Control Unit.

LEVEL: Grade 5 to 9 

Overview
In this lesson, students learn 

tobacco and nicotine advertising 

through the “rules of notice” of 

visual media. Students move 

from identifying factual design 

elements to interpreting their 

emotional impact and evaluating 

the broader societal implications 

of these constructions. Students 

then create an original counter-

advertisement or parody ad that 

challenges industry narratives and 

unmasks manipulation.

http://mediasmarts.ca/teacher-resources/digital-literacy-framework
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•	 Understand: Analyze how rules of notice are used to create explicit 

and implicit messages

•	 Engage: Use media tools to express themselves for social activism

Student-facing outcomes: We will learn how visual techniques are used 

to make us feel certain things and send certain messages. We will explore 

how we can identify and interpret messages in media. We will analyze and 

answer back to messages about tobacco and nicotine.

Preparation and Materials
Prepare to show the Mirror Image slideshow 

Prepare to distribute the handout Mirror Image and the assignment sheet 

Mirror Message

Review the MediaSmarts article on Tobacco, Alcohol and Cannabis 

Advertising

Procedure
Start by projecting the first slide of the Mirror Image slideshow.

Ask:

•	 What do you see?

•	 What do you notice?

Let students share their reactions, then go to the second slide and show 

the video Reading Media.

After the video, move to the third slide and tell students that the first 

question we should ask is “What”?:

What are we looking at? 

An ad for nicotine pouches.

What do we see in this image? 

Who and what are in it?

A bearded man in a jacket, throwing himself at us and roaring. 

https://mediasmarts.ca/sites/default/files/2026-04/slideshow_mirror_image.zip
https://mediasmarts.ca/digital-media-literacy/media-issues/marketing-consumerism/tobacco-alcohol-and-cannabis
https://mediasmarts.ca/digital-media-literacy/media-issues/marketing-consumerism/tobacco-alcohol-and-cannabis
https://mediasmarts.ca/sites/default/files/2026-04/slideshow_mirror_image.zip
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4YYn5thlq5o
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Round jars of nicotine pouches and a few white individual nicotine 

pouches. Text that reads “Time for Ragnarok.”

•	 Ask students if they know what the word “Ragnarok” means and what 

they think the slogan means. 

•	 If students do not know the word, explain that it is the calamity 

that ends the world in Norse mythology. 

•	 Prompting question: Why might a product with nicotine (a 

stimulant that makes you feel excited) use that slogan?

Who or what is not in it that you might reasonably think might be?

•	 Any people except the man. (Who or what is he charging at?)

•	 Any information about the product or what it does.

•	 Health warnings about nicotine, which is highly addictive even when 

it is not smoked or vaped. (Point out that in Canada, ads for nicotine 

pouches must have health warnings – but it is not hard to see ads 

from other countries online.)

How are the different rules of notice of visual media used in it?

Advance to the fourth slide and tell students you are going to do 

a “think aloud” focusing on three rules of notice: line and shape, 

angle and distance, and composition.

Advance to the fifth slide and explain that all images, even abstract ones, 

have two essential elements: lines and shapes, and our eyes follow them in 

particular ways.

Our eyes start at the top left corner, then move down and to the right. 

(That’s assuming we have learned to read in a language where writing 

follows that pattern.)

Next, our eyes will tend to follow the outlines of shapes and the 

direction of lines. We also connect repeated shapes and colours.

Finally, in a realistic image, our eyes will follow any prominent hands 

and characters’ eyelines.

Advance to the sixth slide and explain that shapes have their own 

language, too. 
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Squares and rectangles feel strong and reliable, but they can also feel 

inflexible like a wall or a locked door.

Circles feel friendly and open, because they don’t have any straight 

lines or sharp points, but they’re not as stable as rectangles – we all 

know that a ball will roll if set in motion.

Triangles, on the other hand, are all points, so they may feel dangerous 

and unpredictable. But because they have diagonal lines, they add 

dynamism and movement that rectangles don’t have.

Advance to the seventh slide and explain that media makers can also 

modify shapes in different ways to get more complex effects.

Rounding a square’s corners gives us a combination of its strength 

and the safety of the circle for a protective feeling.

Rotating shapes can change how we read them, too. Flipping a 

triangle de-emphasizes the points and gives it the strength of a 

square, giving a sense of being powerful.

Changing the balance of a square by tilting it, on the other hand, 

emphasizes the points by making them sharper. This can make an 

inflexible square feel more dynamic, but it can also give a feeling of 

being unstable or off-kilter.

Advance to the eighth slide and point out that when looking at the image 

with all that in mind, you notice that:

•	 The man’s upper body forms an upside-triangle that’s been rotated to 

be off-kilter. 

•	 The jars all have pouches overlapping them to make them teardrop-

shaped instead of round.

•	 There are additional diagonal lines in the background.

•	 There is a horizontal line across the bottom.

Advance to the ninth slide and tell students that after “What?”, our next 

question is “So?”: What is the effect or impact of what we see?

Remind students of the earlier discussion on the meaning of the 

slogan: “Time for Ragnarok” was the What?; the “So” was “It makes 

the product seem exciting by associating it with a big event in Norse 

myth.”
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Think aloud:

We saw that upside-down triangles give a sense of strength, and 

making shapes off-kilter makes them more dynamic, unstable and 

unpredictable. Using that shape makes the man seem strong but 

a bit dangerous, which echoes the look on his face and the word 

“Ragnarok.”

The jars are circles, but circular shapes feel safe and protective. 

Making them teardrops makes them feel less safe, so they don’t fight 

against the other things in the image.

Diagonal lines are the most energetic and dynamic. Adding them in 

the background adds even more sense of drama.

Horizontal lines are the least dynamic, but this one serves as a horizon 

line – it makes the man look like he’s jumping instead of falling. 

Now advance to the tenth slide and explain that you are going to do a 

think-aloud of the “What?” and “So?” steps focused on how the image 

uses distance and angle.

Distance means how far away from the subject “we” are. (In film, 

TV and video, that means how far away the camera is. In comics or 

animation, it’s where the artist places our point of view.)

Point out that we are looking up at the man from a low angle, which 

makes him seem impressive and heroic. (Having the ground as horizon 

increases that effect.) 

His face is in the foreground but his lower body is in the extreme 

background, giving us the sense that he is moving towards us.

The jars and pouches are in the background, the middle ground, and 

the foreground (even closer than the man), making sure we notice 

them.

Advance to the eleventh slide and explain that one way we can spot the 

effects of different rules of notice is to imagine how something would 

change if they were used differently. If we change from a low angle to a 

high angle he is much less impressive and even a bit silly looking.

Advance to the twelfth slide and explain that once we understand how 

line, shape, angle and distance work separately, we can look at how they 

combine – what we call the composition of an image.
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Media makers use lines, shapes, colour, contrast and focus together 

to tell the audience what to pay attention to and to guide their eyes 

through it. They can also use patterns like repeated or contrasted 

lines, shapes or colours to intensify particular effects. 

In the broadest terms, a composition can either be symmetrical, which 

makes it feel stable and static, or asymmetrical, which makes it more 

dynamic. People or things that are at the center of the image draw 

our attention most easily, as do those that are largest and (as we 

noted earlier) those that are in the foreground or in focus. Things at 

the bottom of the image feel heavier or more grounded while those at 

the top feel lighter and more free.

Advance to the thirteenth slide and ask:

When you look at an image, how are colour, planes, shape and 

contrast used to draw your attention and direct your eye? What 

patterns or contrasts do you see? How does it use symmetry or 

asymmetry? Where are things placed, and to what effect?

One of the most useful tools for understanding composition – both 

when making or “reading” media – is the rule of thirds.

Start by dividing any image into three along both the vertical and 

horizontal planes. This helps you see at a glance how symmetrical the 

image is.

In general, our attention is naturally drawn to things that either are 

framed in the middle of one of these boxes, along one of the lines, – 

and, especially, where the lines intersect.

In this image, the rule of thirds lets us see clearly that the composition 

is asymmetrical – adding to that sense of dynamism. The man’s face 

has a square to itself, making sure we pay attention to it, and the top 

line crosses the word “Ragnarok” with the same effect.

The lower-right “power point” spotlights not just the jar in the 

foreground but the name of the brand as well.

Advance to the fourteenth slide and tell students that after asking 

“What?” and “So?”, our third question is “So What?” – what does this 

mean? We might ask why the maker made these choices, or what impact 

they might have on people or the world.



©MEDIASMARTS 2026    www.mediasmarts.ca 7

MIRROR IMAGE

Why might the makers have used the image of a hairy, aggressive man, 

the word “Ragnarok,” and rules of notice that communicate strength, 

danger and energy?

Prompting questions: 

Who is the ad aimed at? (Who do they hope will buy this product?)

Young men.

What might people who see the ad think about the product?

That it is exciting and masculine, and that it gives you energy.

Now advance to the fifteenth slide and tell students that they are going 

to go through the same process with this ad:

What do we see? 

•	 Who and what is in the image? What is happening? What does the 

text say?

•	 What is not included that might reasonably be?

Advance to the sixteenth slide and ask:

•	 How are the rules of notice we’ve focused on (line and shape, angle 

and distance, and composition) used? 

•	 Note that you’ve put the rule-of-thirds grid on top of the image to 

help them see the composition more clearly.

•	 Prompting questions:

•	 What lines and shapes do we see? 

•	 Imagine tracing lines or shapes over the parts of this image. What 

would we see?

•	 Are we looking up at the woman, down at her, or at a level angle?

•	 How far away from us is she?

•	 Is the composition symmetrical or asymmetrical?

•	 What does it draw our attention to?

Advance to the seventeenth slide and ask students to discuss the second 

step, “So?” 
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What is the effect of these choices?

•	 What claims about the product are made in the text?

•	 What is not said about the product in the text?

•	 What is the mood of the image?

•	 What do we think about the woman? How do the rules of notice make 

her seem different from the man? 

•	 Highlight how the use of lines and shapes make her seem strong 

but also emphasize her thinness.

Advance to the eighteenth slide and ask, So what? What is the meaning 

or implications of those choices? 

•	 Why might the makers have made these choices? What was their 

goal?

•	 Who is the intended audience?

•	 What do they want that audience to think about the product?

•	 Prompt: The makers of the first ad wanted us to associate the 

product with being manly and exciting, the makers of this one 

want us to associate the product with…

•	 How is that different from the explicit claims about the product in 

the text?

Explain to students that is what the ad is selling: Nicotine pouches are 

manly and exciting or Use nicotine pouches and you will be active, calm, 

and thin.

If it did not come up, make sure to note that the second message is 

very different from the explicit claim being made in that ad (“nicotine 

pouches are practical and have flavours.”)

Project the nineteenth slide and distribute the handout Mirror Image. 

On the first page, students should use the template to note how the 

image uses the three rules of notice they have learned about in the 

lesson: line and shape, angle and distance, and composition.

Advance to the twentieth slide and tell students you will leave the 

image on screen with the “rule of thirds” grid overlaid for them.
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On the second page, students should make notes in the “What? So? 

So what?” format:

Under “What?”, summarize what they noted on the first page about 

the three rules of notice, as well as noting the content of the image 

(What are you seeing?)

Under “So?”, note the effect or impact of the maker’s choices. (So how 

do those choices affect us? What do they make us think or feel?)

Under “So what?”, note the meaning or implication of those choices. 

(What was the maker’s goal or message? Who is the intended 

audience?)

You can have students do this activity individually, in pairs or in 

small groups. If time permits, you can have pairs/groups share their 

combined analysis with the rest of the class.

Make sure students understand this is a counter-advertisement or 

parody ad that is aimed at showing both how tobacco ads portray 

smoking (as cool and glamorous) and how it actually affects you (it 

damages your lungs.)

Distribute the assignment sheet Mirror Message. Tell students they are 

going to create a counter-advertisement that will respond to the message 

of one of the two ads you studied or, if they prefer, another message they 

have seen about nicotine or tobacco products. 

Remind students that they are the “content experts” of their own 

media lives. Their ad should reflect their experience and look like 

something their audience would actually see.

While students are working, circulate and use a “hand signals” check: 

when you come near, have students either:

•	 knock twice on their desks (to signal they feel confident in the 

progress of their work),

•	 hold their hands parallel to their desks (to signal that they have some 

questions or would like some support), or

•	 wobble their hands (to show they are having a lot of difficulty.) 
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If students are having trouble thinking of themes, you can suggest one of 

these:

•	 The Puppet Master: How big tobacco companies trick you into a 

lifetime of paying them money.

•	 The Tobacco Trap: The way that nicotine makes you unable to feel 

happiness when you try to quit, or the social isolation of needing to 

vape every few minutes.

•	 The Brain Booster Myth: Exposing the lie that nicotine has positive 

effects on your health or wellness.

If time permits, have students share and explain their ads with the class.

CONSOLIDATION

A few days to a week after the lesson, remind students of the “What? So? 

So What?” analysis you did on the ads. Tell students that we can take “So 

what?” a step further and ask what a text says about the world in general.

Have students write a short reflection that answers the following 

questions:

•	 What does the first ad say about what men are (or should be) like?

•	 What does the second ad say about what women are (or should be) 

like?

•	 What do the two ads together say about How men and women are 

similar or different?

This can be done either as a “bell ringer” at the beginning of a class or an 

“exit ticket” at the end. 



©MEDIASMARTS 2026    www.mediasmarts.ca

Mirror Message

For this project you will are make a parody ad that will counter tobacco ad messaging. 

STEP 1: CHOOSE YOUR ANGLE AND AUDIENCE

What message are you countering? 

•	 It could be a message from one of the ads we 

looked at in class, or other messages you’ve seen 

about tobacco products like cigarettes, vapes or 

nicotine pouches. 

•	 It does not have to be a message you’ve seen in 

paid ads! You can counter messages you’ve seen 

in unpaid posts on social media, in movies or 

music, or any where else.

What audience is your counter-ad aimed at?

•	 Think about things like age, gender and interests.

STEP 2: APPLY YOUR “RULES OF NOTICE”

Use at least two of these visual grammar tools to 

“inflect” your ad and tell the audience how to feel:

•	 Line and shape: Think about how the “language” 

of lines and shapes can create the feeling you 

want.

•	 Angle and distance: Consider how angles 

(whether you are looking up or down at someone 

or something) can be used to make your point.

•	 Composition: Think about how symmetry or 

asymmetry can provoke the feeling you want or 

send a particular message. Use the rule of thirds to 

draw attention to particular details.

STEP 3: CREATE YOUR AD

You may create a:

1.	 Static Image: A poster or an Instagram post.

2.	 Storyboard: A 4-6 frame plan for a 15-second 

TikTok video. (Make sure it’s visually interesting, 

not just someone talking!)

3.	 Comic: A comic book page or cover. 

4.	 Meme: An image macro meme that mixes a found 

image and new text. (Remember that your image 

must still show an understanding of the rules of 

notice you’ve learned about.)

5.	 Another visual product: a t-shirt, a video game 

screen, et cetera. (Talk to me before choosing one 

of these.)

The ad should reflect your experience and look like 

something your audience would actually see.

STUDENT HANDOUT 

MIRROR IMAGE

PAGE 1 OF  2
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STEP 4: REFLECTION (SHOW YOUR WORK)

Answer these questions to justify your process. This is 

the most important part of your grade!

1.	 What? (The Text): What is in your ad? What 

specific Rule of Notice did you use (e.g., color, 

angle), and where is it in your ad? 

2.	 So? (The Interpretation): How is that Rule of 

Notice supposed to make the audience feel? 

3.	 So What? (The Evaluation): How do your choices 

send the message you want about nicotine? Why 

do you think it will be effective with the audience 

you chose? 

MIRROR IMAGE

PAGE 2 OF  2
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Mirror Image

Angle and Distance

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

Line and Shape

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

Composition

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________
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Mirror Image

So?

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

What?

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

So What?

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________
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