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Lesson Plan – Identifying the Components of a Commentary 

Objectives 

 Students will be able to define the standard parts of a commentary 

 Students will be able to identify the standard parts of a commentary 

 Students will develop a better understanding of the role of identity and perspective in 

forming a commentary 

 Students will develop passive and active listening skills  

Ages: 12+ (Media contains references to violence and crime) 

Duration: 45 minutes – 1 hour 

Materials 

 Handout: Identifying the components of a commentary 

 Pen or pencil 

 Audio and/or video player (media located on Youth Radio website) 

Notes for Teachers 

Passive listening is listening for general impressions of a piece. It’s how most of the public 

consumes radio. In radio, most listeners only get to hear the content once (unlike print, where 

you can go back and re-read points that you didn’t understand) and may not always remember 

specifics. Ideally, though, they will come away with a general “feel” for the story, and may only 

find deeper meaning with additional discussion. 

Active listening is listening for structure and technique. It’s how many editors listen to radio 

when they are trying to figure out how to improve a piece, or what listeners do when they want 

to analyze a piece deeply. You’ve usually already heard the piece at least once (passive listen) 

before you listen actively. It may help to have the transcript of a piece in front of you while you 

listen. 
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Instructions 

Step 1: Practice Passive Listening 

 Watch/listen to this award-winning video commentary by Joshua Clayton, who shares his 

perspective growing up in West Oakland, California. He starts out this video version “Welcome 

to my hood,” inviting us to see his struggles in becoming a man and a role model to his younger 

cousin, while living amidst violence and poverty. 

After listening once through, think back to the content of the commentary and answer the 

following questions to the best of your ability: 

 What was the commentary about? 

 What is the point he is trying to make? (ALT: What is his message?) 

 What was your impression of the commentary? 

 What do you remember best? 

 What did you like? 

 What would you have added or changed? 

 Were there any words or phrases you didn’t understand or found confusing? 

 NOTE: You can also check out the Center for Media Literacy’s five key questions for 

media inquiry as a good additional resource! 

Step 2: Practice Active Listening: 

Have your group read the Youth Radio handout (see below) about identifying the components 

of a commentary. You may also want to follow along with the text of the piece, 

available here. Then listen/watch the commentary a second time. As you listen, try to identify 

the structural parts of the commentary (lede, scene, argument, evidence and conclusion).  

After listening for the second time, look back at the content of the commentary and use the 

following questions for discussion: 

 What was the lede/teaser? 

 What was the scene? 

 What argument/evidence did he present? 

 What was his conclusion? 

 Did your impression of the commentary change when you listened a second time? If so, 

how? 

http://www.medialit.org/reading-room/five-key-questions-form-foundation-media-inquiry
http://www.medialit.org/reading-room/five-key-questions-form-foundation-media-inquiry
http://www.kqed.org/a/http:/www.kqed.org/a/perspectives/R201310100735/R201310100735
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 Who is the target audience of Joshua’s commentary? In other words, who do you think he is 

talking to? How can you tell? 

 How do you think different audiences would react to his commentary? Why? 

 Who is Joshua in the context of this commentary? 

 What gives him the “authority” to talk about this issue? 

 Do you think Joshua is the “right” person to deliver this message? Why or why not? 

 How would the commentary have been different if Joshua didn’t live in the 

neighborhood? If he had been a different age? Race? Gender? Occupation? 

 What lifestyles or views are represented in Joshua’s commentary? Which lifestyles are 

omitted in his commentary? 

 Is Joshua pushing against certain generalizations or stereotypes? About which groups or 

communities? 

 What changes, if any, would you make to his commentary? 
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BACKGROUND: Identifying the Components of a Commentary  

 

Commentary topics vary from person to person, but the general structure of a commentary 

usually has a few standard parts. Check out the components, listed below, and think about how 
they can help you write your own commentary. 

 

COMPONENTS OF A COMMENTARY 

Tease/Lede: The part of the commentary that “hooks” you, grabbing your interest so that you 
want to keep on listening. It’s usually the opening to the commentary. Effective ledes use 
narrative techniques, such as humor, intrigue or controversy, to draw the listener in. If your 
opening makes people say, “Ooh, tell me more about that,” then you’ve accomplished your 
goal. 

Example: “Growing up as a young, black male in America is not easy. Sometimes it feels 
like I’m walking on eggshells just to walk a straight line…”  

Example “I was 16 years old when I found out that I had been diagnosed with high-
functioning autism.…” 

Tag: This is the part of the commentary where the speaker identifies him or herself. This can 
occur near the beginning or end of the commentary, depending on the outlet.  

Example: “With a commentary, I’m Darelle Brown.” 

Example: “With a perspective, I’m Femi Ajala.” 
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Scene: Good storytellers know that a little description goes a long way. Taking a few seconds to 

describe a personal event that applies to the point you want to make will help listeners understand who 

you are and where you’re coming from. You don’t have a lot of time to draw out the story, so focus on 

one specific example. 

Example: “I often catch myself smiling whenever I’m in conversations with upper-class 
white folks, so they won’t feel threatened by my presence. There’s been times when I’ve 
walked down the street and seen car doors lock and purses tucked tighter.”   

Example: “I was sitting in my tenth grade class and my special ed teacher was going over 
an interesting article about different types of ‘learning disabilities.’ She stopped and told 
the class that we were all on the autism spectrum. Immediately, my heart dropped.”  

Argument/Evidence: Your argument is the “point” or take-away message of the commentary. It 

should be firmly based in the speaker’s experience. The speaker will use evidence, like examples or 

statistics, to persuade the listener that the argument makes sense. 

Example: “I worry a lot of being misinterpreted as a thug, even at my classes at the 
college of Alameda. I never ask questions, so that other student’s wouldn’t hear how I 

speak and associate my language with a thug. All that changed when I recently was 
recruited to join a class that’s specifically for men of color. We learn professional and 

public speaking skills and how to be leaders and improvise in tough situations.” 

Example: “Music came easy to me. I could replicate any rhythm, even if I had only heard 
it once. In class I would drum on the desks. When there was no furniture around, I'd tap 
on my head and stomach and chatter my teeth. In high school I started producing my 

own music. Unlike some of my peers, I never got tired of working on my beats. I found 
out later that people with autism tend to have a keen interest. I started thinking autism 

might not be a disadvantage after all. When it comes to music, it feels like a 
superpower.” 

Conclusion: The conclusion wraps up the commentary, giving listeners a sense of closure. There 

are many ways to conclude your commentary -- examples include a witty line, a powerful 
statement, an answer to a question or ending to a story proposed earlier in the commentary, or 
a summary of the main point stated in a different way. 

Example: “We all come from different backgrounds, but we all share the same desire, to 

get a college degree. I believe this class will help me become more comfortable and 
confident, and help me change other peoples’ opinions of all young black males in 

America.”  

Example: “Eventually, I started to tell people close to me that I am autistic, and they 
seemed okay with it. Instead of judging me, they told me that's part of what makes me 
unique.” 


