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president to come of age in the television

era, said: “Television has been an integral
part of my life and I’ve always believed that
it has enormous influence upon our culture.
And also reflects our culture. It’s a reflection
of what’s happening in America and where
we're going.”

In a 1996 interview, Bill Clinton, the first

Of course those reflections are not confined
to simply a window on the world, or a mirror,
showing America to itself. Nor have they
ever been. As a child growing up in Australia
during the 1950s and 60s I found myself
raised in two cultures. The immediate work-
ing class world of Melbourne’s northern sub-
urbs, a world where we did not own a televi-
sion set until the early 60s, and the wider
social and cultural environment that televi-
sion then presented to me.

It included, at least the way 1 processed the
medium, some rather unrealistic attempts to
compare my family and our social station—
not to mention our emotional and psycholog-
ical stability—with the happy denizens of
Father Knows Best, The Donna Reed
Show, Leave it to Beaver, The Nelsons and
of course The Patty Duke Show. Years later
when I read Call Me Anna and saw the A&L
special on the Nelson family, 1 came to real-
ize that beneath the surface of domestic bliss,
these families too were deeply dysfunctional.
As Lisa Simpson told her father, “the sad
truth is, all families are like us.”

As the primary institution that socializes us,
the tamily has a fascinating, rich and intrigu-
ing relationship with television, the principal
institution (did someone say what about
school?) that socializes us into the wider
world beyond our homes. In the wake of
national tragedics like the Columbine High
school shooting in Colorado, it becomes
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Homer: “Sometimes I think we're the worst family in town.”
Lisa: “The sad truth is, all families are like us.”

fashionable to attack television and other
mass media programming. Such attacks,
while well-meaning, frequently create a hos-
tile climate that fails to factor in parental
responsibility, the concept of co-viewing,
and almost never engages in the process of
identifying quality television fare.

“Qur failure to identify such programs robs us
of eftective teaching tools, denies students a
deeper appreciation of television and results
in a blanket-condemnation of the industry,
which is demeaning to many of the men and
women who write, create and produce televi-
sion because thy believe it can be an uplifting
human experience that both entertains and
educates.” (Considine and Haley 1999 p. 195)
1t also creates a media mindset that focuses on
what the media DO TO US rather than what
WE DO WITH THE MEDIA.

In reality, media literacy advocates can use
television representations of the family to

Fox’s award-winning Party of Five.
With deceased parents, the Salinger
family of San Francisco are farced to

go it alone. It has launched movie
careers for Neve Campbell and Scott
Woalf among others of the cast.

The Simpsons

teach WITH media and ABOUT media. It is
an exercise that students, young and old alike
are thoroughly responsive to. As such it is a
bridge-building exercise that links the cur-
riculum of the classroom to the curriculum of
the living room. The gap between the cogni-
tive culture of the classroom and the affec-
tive, mood-dominated culture of television
has been made all the more apparent to me
this spring,

Visiting schools across the country, | have
spoken to thousands of middle school and
high school students. There is little doubt that
the majority of these students watch
Dawson’s Creek, perhaps the most commer-
cially successful and controversial attempt to
capture the teen television market. It is also
perfectly apparent that few of their teachers
are familiar with the program and that few of
the young people that I have spoken to,
watch with their parents.

From the beginning the program courted con-
troversy. Its first season featured a story line
with a 15-year-old boy sleeping with his English
teacher. Yet it is also a cautionary tale. This sea-
son, town bad girl, Abbie, plunged to her death
and drowned after a drunken binge. Sixteen-
year-old Dawson, is the poster boy for the absti-
nence only curriculum. Other sexually active
teens are frequently shown to be responsible and
concerned with safe sex.

Most of this behavior of course oceurs in the
almost total absence of parental input and
guidance. “1 don’t want another friend, or
buddy, I want a father,” Dawson bitterly tells
his Dad who seems well-meaning but lacking
in parenting skills. But Dawson has it good
compared to his pal Pacic. Sitting on the beach
at night, the boy talks to his father who is
unconscious from drinking. “Why can’t you
sec me man? When did you give up on me?






