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Families ON Television
Families AND Television

by David Considine, Ph.D
Appalachian State University
Boone, NC

“Wedo things a little differently here in
Rome, Wisconsin, but more times than
not, we get it right,”

Jill Brock, on Picket Fences

One of the basic principles of media literacy
tells us that audiences negotiate meaning,
recognizing, responding and reading media
messages within the context of their own
perceptions and experiences. They filter,
accept, reject, modify and clarify media
representations of individuals, (Diana,
Princess of Wales) issues (welfare reform)
and institutions, (school, the family) not in
isolation, but within the framework of the
world that they themselves have
experienced. Their willingness to accept or
reject media messages, is based in part on
the degree to which these representations
support or subvert, contradict or coincide
with their own world view.

Media Literacy also asks students to
consider these media constructions and
representations by exploring “the relation
between media texts and actual places,
people, events, ideas, stereotyping and
consequences”(Buckingham 1993, p. 132).
By asking our students to compare and
contrast schools on the screen with their
own school, or film families with their own
home life for example, we not only engage
them in an examination of media literacy
principles, but also in the study of the two
primary institutions through which they are
socialized. In Honey I'm Home: Sitcoms and
the Selling of the American Dream, author
Gerard Jones suggests that: “The sitcom
may even be a teacher...I know when I was
little I used to search domestic comedies
for clues to how the grown-up world
functioned outside what I could see in my
own home.”(1992 p. 5) Jones also
introduces the commercial and industrial
context in which these programs are created
and inso doing directs us to a third principle
of media literacy, namely that all media are
commercial constructions. The program

content in which our favorite television
families (the Huxtables on Cosby; the
Connors on Roseanne; the Keatons on
Family Ties, the Taylors on Home
Improvement) appear, he suggests, cannot
be isolated from the demographics of the
viewing audience. Consisting largely of
teens, children and some of their parents,
the composition of the audience requires
that “the shows avoid pure childishness and
toss the adults a little something; targeting
the material at about a 13 year old mentality
covers both bases” (p. 250).

Of course not all families on television
appear in sitcoms. The Salinger family in
Fox’s award-winning Party of Five are
definitely not the stuff of comedy. 7th
Heaven and Picket Fences can be classified
as dramedies, blending the comedic with
the dramatic, though not always in equal
measure. Even programs that do not
primarily deal with the family, such asE.R.
and Chicago Hope offer an opportunity to
see how professionals (doctors, lawyers
etc.) balance their home life and their
worklife. In Chicago Hope, Kate Austin
struggled perpetually with her former
husband, her desire to be a good mother
and her ambition to become chief of
surgery. Geoffrey Geiger, her arch nemesis,
gave up medicine when he adopted a
daughter. Billy Kronk abandoned his own
professional ethics and surrendered to his
personal emotions when he attempted to
terminate the life of his father who suffered
from Alzheimer’s. Almost anywhere we
look on television we see images of the
family reflected back at us from news to
comedy, to drama and the emerging
genres. This being the case, an exploration
of families on television can also lead to a
study of media categories including the
codes and conventions of these genres.

Through TIE, we share media literacy teaching
ideas. We dedicate a section in each Telemedium for
the exchange. You are encouraged to send us your

ideas, activities, thoughts, and questions.

In short, to study the family on television is
to explore fundamental principles of media
literacy while also examining the
compuosition, values and evolution of the
family as a social unit and the American
family as a nation. The presence or absence
of minority characters, the representation
of people of color, the affirmation or
marginalizing of alternative lifestyles and
sexual preference; all of these can be
interpreted as cues and clues to the
changing composition and demographics
of our society and therefore us as the
viewing audience. While many if not most
members of the television audience may
tune in for escape, entertainment,
distraction or just to kill time, sociologists
recognize a stronger connection. In Prime
Time: How TV Portrays American Culture
researchers describe a symbiotic
relationship between the viewers and the
viewed. “Television has stretched, bent,
and reshaped its fictional families to fit a
changing world. In the process it has
affected the habits and lives of real-world
families.” (Lichter et al 1994, p. 176).

Putting the ME in MEdia
Putting the ME in MEaning

Not everyone is happy with just how far
television has “stretched, bent and
reshaped” its families. The behavior of
Kelly and Bud Bundy (Married With
Children) not to mention their parents, is
seen by many as an example of just how
far family values have declined both onand
off the screen. The Simpsons, many believe
is only marginally better, though this
viewpoint seems to suffer from a surface
reading or a preoccupation with Bart and
Homer. Many of the attitudes and actions
evidentin Marge and Lisa Simpson are quite
compatible with traditional family values.






