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Princeton schools at forefront of media awareness

Not talking about TV reminds me of the story
of the elephant in the living rcom and no one
wanting 1o talk about it. I'm sympathetic.

There are many reasons why people choose
not to talk about how they use the media.
especially TV: if vou don't talk about it. you
don't give i1 undeserved recognition: even
better, if vou don’t own a TV set, then your kids
won’t be harmed: or, if you use it sparingly. vou
lessen its effects upon you and your family.

But that doesn’'t work. Studies show that
talking about TV with kids is the best way to
counieract its negative impact. And you also
have the chance to learn more about your child.
Asuaults and children don't see the same TV,
While you prefer the Cosbys, your offspring
may delight in the doings of the dysfunctional
Simpsons.

From Imus in the Moming to Letterman at
night, we are deluged by hundreds, perhaps

thousands. of media messages — and not just
from TV, but also from radio. magazines.
newspapers, billboards. even from logos on
T-shirts and baseball caps. Mass media are no
longer peripheral o our lives, Media portrayals
infleence our attitudes and beliefs about racial.
gthaic and sexual minorities. They teach our
children how to treat the elderly. people with
disabilities and each other.

Growing up in an image culture. unaware and
overloaded with implicit and explicit media
messages. our young are like fish swimming in
poliuted water. They are not able w0 separate
themselves from the toxic effects of mindless
viewing. Worse yet. they don't even realize
there is a problem. :

A report from a July conference held by the
federal departments of justice, education. health
and human services wams that TV violence ¢an
be addictive. that the more violence one sees.

the more **jolts per minute'’ are needed to keep
viewers watching. The violence issue is just the
tip of the iceberg. So-calied "‘reality’” shows
such as **Rescue 911°* and the bluming of news
and entertainment present equally alarmung
problems.

This is as much a Princeton issue as it is
anywhere else. Some Princeton children live in
homes where the television set is on for more
than seven hours a day. Some teen-agers in our
community learn most of what they know about
lifestyles, problem solving and social behaviar
from watching talk shows. MTV, sitcoms and
so8ps.

1t's true for adults, too. How do we come to
know what we know — or think we know? For
most of us. the answer would be essentially the
same: through the media. Recall being glued 1o
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the set during the Anita
Hill-Clarence Thomas event? Re-
member feeling grimly fascinated
by the ‘‘instant history’” of the
Persian Gulf War? .

A Roper Poll recently reported
that 81 percent of North Americans
get their news from television.
However, most of us are increasing-~
ly dissatisfied with the quality of
television and other media. The
problem is that too many of us feel
that there’s nothing anyocne can do
about it. B

Not so. Some Princeton parents
and teachers are taking action 1o.sec
that our kids and other community
members . have the chance to be-
come smart media consumers, Two
years ago, the Princeton
Parent-Teachers Organization and
the teachers association. the Prince-
ton Regional Education Associa-
tion, decided that it was time to

Jearn-more-about the effects of the—

media upon learning. With the sup-
port of the school board. a
school-community venture began.
First. media scholar and expert
on TV violence, Dr. George
Gerbner from the Annenberg
School for Communication, the
University of Pennsylivania, spoke
at 4 public meeting. Then two smail
planning groups consisting of

.parents. teachers' and community

members met with Dr. Gerbner and
discussed ways to develop a media
awareness program, primarily
within the schools.

As a result of this effort, the
Princeton High School curricuium
now includes media literacy train-
ing for all ninth grade students. The
aim of the program is not to teach
students what to think about the
media, but to give swudents the
critical skills that will guide them to
discover the hidden messages be-
hind what they see. The curriculum
is designed to reinforce tolerance
and respect for others by evaluating
media stereotyping. and to en-
courage a healthy skepticism about
the media. especially television

_news, commercials and enteriain-

ment Programs.
Media education workshops were
offered for the first time at the

" district’s February Institute, a small

number of media-literate high
school students began training other
students through the Career Aware-
ness Program and the PTO sponsor-
ed an evening discussion group on
the topic of Media Portrayal and the
Female Image.

The Princeton community is a~

‘pioneer in the area of media educa-

tion. Such efforts are - virtually
non~-existent throughout the state —
and even throughout the Country!
But we need to do more. Most of us
agree that censorship is not the
answer and we are skeptical about
the effect of labels and wamings as
answers to the violence problem.
Everyone has a stake in this issue
— as parents, 45 CONSUMELS, as

_citizens and as concetned communi-

ty members. We need to widen the

=

approach so that every interested
Princeton resident has the chance 10
take a more active role in creating
solutions o our media and culiural
problems. Through a combination
of community organization and a
sound . media education program
available to everyone, we can in-
fluence the way we use media and
in the process improve upon our
children’s cultural environment.

" The Princeton schools will con-
tinue their ‘good wark by further
developing the media literacy cur-
riculum. “All students need to be
trained to be media literate. After
school media education programs
taught by media-literate high schooi
students would be a good idea.
Princeton churches and other social
agencies could become involved
with these efforts. The PTO should
sponsor- more opportunitics  for
parents to participate in workshops
on how 10 critically watch and
evaluate TV with their children.

_If the media_ars part of the
problem, the media might also be
part ‘of the solution. Princeton
media producers — newspapers.
cable television, radio and indepen-
dent media businesses — can takc
part in our community initiative. In
effect, ask the media to teach com-
munity groups and agencies how to
create their own news features,

public service announcements and -

interview shows. We would alli
benefit from a more realistic under-
stajiding of the media business. its
constraints. codes and conventions.

iPrinceton High School students

" have produced fine samples ‘of

anti-ads, .montages and . parodies,
which ‘cleverly address social and
cultural’ problems, Several years
ago, my video -production students
created a mini-documentary on the
changes in the New Jersey Drug
Laws. The project required ex-
tensive research. including inter-
views with state legal authoritics
and the Princeton police. The stu-
dent producers then presented the
video to the high school health
classes for analysis and discussion.

While we tend to focus on the
negative aspects of the media, we

should--not’ diminish  the positive

effects. Used well. the media can
help us 10 better understand our
wonld. ]

Like it or not. television is here to
stay. But we can do something
about its poliuting messages. We
can teach our kids not 1o believe
everything they see or hear, but to
question the ‘‘facts,”” to read the
screen and to evaluate ail media
with a critical eye and ear,

We can leamn how to use TV and
other media as a learning tool, as a
positive influence in our lives and
the lives of our children. But we
can't do much if we don't start
talking about what's going on, and
then decide 10 join those communi-
ty members who have already
stanted to do something about it.
Remember: 500 channels are jusi
around the corner.

Ms. Huchet is an English teacher
at Princeton High School.




