" TebsUrfer and a'tather indiscriminats tele¥

it was because their'g

College-agers

‘But why, they wondered, could't some programs
be targeted to them After watching fund drives, they figured
eneration has 0o money. . -

By Jeny M. Landay "

-had a consciousness-raising encounter with networ

qume of Generation X’s best and brightést recently & -

and public television. The results suggests to me'at ™

least, that it's vital for PBS leaders and planners to-think
about what these coliege teens think—and the opportuni-
v they represept, ~ S L
. PBS lost ther after Sesame Street. 1discovered them’
in'the “Issues in Television™ class [ teach to undergrad-
uate Chancellor’s Hondrs students at the University of .
IMingis. LT - ;
"1 gave them 4 critical viewing assignment that recon-

Vi

kigs:"delight and surprise, relief that their elders had /.
misrépresented the dangers of‘indulging, anid confusion
and.concern about the experience,
.. In the reports and discussion that followe; the St
dents described-their. PBS viewing experience-as a redis:
covery. ‘A-number said-they'd previously avoided deé
immersion in public TV-because of what' they'd heard
... from parents and peers—namely, that PBSwis*notg-
', - rigusly boring.”-Nottrue:hey found. T hey acknowl-
edged they liked quality lelevision; Férinstance; manyef
.them found Age-You Being Served geniinely funny, and
MdeNeilyLiekrer gnriching afid informative
' _-wOnetypical student comment: *Beirig 4"t

have niot watched PBS oo often;

L wever afi
night of !v_ig\ying‘;"l in’ie’t}dﬁto-waii: ‘more,” 41"

b
. BiivWwhy, they'wondered: ¢atiin
) 1i

pledged funds: . .- .. ., ! [ :
Their critiques project a sense of confusion about.. ...
PBS’s identity. Is it about serving the public interesy or .-
about finding ways (o raise cash? If it truly serves, =
American cultural needs and tastes;as it claims, then why
is 50 much of it British? And why is it, a number
wondered, that PBS
and premoting its.wares that “we have little idea of .
what's on?” Lt
I urged the 19 honors students to bring their full
consciousness to the experience as they logged and
criliqued programs, ads and promotional spots during .-
four-and-z-haif hours of commercial network television, -
Several weeks later. [ asked them 1o warch public tele-
vision and do the same, : Co
They reported that the evening marathon of commer-
cial network-watching left them “tired” and “‘exhausted,”
and their brains “fried” by a “bombardment™ of more -
than 130 commercial spoisand program promos. They. -
all said they’d never before been aware of alf the blows to.
the head they’d had to absorb, - N
When they subsequently were exposed 1o public. TV,
virtually ail described it as an act of deliverance, *Per- 1.
haps the one thing that it added 1o my viewing pleasure,”. |
one student said, “was the knowledge that PBS:-would be:
a commercial-free evening, It's amazing whata differénce .
that makes!™ Another commented similarly: *1 did not
have to put up.a shield in order 1o protect myself against. .
the.advertisers.” .. ‘ : s
One student expressed surprise ihat American public ..:
television: “is a completely different system than the ;-
networks or cable television. .- . The PBS shows were lesg

professional and less stylized than network programming,

but their material and.the- manner in which it.was - - ...
presented-was much more gratifying for the. viewer.™ * -
(“Less professional,” we later delermined in discussion,:. "/

- meant fewer glitzy visual effects.) SRR A

-~ One wrote that in his first perusal of a publicFV .-

. brogram guide, he was amazed at the diversity: “I
discovered that the station....., aired rock concerts; magic.

- shows, documentaries,” in addition to children's.shows.:.

"It is hard to find such diversity on any other

station™ ... It is' similar to a full slate of cable stations

nected these nearly-twentysomethings with public tete= > -
Their experience was something akin to their first:

pays so litile attention to advertising . .

wondered, “will-it be
handful of profit-drive

500-chainnel cabl

allowed fo'stand ‘alone as a, en
_way aconcert should—through the sirength ofth
alone. o -

o
However, performers J

es Taylor, Elton Jo! :
Peter, Paui'&: Mary were seen ‘as “someéwhat past their -
‘prime” and chosen for their appeal 10°‘the ‘moneyéd baby-
boomer generation. Couldn’t PBS do theisame for some”
of-the musical favorites-of their génération? - N

“College students are lefi ouit,” one comiplained. *PES
-shouid promote more programming for & larger targe

ience: des college students. ~. 77, 1
bunch-—bright, aware, interested.
world—is precisely the audience .
grooming for the good of their: .

" and plugged intv the i
that PBS oight to be’
-future and its own. ) )
These honors students are. among the most talented . -

* and highly motivated undergrids.on the 1llineis campus.

Along with outstanding academic records, they brought.

from high school 2 penchant for clear thinking and E
writing. . L T s

- They are typically unpretentious in the midwestern - .

manner—activist and achievement-oriented, The class
ranged in age.from [8.10 21, their academic specializa-
tions spapning the sciences and humanities. They spend
as'many hours a week, on averagg=——beiween 9 and 117"

" hours—reading and lisiening to the radio as waiching
TV.: - s e o '

. ~They conform’quite closely to'the demographers
‘profile of Generation. X: they:view.theif economic -
. prospectsidismally and aré therefore not:as conservative

as the boomers who immediately de them, They:are

‘The'students’ critiques “project a sénse’
of confusion ahout PBS's identity. s it .

- about seivi

* serves American cultiral needs and . -
-tastes, as’it claims; then why is:so.niuch.
of it British?” R : ‘

".. ty, one Wrote, “it’s really: the same produc

- . involved, several students urged p

. systent-has 10 sto
* - ‘business.” Others

and'they Guestion the’ myths and
ders. Several challenged the docs
"free.market’’ knows best what... i
 Rather than providi

- They arg increasingly interested in news.and.curre
affairs, Educated though they were

: ive campaign 1o create a.ng
rs:unik-al PBS, using the NPR n

‘They vintually snanimously condemned the sysi

-dgpendence on pledge drives. They labelled.as “sad” and,
“'pitiful” the irony that.the “qualily broadcas

~ereasingly. must rely i

- convert 1o, PBS complain

that *it-is pitiful that th
rel.in ordet to stay.in;

: 54
': than @ call-to'detig
public broadcasting,
that "' better'soluti
must be foun

C imperative.'" If
the task for overhauling traditional broadeast arrange.
ments is tough now, this honors student wondered, "will"
it be any easier when 3 handfu) of, driveén compa-
nigs ‘owns a S00-chinne| cable universe?” That sense
urgency was Teflected in many of the siudénts’ repoi :
_ - To me, their signals were clear. [f PBS wants to win'
the loyalty of Generation X;-it must;-# 727 "
W give' them programming that suits the tastes.- Th
relationship should not end abruptly at Sesgme Street.
Adr their musical-favarites in concert, From time 1o tife:
talk about the issues that matter to them on MacNeil/
Lebrer, and invite somie of their.peers 16 discuss them.
Why leave it o MTV? © %7 77 = T e
B promote PBS programs more effectively on'the local
level—in campus and high scheol newspapers, for in-" -
stance—and on the radio stations they Histen 10, Tha .
need not be costly, Promote memberships and program
guides at a pricé they can afford, e
W find a way to recruit them to the cause of & stronger,
more financially, and creatively independent television .
service, which most'said they Want, .~ -7

Were these students 1éiling e what T watited 16 héar?

TI'doubt it. Their mindsare open, but 1heir ¢ vughts and
canclusions are their own, There was o doubt of that ™"~
from the very firsi day of class, What is also clear is that
public-broadeasting very much needs to recruit Genera-.

One student policy paper conicluded: “Tt is 'y hope
that the *new" PBS will be able 1o draw enough sudien
away from the commercial networks that they will :
improve the guaity of their own programming;
competitive] forces they regard as -

Champaign-Urbang, and 3

‘previously served asa
Ci
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