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culture that becomes a stranger to its
own inner human needs — which are,
for better or worse, unquantifiable,
intuitive and mysterious — is a culture that has
lost touch with the best of its humanity... Why
is it so hard to acknowledge this dimension?
¥ — Norman Lear



Dear P_‘riends,

In early March, 1993, Children Now was privileged to join Stanford University and the UCLA Center for
Communication Policy to host our second annual conference on children and the media. This year

our topic was “Shaping Our Children’s Values: The Role of the Entertainment Media.”

The signs of children in crisis are all around us: in the hundreds of guns brought into classrooms every -
day, the unacceptable rates of teenage pregnancy and high school dropouts, the rising tide of drug
abuse and juvenile crime. Today, the choices a child makes have monumental consequences, and a
strong sense of values is vital to help kids choose wisely. Like it or not, it is no longer enough to turn to
‘families or schools alone for the solution. The media play a powerful role in children’s lives, and every
day the media are sending important messages to kids. Television shouldn’t be a scapegoat for the
problems we face, but it should be part of the solution.

For these reasons, we were pleased to gather many of the country’s top entertainment industry
producers and executives, along with leading academics, advocates and children’s experts, to explore

a number of important issues:

* What role can and do the media play in helping children develop a sound sense of values to prepare
them for the many difficult choices thgy need to make in the years ahead?

* What can be done to ameliorate the negative messages many children may currently be receiving
through the media?

* What steps can be taken to promote tolerance and respect by improving the quality of portrayals of

wormen and minorities on programming watched by children?

President Clinton's message to the conference and the series of meetings Vice President Gore has

convened on this subject have convinced us that this issue has captured the attention of our top

national leaders, and that the time is right for action. B.ut we need everyone’s help.

This report is meant to help spur new ideas and inspire each of us to do what we can to help produce
better results for kids. We hope you enjoy this report, and we look forward to hearing
your thoughts.
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James P. Steyer Donald Kennedy
Founder & President Chairman of the Board
Children Now ' Children Now




hildren grow up learning some

unusual lessons from TV: karate

you want; most people stick with
their own ethnic group; it's okay for super
heroes to kill off their enemies; sex is far more
common than abstinence; and it's funny, not

bad, to disobey your parents.

At a time when most Americans believe we are
facing a “crisis in values” in this country, are
these really the messages we want TV to send
our children? Even most kids say no. In a
recent Children Now poll, two-thirds of young
people ages 10 to 18 said that sex on TV
encourages kids their age to have sex hefore
they are ready, and that some shows
encourage kids to disrespect their parents.
Some shows send the message that “being
bad is coal,” says 14 year-old Rayelyn
Rodriguez. And when it comes to sex, "They
telt kids ‘Everybody’s doing it.” Then some kids
think, "Well, if everyone’'s doing it, why don't 1?”

Television has become today's storyteller. The
problem is, there are too few morals to its
tales. Even kids sorely miss them — eight out
of ten kids polled said television should teach
them right from wrong. And they should know.
By age 18, the average child will have watched
22,000 hours of TV — more time in front of
the tube than in the classroom. Children Now's

survey showed that two-thirds of kids live in

chops and trickery can get you what

- households with three or more sets; over half

have a TV in their bedroom and usually watch

TV without their parents.

When it tries, TV can teach values such as

tolerance and kindness and still remain

entertaining. Several studies of preschoolers,

for example, have found that children who
watch Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood and
Sesame Street got along better with other
children than those who didn't. TV's huge
unfulfilled promise, notes Norman Lear,

pioneering producer of such shows as Afl in

e

'NBC Nightly N(_-:_'w.s ﬂnch or Tom Brokaw.




the Family and The Jeffersons, is "to educate,
to heal...and to satisfy the hunger for

connectedness.”

The need for TV to fill this role has never been
greater. The splintering of families, the decline
in organized religion, and the disarray of public
schools have left many young peaple feeling
less connected than ever. The anchor they
really need, many argue, is a shared code of

I

universal values. Words like "virtue,” "morality”
and “shame” are back in vogue. A 1984
Newsweek poll found that B7 percent of those
polled blamed TV and other popular enter-
tainment for the country's moral crisis. NBC
News Anchor Tom Brokaw echoes this
concern. “| see what's happening with. kids in
the inner city,” he says, "and | see the iﬁfluence
of the box on their lives.” As the Chairman of
the Federal Communications Commission

recently said, TV is like a third parent.

While some in the industry deny responsibility,
" gthers are beginning to embrace it. “Just as
television was once én enabler of the nation’s
drug problem, | believe, to some extent it may.
today be an enabler of some of the prablems
afflicting our nation’s youth,” says Richard H.
Frank, president of the Academy of Television
Arts & Sciences. “Though TV may not be the
cause...those of us who work in television
should not feel we can walk away and wash our

hands of the problem.”
Confinued on next page




'.._"-F.’rjoduoers and children’s advocates often have
O .::e._.diffe‘rent idea of how best to meet the
" industry’s responsibility. Take the Mighty
. .--'Morphin Power Rangers, the TV show that has
b'oys joyfully karate-chopping each other on
p]aygr‘ounds. Producers defend their Saturday
- morning show by pointing to the kicker — a

‘two minute admonishment at the end of the

E My ¢ OWH 1nterest in telewstons effect on program that hitting is, in fact, wrong. That

'_htldren began m 1956 when Robert defense doesn’t do much to impress 12 year-

: Kennedy andI traveled together often

o _ old Sarah Mirabelli, an eighth grader at
as roommates as members of Adlat :

: Oakland's Cole School for the Performing Arts.
"'Stevensons presmientral carnpa1gn "

"TV really does have an effect on younger kids.

;- One. day Bob said somethmg My sister and brother run around the house as

. | '?4 .
T've never forgotten he said that when Power Rangers. Please try to find out what's

: 'e' grew up, the three great mﬂuences wrong and fix it.”

on chtldren were home, school and

: rch but in observmg h1s own - '

. Luckily, many shows have made progress.
: chtldren he beheved that there was

_ - Lots of people in the industry are trying hard to
W | fourth major mﬂuence televrsmn 5 '

send out positive values messages. “We are

: SRR acutely aware that we help define or shape the
-'Our cho1ce is not between free speech -

values of children,” says Matt Williams, creator

an __the marketplace on the one hand of the show Home Improvement, ranked

an _governrnental censorshtp and

number one among teens 12 to 17 and

ucracy on he other. The. ch01ce is number three among children two to 11. All of

' ow_ est to serve-'the needs of ch11dren- -

the broadcast networks have special standards

nd use. the opportun1t1es presented bY for children's programs, but the problem is

;the d1g1ta1 age to enrich their ltves If

that most kids watch adult TV, including

we turn away from that choice, the nighttime soaps heavy on sex and violence. In

the 94-95 season, nine out of the top 10

nsequences-wﬂl-be a wasteland o

vaste ha. anyone can 1mag1ne, or - shows watched by kids two to 11 ran in prime

time. So while executives acknowledge that




%‘y the age of 18, , the a m;'@'a’&g@ @Ef@.z_i@ W :%ES, Eﬁmw@ waic
of TV — more time in front of the tube than in *‘ii‘z},@ ele

kids need special kids, it's popularity. “It's too tempting to say
standards, most shows let’s do the show that draws the higgest

»n

kids watch don’'t meet audience,” says Nicholas Boxer, executive
them. This disconnect producer of Captain Planet. “The good shows

has yet to be addressed. tend to be the exception.” Perfect example:

But is it fair to maki
the bad guyf’ “To |

ABC News Anchor
Carole Simpson

t if a show — even a good show — is

ing in at the bottom of the ratings heap,

shows.” Bgfthe reality is ¢ | y parents are

sa busyi'fwur‘king t their financial be compel[ingxan\d popular, if written and
pr‘essuresﬂ that they ‘monitor what's on the produced well, and i‘f moted aggr'essively by
tube themselves, it or not, TV is often use the netwark. And therein
by-sitter, and that means new. the solution. k& takes |maglnat|0n money and
r those who create and d:strlbute ~ real creative talent to launch a successful and
original guality show. Luckily, there's plenty of
that in Hollywood.
So what kids end up watching is what
everyone else is watching. What drives those

TV shows is not good taste, or what's good for




My real life: Badminton, étudying for the SAT’s, studying for an exam on the
Bible, maintaining a 3.5 GPA.

TV life: Dating, gqfng to endless parties every night.

fieed

My summer plans: Attend Harva.rd Summer School so I can get into
Stanford.

TV boys’ summer plans: Work as I:fegu ards to get great tans and
beautiful girls.

ﬂ

Girls in real life: It's sad. They all want to be like the girls on 90210.

TV girls: Complete romantic B.S.

Divorce in real life: Alone with Mom. Home Alone.

TV divorce: Lots of kids, pets and noise.

o .
My TV show: A kid grows up in a rich family, an intelligent golden boy. His parents send him away to
boarding school, where there are lots-of snot-nosed kids. His parents want him to go to Harvard, but he
wants to be an artist. He wants to escape the corporate life everyone has laid out for him. One summer,
he runs away. For two months, he's way the hell out there, unattached to his parents. By the end, he
and his parents regotiate a home-coming. | see this as half-way between Grace Under Fire and My So-
Called Life. Not many onediners, but some Seinfeldian humor.

My real life: Kinda boring to me. Band, basketball, watching television.

TV life: Dates and skiing trips.

B

My xeal Mom: Works hard. Strict.
TV Moms: Don't deal with real problems. Don’t have messed up jobs, buf still live in nice homes.
B

My real Dad: My Daddy’s not around. Don’t even live that close.

TV Dads: Real different. They’re THERE. Still married to the mothers and in the house.

My real Grandma: We lived with her when my mother had a traveling job. I love her a whole lot. She has
bad memories. She got shot in both her legs once.

TV Grandmas: Have lots of money. They have glorious memories, like when they used to be famous dancers.
H

Real life crisis: My Godbrother BoBo got shot, He was going to see a girl in
Richmond, and when he drove up in his beatup car some boys thought he was
someone else looking for revenge. Shot him in the thigh, the chest, and two times
in the shoulder.

TV teen crisis: Girl problems. Like on 30210: Brenda and Dillon break up. Then
Kelly starts dating Dillon. And then Brenda gets mad at Kelly.
B

My TV show: There's a boy, Omar, in the eighth grade. He's gat a smart
mouth and be fighting in school, plus he’s got friends selling drugs. His mother
left him with his grandmother and moved out of state. He dont know his
father. Omar gets picked up by the police for possession of dope. His grandma
bailed him out and took him to & counselor. He tried not to see his friends, but
they called him a punk and had a fight. He went home and got a gun. His
grandma calmed him down. '




= ou’'ve come a long way, baby —

T from Jun Cleaver mopping floors

2| to Mui-‘-phyr;‘_\Brown topping Dan

i Quayle's ageha'q._: Since the 1960,

TV women have moved oul":‘if‘ f the kitchen and

recent national poll found that most
there are enough role models for ‘t}
prime time TV. And when it come ta -y

best promotion, and

something grucial is

Huston, director of the Center for Research
the Influence of Television on Children.

And when it comes to adult women on TV, they
remain far too few. On prime time shows, men
still outnhumber wornen three to ene. Male
characters almost always drive the plot. Most

of the rest of the women on TV are younger
than the men, more attractive, blond or red-
headed. nurturing;.and often victimized,
according to co_gtenﬁ‘:;‘ana!ysis studies. On
Saturday mor ngs females fare far worse. In

TV shows gs;iéned specifically for kids, only 23

ze that female

endangered

to American TV this fall. The show's main
ter is a clumsy, long legged, blond junior
sransforms into a

ers. Why arent there

more Sailor Mooris? Most execs argue that

girls will watch shows designed for boys, but

that the reverse isn't true.

Continued on next page




L real turn-off,
il you see are
d bimmbettes”

| Girls may watch. But as they grow oclder and
more savvy, they're less satisfied with the
experience. In the recent Children Now poll,
teen girls were much less satisfied than maost
kids with the role medels they see on TV. “TV is
a real turn-off, when all you see are blond
bimbettes,” says 15 year-old Julie Schn. The
result?- They tune out — with teen girls watch-
ing half as much TV as other kids. Partly it's
the heavy barrage of sex — 14,000 sexual
references_'veréus 150 of abstinence — on
soap operas, prime time shows, Commér‘cials,
and even MTV videos — that turns them off.
Those who keep watching are strongly
influenced — often by steresotypical images of
uniformly beautiful, obsessively thin, and scantily
dressed objects of male desire. And studies

show that girls who are frequent viewers have

the most negative opinion of their gender.

Even preschool girls suffer from TV's sex
stereotyping.  Action-packed shows geared to
younger kids have the fewest girl characters —
one out of four — with girls less aggressive
and combative than boys, uniess theyre evil
witches. And these shows can erode girls' self-
confidence. One study of three to 10 year olds
found that those who watched the mast TV
were most likely to want to be housewives and
nurses. In another study, three to six year olds
agreed that men have more ambition and that

women are happier raising kids.

Real life superhero:
Nickelodeon’s Linda Ellerbee

Yet, on the rare occasion when TV has been
used to break down sex stereotypes, it's been
succes_sﬂjl. After watching a PBS series called
Freestyle which showed girls and boys in non-
traditional roles, kids showed more acceptance
of boys as helpers, girls as leaders, and girls
doing mechanical tasks. But such shows
remain rare experiments. The new and few
female characters on Saturday morning have
had little impact, so far. In a recent survey,
school age girls had a hard time coming up with
more than three female heroines: Marilyn
Monroe, who's been dead for 30 years;

- Wonder Woman “because of the sparkles on

her dress”; and Julia “but-l-could-never-look-like-
her” Roberts. So while progress is being made,
too often, as Professor Heintz-Knowles paoints

out, “the message coming from the screen is

that girls are not valued in our culture.”
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My real life: Homework and taking care of six brothers and sisters.

TV life: Wasting your allowance, blasting the stereo.
,

'M'y' after-school life: Very busy with homework and studying.

TV after-school life: ]oking around, going oul, playing games.

My friends: All different races, Asians and Latinas,
TV friends: All white or all black.

E

Girls in real life: Hang out together, play basketball and fight.

TV girls: Fake, their clothes are too new, and their biggest problem is

not telling their mom they pierced their ears. :

My TV show: The narrator would be a 13 year-old girl of mixed

race, whose best friend is a boy. Like in The Wonder Years you

would hear her inner voice, her conscience talking. She would hang out with lots of
different kids, from different races and backgrounds. She deals with peer pressure,
caonflicts with friends and jealousy because she gets good grades at school. At home, her
mother is strict, she has a lot of brothers and sisters and lots of chores. Her best friend is
a bay and they talk about their dreams, their goals and their problems. They also learn a lot
about other ethnic groups from the other kids in the neighborhood.

My real life: Too busy for TV.

TV life: Juggling boyfriends, being sassy.

Eﬁ

Real Asians: Americanized, wear suits or jeans; have real jobs.

TV Asians: Margaret Cho's clothes are the sluitiest, tight little mini-skirts with a crop top, ugh.... Acts
like a ditz. Can’t understand her Korean.
i

Girls in real life: A lot of them are virgins, not all eager to have sex. Concerned about STDs,
pregnancy, birth control.

TV girls: Gorgeous models, fjumping in and out of bed with guys.
&
Parties in real life: Nothing happens.

TV parties: Guys get drunk, crash cars; girls almost get raped, and the cops
always come.
8

My TV show: It's about a 15 year-old Latina sophomaore in high
school, whose parents are both lawyers and workaholics. There's no
one to help her day by day, because theyre so busy working they have
no time. Her anger toward her parents is building and she's becoming
moare hostile. On weekends, they're working on cases and they brush
off her problems. She fixes her own dinner at night and eats by
herself. One of her friends or a close family friend is diagnosed with
cancer and it changes the family's life. Slowly, not in one episode, it's
a continuing story line.




V is still black and white when it
comes to portraying minorities. A
recent study found that the number

_ of Latinos in prime time television
‘has dropped from three percent in 1955 to
one percent in 1832, even though the
population has grown to about ten percent.
The few roles there are havent evolved much

since the days of Frito Bandito. “I'm tired of

reading for drug dealer parts,” says actor Tony
Plana, who also plays lots of Latin American
dictators. The picture’s even worse on
Saturday mornings, when a child will watch an

average of 123 characters — but see a-

Hispanic maybe once every other weekend.
And Children Now's survey found that only
three percent of the child characters seen on
TV are Latino. *When it comes to mingorities
on TV, the record is appalling,” observes ABC
News anchor Carale Simpson.

The number of African Americans on TV has
increased substantially, but prime time may be
one of the most segregated places in America,

with most shows cast in alt black or all white. |
have a bhetter chance of living near Peter
Tortorici {president of CBS Entertainment] in
real life than | do on TV,” says noted writer and

producer Ralph Farquhar, an African-American.

‘Many black actors are still confined to

comedies. “There’s a singularity of images of
blacks being happy-go-ucky buffoons,” Farquhar
says. Since ethnic comedies like Amos n Andy
first aired in the 1950's, Hallywood has tended
to turn the real issues and concerns of
minorities into humorous plot lines and ethnic
characters into caricatures, raising the
question of whether these shows ultimately
attack or reinforce stereotypes and prejudices.
“It's time to change the formula...with a dose
of reélity,” Farguhar says. And yet when
Farguhar tried to do just that last year with a
black drama called South Central, he was told

the show “wasn't funny enough.”

But life isn't always funny. And TV's picture of
the world may be affecting kids in ways Nielsen
ratings can't measure. Minority kids tend to
be the heaviest viewers of TV — Children
Now's survey found that 80 percent of black
youngsters had their.own TV in their bedroom,
compared to 51 percent of whites. TV often
fails to provide it's most loyél fans with role
models. Actor Plana notes that in some
communities the dropout rate émong Latinos
is up 90 percent, and blames television in part
for not offering them other roles to aspire to.
*TV gives our kids no role models and a very

narrow sense of possibility for themselves in




mainstream society,” he says. TV is failing
white kids, too. Little on screen will prepare
them for the diverse world into which they are
growing. Study after study shows that TV can
be a powerful tool in teaching tolerance and
understanding, but, all too often, it doesn’t
take advantage of that opportunity.

The networks and other programmers have
made some significant changes. The number of
African American roles — as doctors, lawyers,
judges, and police lieutenants — has risen
dramatically. Many of the negative stereotypes,
includihg roles that Tony Plana is sick of having,
have been eradicated. But for the most part,
nothing has replaced them — leaving Latinos
with virtually no presence an TV and minority
kids with almost nobody to identify ‘with on
Saturday marnings. And, interestingly enough,
when the networks do launch ethnic shows,
they often receive criticism instead of acclaim.
ABC Entertainment President Ted Harbert
championed Al American Girf, the first Asian
comedy, last summer — and was stunned when
it was promptly attacked for everything from
the actors not being Korean to the Grandma’s
stereotypical behavior carrying around a pot-of
squid. "At least we tried,” Harbert said. More
progress is needed, however. And that clearly
requires getting even more minorities behind
the screen — writing, producing, and directing

— as well as on the screen.




Vioving Forward: Wh

he most important part of any
conference is what happens after

the sessions are over, the keynote

speeches have ended, and
attendees have packed their bags and returned

home. What is the next step?

Throughout our conference, a “working group”
of participants met to discuss what practical
suggestions could be distilled from the wide-
ranging panel sessions, speeches and
conversations we had. With so many different
perspectives represented at our gathering,
none of these suggestions has unanimous

support. We here at Children Now will use

ABC Entertainment President Ted Harbert

these recommendations to guide us as we
develop our own follow-up efforts to the
conference. And we hope that you too will use
them to generate your own ideas of what you

can do to improve the guality of media

messages reaching our kids.

s Don't just focus on the negative; reward the
positive. Consider creating an award to writers
for excellent programs dealing with issues

children face.

* Work with television writers directly, perhaps
organizing briefings on important issues

affecting kids that might make good storylines.

* Serve as a bridge between academia and the
media, helping to pass on important media-
related research projects to those on the front

lines of the industry.

+ Do more to educate kids about how to use

the media wisely; work to get “media literacy”

programs, which give kids the tools to be more -
critical viewers, into schools and community

groups.

* Provide parents the information and
strategies they need to monitor their kids’

viewing and talk to them about what theyre

watching; reach out to parents’ organizations

and community groups.




¢ Don't reward anti-social behavior. \Watch out

for the more subtle messages your programs
may be sending; for example, don't portray
physical aggression or deceitful behavior ag

acceptable means to an end.

* Listen to the kids who have told us they see

too much premarital sex on TV,

* Improve the ethnic diversity in children’s
programs, which have the lowest diversity of

any type of programming on TV.

¢ Address the near-total absence of Latino

Cd .
characters on the screen; cast more Latinos in
positive roles to reflect the diversity in our

society.

s Develop more storylines that show kids
grappling realistically with the kinds of issues

young peaple really face today.

* Show more children in your programs who
are actively involved in school, community

service, or religious institutions.
* Keep the 8:00 to 2:00 p.m. family hour in

place, when the “softer” prime time shows

have traditionally been scheduled.

Confinued on next page




At the end of our:gathering, we were left
pondering some tough questions; questions

without easy answers, but ones we sensed we

would have to grapple \';\.‘{.i.th if we are to

continue to move ahead.

k:ds 1'n&‘steéd_u d

If quality primetime shows fare b’adly,é why

should executives feel obligated to continug™

airing them®?

Ve were espe ially gratified to hear Richard H.
Frank, PPBSldE «of the Academy of Television

Arts & Sclences (ATAS], announce plans to

launch’a major industry-wide initiative on the

issties of sex, education and violence on

_,etévision, akin to ATAS's recent anti-substance




South Cenfrél

Description: (reated by Ralph R. Farquhar and Michael J. Weithorn, Fox aired ten episodes Spring 94. A realistic
and drametic portrayal of u single black Mom and her three children frying to survive amid poverty, drugs and violence.

Reception: “The sitcom that dares to link humor and despair. . .works”; “An engaging and impressive
show with strong characters, quick humor, an exhilarating rhythm, and the courage fo be real. Best of
all, it's different.” Network execs, however, said it wasn't funny or popular enough.

My So-Called Life

Description: Brainchild of Winnie Holzman, ABC's picaresque drama about a normat high-schoo! girl's growing
pains. Realistic dialogues and internal struggles of teens without diche. Debuted in fall of 94.

ke

Our Family

Description: A Lafino Coshy Show pitched by actor Tony Plana and his wife, Nurses star Ada Maris. Depicts Ray, o
laveyer, and his wife, Connie, a college professor, and their family's struggle to adapt to their new affluence and status.
One episode, for example, examined Connie’s difficulty sleeping in a beautiful new home. :

Reception: Network execufives said it "wasn't Latino enough” and suggested something
instead about Jose, 0 chef, and Maria, a waitress.




Production of this report and of the conference an children and the media were made possible only by the
extraordinary support, generosity and vision of The Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, the Miriam and Peter
Haas Fund and an ananymous donor. Generous inkind support has been provided by the Lucile Salter Packard
Children’s Hospital and the Kaiser Family Foundation. Additional funding was kindly provided by the Morrison
and Foerster Foundation. Support for other elements of the Children and the Media Program at Children Now
has been provided by the Tribune New York Foundation and the Hancock Foundation. The Garnegie
Corporation of New York provided crucial early support for our pragram.

The 1995 conference on children and the media was cosponsored by Stanford University and the UCLA
Center far Communication Policy.

Children Naw is one of the nation’s teading nonpartisan policy and media organizations for children.

Children Now acts as a strong and independent voice for children in the public policy arena, in the mass media
and in the community. We focus particular attention on children whe are poor or at-risk.

Children Now:
* Educates the public and decision makers about the needs of children;
* Develops and promotes effective strategies to improve their lives;
* Reaches out to parents and children to inform them of opportunities to help
themselves.
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