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A poignant irony is that the same Americans who pride themselves on their freedom  allow themselves to be controlled by the media that constantly bombard us with alcohol ads, sex and violence, appeals to attractiveness and objects that will make us happy. In the end, people develop an addicted life style. They want and buy things they don’t need and base everything they do on feeling and looking good. The more they consume and the less time they spend with family, the emptier their lives become, and the more they look toward substances and material things to fill that emptiness. There is even an accepted social ethic that assumes that as long as citizens  are not breaking any laws, they have no moral obligation to others or themselves. As one tee shirt said, “It’s all about me”. For those of us old enough to remember, this was not always the case.

On the matter of violence, the American Academy of Pediatrics reported that over 1000 studies link media violence to aggressive behavior in children. By the time the average American child turns 18 s/he will have  viewed about 200,000 acts of violence on television. Children over 8 years old now are in front of electronic screens an average of 6 3/4 hours. Media violence affects children in a number of ways. They become desensitized to real violence and to victims of violence, imitate aggressive behavior, increase their fear of victimization, become more antisocial and less altruistic, believe that there are no consequences of violent behavior, and increase their appetite for more violent entertainment. Visual media also short-circuit imagination and fantasy which serve as filters and inhibiters for aggressive impulses. For example, most of Alfred Hitchcock’s movies required the viewer to visually construct scenes whereas today all the violent acts are shown in graphic detail. In my early days, we only had radio and, although there were fights in school, no one used weapons and killed anyone. Also, fewer kids were obese because our parents wouldn’t let us into the house until dinner so we organized baseball games by ourselves. Thus, the media are a powerful influence in our society and their messages are all the more powerful when they remain unexamined.

One way to counter the negative effects of the media is to provide children and parents with media literacy which may be one of the most important subjects to teach in school because it helps children to critically examine the messages they receive that influence their behavior in a variety of areas such as fashion, music, food, social habits and values. The media tell young people what is important and what they should do to be accepted, liked and loved. It teaches them to excessively consume, experiment sexually, drink alcohol, eat bad food, use drugs, and accept violence as normal. Some of these themes and messages are that violence should be used as a first resort in solving problems, that education and teachers are a joke, that a certain brand of beer will increase your popularity and get you more dates, that smoking will make you cool and grownup, that hard work and effort are to be avoided, that personal happiness supersedes the public good, that there is a terrorist behind every tree, that Arabs are not to be trusted, and that minorities are responsible for all the crime.

Media literacy, a communication skill,  can lessen the impact of these messages and help to create informed citizens who can discern what they are exposed to in the media. It helps them put things into perspective and not to be swayed by subliminal visual messages. For example, one young child in a media literacy class saw an ad showing a father with his young child nearby admiring a new car. This student said that the value of the car for the father appeared to be higher than the value he had for his own child. Thus,  media literacy helps people to access, analyze, evaluate, and communicate. It help develop critical thinking skills - an absolute necessity for a viable democracy and continued moral development. Children taught in this manner learn to separate realty from fantasy even when they become adults. For example, Dolores Curran, nationally recognized parent educator, spoke about the camper family TV ad. In the ad, the sun was out, the children were getting along, and there was general family bliss. If dysfunctional parents were to see this ad, they could notice the contrast between this family and theirs. This could prompt them to buy a camper to achieve family harmony. To many, this may sound absurd but with 36 years in the field of school psychology, I don’t assume anything. I do know that many families don’t eat together but take their meals in front of the TV. Advertisers are very sophisticated in getting their messages across to potential consumers. Another example is the fear generated by TV. Lurid crimes are given much air time but when national crimes statistics were at their lowest levels, gun sales went up. While it may be true that animated violence has less of a negative impact and that it actually diffuses anger, the newer video games show characters that are almost indistinguishable from real people. 

Of course, the main reason media are in business is for profit - the almighty dollar, and if it means subjecting children to images that are neither good for them nor for a civil society, then so be it. The media even ignore the law that says for using the airwaves, they are required  to contribute to the public good. They insist that the marketplace alone dictate what should be aired. They also say they are only giving the public what it wants. The question is how did the public come to know what it wants. 

Media literacy helps children to see themes and messages that are embedded in ads and programs so that they can be in more control of themselves, more free as it were. Besides becoming more aware of how the media works, parents can do several things suggested by the American Academy of Pediatrics. They include limiting the amount of television children  watch to 1 to 2 hours a day, monitoring the programs children watch and  restricting children's viewing of violent  programs, monitoring the music videos and films  children see, as well as the music children  listen to, for violent themes; teaching children alternatives to violence, helping children distinguish between fantasy  and reality, teaching them that real-life violence has  consequences such as asking children to think about  what would happen in real life such as if the same  type of violent act were committed would  anyone die or go to jail?; would anyone be  sad?; or would the violence solve problems or  create them?, and asking children how they feel after watching  a violent TV show, movie, or music video.

I would also recommend that parents demand that their schools develop a media literacy program and boycott advertised products that air on the most offensive programs (and, of course tell the networks they are doing it). We wouldn’t allow a stranger to come into our house and undermine the values that we teach our children so why should we allow the media to do that? We need to take our children back.

