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ABSTRACT ' Co .

-

The role of the mass media in séhool cfime is .
discussed. Media culture -- the knowledge, tech-

niques, and assumptlons used by people who construct
media messages’ - is shown to contribute to public
definitions of and beliefs about the nature of youth.

It is suggested that young people also learn appropri-
ate Ways of being "youthful" from mdss media, and that .
these activities may be at odds with the perspective

of parents, school officials, and other adults. Gaps

in existing knowledge about the relevance of mass media
messages to youth culture are noted, along w1th ‘promising
research toplcs. ~
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Introduction

'

.

Two. lgpor€ant facts of social life are ‘the

~

mllllons of chlldren in elementary and secondary scheools
and the size and power of the mass media, We should

be surprised if there were no relationship between.the'

¢ N

two, although we may be confusedlby the complexities

attending any effort to sort out the nature .of their

interaction. But we should try systematically to
Ve

lnvestlgate all facets of thelr lnterplay, and we’
should be caut&ous about dlsmlsslng any relevant
phenomena. This essay states the case_for further

)
‘ research into the effects of the mass ‘media on.all .

a%pects of youth culture, lhcludlng school crlme. My ‘

L

~. general thesis is that school-related crlme is- but‘one
' feature of youth culture, which, in turn, is partially
shaped and-publlcly deflned by what .I will call medla
culture ~- the assumptions, techniques, and knqyledge -

"lnvolved in the production and presenggtlon of mass P

\ g'

j medla messages. The remainder of this essay’ will clarify

.

the concepts of media culture and yotuth culture and .
T : » A h' ’ ag
will conclude with suggestions for research ssential to

delineate the relevance of the mass media'-to s¢hool: -
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our 'society.

~medium, and wondex about its effects.

€
A}

Media Culture ;

i

. .
The mass media pervade our lives. Newspapers,

-

radlo, teleVLs10n, records, mov1es, and magazlnes

receive a lot of attentlon from people of all ages in

. .

Few students of culture would deny the
. . h) *

N
importance of mass media ‘as sources of entertainment,

information, and personal involvement, including so-

L]

called parasocial interaction (in which an auAlence
. ~

member will talk w1th or respond in other ways to a

media personality), ThlS ls especially true of telev1slon,

the most w1dely used mass medlum. The TV set has be-

come a standard fixture in most homes.« According to a

report publlshed by the A c. Nlelsen Company in l976, >
nearly 99 percent of all American homes have at least
one telev1s1on set and nearly 50 percent have two or |

more. And watchlng teleV1slon has become & household

actlvity often more prevalent than famlly conversatlon.

e

surVeys (Roper, 1971) 1nd1cate that many telev151on sets

are turned on more than six hours a day. Thls amount. . of

television exposure for young people, comblned with the

>

countless hours, llstenlng to radlo programmlng aéE re-

-

fords, leads one to rnqulre abont the content: of each

’

»
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intereSt in the.nature of mass media programming -

.** content has led some researchers to posit the exlstence

-

. - o

of a.nedla culture, or the- knqwledge, technlques, and

.

assumptlons involved in media prﬁgramming. According
to Phlllp Blllott (1972), mass.medla content reflects

the' actions of communlcators that . - N

o result in the creation of an image
. ~ of social reality whlch fncludes
both cognltlve and evaluative ele- - &
- "ments. The-'cognitive elements are ’

"drawn from a limited range of sources
- in society, processed through occu-
pational and techhologi®al routines _ .
and pregented to ada?td a separate’ - - .
and self-supportlng media‘culture.
It acquires-an evaluative dimension
- throlgh the elaboration of symbols
+ and definitions within 1t, identifying - ‘
particular social gfoups ‘and their , .
° ' positions on partlcular social issues.
. ee1es) : ~

s

Stated diffelently, media "reality" is packaged 'for a

varlety of practlcal purposes/ and is evaluate& by thg

media lndustry W1th its own crlterla. " We shall see how

this medla culture directly promotes medla\messages to -

(

buy and watch (or read or llsten) and~ind1rectly promotes

_'d yeuth subculture, on the one hand, wﬂﬂle glVlﬁg un-

reallstlc lmages of young people as dev1ous, wayward

. etc., to school OfflClalS and other adultsﬁlon the other

M ¢
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. Media Effects— '

The subject of. média effects‘is.very complex.

-

effort.will be made hefe to cite akl the’ research

»

"o on mass media as a causal factor Ain violence. and other' .
crime (cf. Comstbck, Rubinstein, & Murray, 1972; Howitt

& Cumberbatch, 1975).. Whlle the flndlngs on the dlrect o
. w v 5 o S i
impact of various medla are 1nconclusLVe, several studLe ;ﬂ
. N X N

do- lndlcate an lndlrect contribution of media messages
to yviewer images.and deflnltlons ‘of SOclal sltuatlons.
+ P4

Ngble (1975) found few cgnSLStent and strong re{atlon—

( T
» shlps between media lnvoivement and Juvenlle dellnquency. ’

although his data did suggest that the impact of pro- . .'J
- ) ’ grammlng was medlated by one's prior experlence. He

’

found that viewers may elther ldent;fy with and/or

e [3

recognJ.ze certain *chara t)ers. . The forme.r type of in-

[

1

volvement has the ggeater effect Qn 1mmed1ate action
beyond the viewing se&tlng (especia ly in. the case of
movigs), although both types can cgntgribute to lmages
" of reallty. In his discussion of recognltlon, Nq‘Ee

(197 ) ccmpares the role<:f mass’ medla personqgltles

’ © to hat formerly occupied by> the extended famlly:

”

These characte&s se
akin to a screen co

ok

e as somethlng -

unity with whom’ -

:the viewer regularly talks and inter—

.

acts.

Viewers who feel they know

ALY " .

. DL~

/
o’
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L | : these characters well may dindeed .
: _ compare new people they meet in . -
~ real life with such characters in '
order to predict how these new X
. people’ are likely later to behave..
. : . I suggest. that this regularly
" . + appearing screen community’ searves

y for many as extended kin' grouping
* wherebyithe lewer comes into contact .
with the w1der society beyond his. ) . N

immediate family. (p. 64)

A .

To this extent, the media lmages inform young people,,

.\

but they are alSo interpreted w1th1n an autoblographlcal
.context‘}cf Halloran, Brown, & Chaney, 1970) Noble '
(1975) ‘summarizes: . ’

-~
-

The influence of the media on deviancy
» -1s therefore complex and not without
. its redeeming features, but never-
- theless television may .aggravate , ;
' + deviancy by defining the affluent .
life style enjoyed by television
. heroes as normal for real life.... . :
. . It -is in this respect...that the « .
media are more potent,’ since they
. seem to define "life-style® which
‘e L . denotes membership of #the larger :
v : society which telev131on makess * .
visible.... The encouragement of tin-
oL ' . realistic gonsumption patterns as
’ normal, whether by advertising or .
- - by programmes indirectly selling a
‘ : ¢ " way of life, would seem to be Ege
% - most disturbing aspect of the
R T lationshif between the media and
[ deviant behavior. (p. 175)
{

o

[

)

- It should be emphagized that the .relationship between

»
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meéla lmagery and 1nterpretatlons has also been. found

to vary by ?’lass and racial )background (Greenberg -&

g

«

- Gordoa, "1972). ~ I ‘
. . % . . . " .
Stud¥ing the effects. of the mass media+ through . )
. . - . r~—~ . -
questionnaires and laboratory experiments can provide

N T

useful_information’about the impact of such messages

on, youthful behavior,’but we must also draw on methods

and perspectives that will help clarify how young people

use and interpret media messages in their day-to-day

}
lives:

%

As.more social scientist

have

1nadequacy of explanatory models based

dlstlnctlons betWeen "lndependent" and

realized the
on categorical

"dependent"

e

1976)., indreasing.’.

'varlables (cf. Johnson, 1975; Douglas,
attention has been turned to examining the contribution

i

of mass nedia messages to people's beliefs about their

evenyday {ives (cf. Sno&, 1974). Now the en?hasis is on’

-cumulative effects of seeing’repeated situations,\probiems,

styles,etc., on the way people 1nterpret -and define real

i B e

_~N~,§A;natlons. In seeklng to clarlfy the relationships

. - . -

3 between the mass‘media and schoolrcrime, then, -it is

important to delve into the orlgln,_impact, and future

‘of cultural deflnltions of youth, authorlty, ‘deviance,
,crime,-and‘the lika. As George Gerbner (1973) notes:
1

.

-
’ .

The most distinctive oharacteristics ' :
.+ - of large groups of people are acquired |

v
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in the process 'of grow;ng;up,
learning, and living in one

culture rather, than. in another.
Individuals ﬁa&e their own se-
lection of materials through which
to cultivate personal 1mages,‘tastes,
views, and preferences, and they

\~Seek to lnfluence those dvailable to

and chosen by their children.s But

,they cannot cultivate. that which is not

available. "They will rarely select .
what is scarcely- available, seldom
enphasized) or lnfrequently presented
A culture cultivates not only patterns
of conformity ‘but also patterns of
allenatlon or rebellion after its

éwn images. (p.. 1 567)

—

~

-

Thie approach to clarifying’séhool qrime as a feature of _

youth culture in general and medla-lnsplred act1v1ty in

particular leads to what Gerbner has termed

)
analysis," the process that

<

N e
. . 3

begins with the' insights of the
study of institutions and message
system§ they duce, and goes on
to investigate {the contrlbutaons -
that these system$ and theitr symbolic
functions make to the tivation of
'assumptions about lifée aRd the world. ...
Instisutional process' and: message
system analyses generate the fname-
work of terms.and functions for
cultlvatlon analysis....The dynamics
‘of continuities, rather than only
of éhange, need to be conSLdered in
the;r symbolics functions. Such

gmlnatlon is necessarlly longitudinal

comparative in its analy51s©pf the

processee and consequences of insti-<
tutlonallzed public acculturation,
(pp+ 567- 569)" Lt

Ny

"cultivation
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This-interaqtional model is at odds with those
which see people as determined, or'prepﬁogramﬁedhuﬁy
one situation or another. (cf. Douglas & Johnson, 1977).

Rather, individual cpnduct is perceived as a process

< . :
in which people interpret the sifuation they are in,

-

-seek opportunity for meaningful involvement aﬁd,aiign

their activibies to those of others. Frpm this

perspective, the culture'ofﬁers alternatives, and one .
important resource to draw on in specific instances is

N
- the group of images obtained' from mass ;media messages.

1 .

Thus, soc1al llfe is both free and constralned. as .

Stokes and Hew1tt (1976) put lt'

&

e '

. ‘ * '

Those portions of normative
Cculture that are relevant to the'! _
Person's intentions or situation
.are a part of awareness.and con-
stitute one of several conditions
_within which conduct is formed.

“(p. .847) - . i KN

R B ¢ ;\"‘3
. Al 5 -
» -~ Gerbner and>Gross (1976) have provided ene of the- '

better studles of how the mass' media: mold people's

\

awareness of soc1al facts and sltuatlons. These .

v v

ngresearchers sought to clarlfy the impact of heavys

A

v1ew1ng (more than four hours a day) on respondents'
o .

N\ awarenesse .of and beliefs about soc@al.prob%ems,

.




occupatlonal d1str1butlon ln the Unlted States, and v o~

<

L
7

other images of reallty lmpllc1tly presented in

- e standard telev;slon programmlng. In general they found
- . . [
. : that heavy viewers were conslstently mor llkely to . o

- . overestimate the number of pollce offlcers in our\soclety\
. <N,

and overestlmate the threat of crlme-related danger to B
;\ . ; lndLV1duals. Heavy v1ewers wére less»trustworthy of . ?1
others and far more fearful. Most'important: for the

: present essay is ‘thelr flndlng that respondents under

govyears of age -- the flrst television generatfon -

are more llkely'to accept media deflnltlons of reality.
. . ¢ v "."
' : S Both this study of media effect and several studles

y ' ,of the actual productlon work of‘kelev;slon neyscasts '_ -

{Elliot

*

1977; Epsteq:.n, 1973; Althe:.de, l976)sugge§t BN

—

that th essages of medla cultu{é'ﬁay be taken serlously ’

by v1ewers‘ ‘It is not only the entertalnment messages
- and cop shows khat lnfluencelhbw:pe' e see thgmselves - -
r) [} / . v
and others‘ newsdasts als shape pe

e's perceptions

“\
[ 4 X | of lssues and problems (McCombs & Shaw, L972) One

. s . .

lmpllcatlon is thatcthe medla culture(may Lanuence the\\\y

[N

. cultural stock of //9gledge. If-'so, then we must’ examlne oL

_ our knowledge of and heliefsfapout jouth crlme,'and .. S
. o~
. . dev1ancy in order to (lTwclarlfy the drlgln ofd?ur idea
{ ) on such toplds,espeCLally the role of the mass media

in our acqulsltlon of "knowlegge"‘about Tach, (BL attempt*‘ .

& - . v ; v ; N
3 . by ' - ‘ . ' . - ~ !

v
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to -evaluate such information, and, (3Y consider alternative

" basic assumptions. (L . ‘

.. We will first examine the basic assumptions about

-

RIS youth, note, their orlgln, and be partlcularly attentlve

"" w

*to the role of the mass media -in shaping them. Thls
\

w111 be followed By a-discussion of the symbollc ties.

.

: of youth“ to various aspects of school crime.

Y

& 1

* Youth Culture

.

*'Varieus reportsfhaye described the youth culture

(cf. Coleman, 1963; Frledenberg, 1365, Douglas, 1970,
Scott & Lymah 1970; Berger, 197l, Sebald, 1976). My

purposes are somewhat dlfﬁerent rather than listing

.

all the values, beliefs, etc., whlch ?haracterlze -

.« = -

"youth," I will geal with the notion of yauth culture
v « r . , .
as presented by the mass media and note how it is -

) sustained by adults who are former youth. ‘My aim, then, h
- : /
is not to argue that‘there is feally a youth culture, -

-but to suggest why we belleve that youth is a natural
4

\ +

stage of life, and to note how the mass media have

v contributed to the immag&of youth and -the cultural

) "beLnef in it. J - . X

+

.. The most distinctive trait of youth culture is

- ) /
‘that its membership is marked off by a§e~related statuses

0y
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- dnd activities. The terms youth, adolescents, and ..

>

teenagers are used interchangeably, although the more

. e . PR
inclusive term youth is-used in some cases to extend

to around the ‘age of 30, One reason for this change

is that youth is a8’ status associated with school and °

othér “preparatory" activities for adult life. Since

N~
more people are attending colleges and universities, -
more pgdple are "young." AsBerger (i97l) notes in his
. provocative essay, "How Long is a Generation?":

a
.

. The age at which one enters adolescence
appears -4in general to be getting
lower, whereas the age at which orz
becomes -a "'mature' adult appears-in
- . general to be‘getting higher; the N
period of adolescence is thus ex-
panded....This extension of 'youth-
fulness' is rife in American culture.
Youth groups today usually include
oo members in theéir middle -and -late .
thirties....What I am suggesting is '
that the axtension of cultural
i . definitions of 'youth' to a period
: . covering at least twenty years and
- -sametimes lopger, extends the period
’ . *in which 'y thful' (i.e:;, irre-~
sponsible ) behavior is positively
sanctioned. (p. 23) :

[y

~A useful way to look at the sitﬁétion_of young people

. -

and grasp the impaét of the mass media on their lives .

is to see them as "stranders, who [try] to be permanently

. accepted or at least tolerated by.the group" (Schutz,
. : '; . ’

s ',\, , - .‘ §>

»- A . -

b

- .. 14

.y - . . - -
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1964, p.91).

.
~
-

More specifically, youth arqfnot

1

treated as bona fide members of soc1ety, but as

potentidl members who will be rewarded with membershlp

w1th the passage ofetlme,.and ‘will become respected -
> &y .

members by keeping a clean record, that is, one free ©

of faults and failures in the eyes of adults, the true

EN

' ©f ‘
* natives. ..But youth are a special kiné of strangers.

-

Y.

They did not“woluntarily visit the adult world; it
was foisted ubén them. And they did not ask to be
treated as marginal people, or perhaps more correctﬁy,

as prospective people. But it happened.
. ° — ) . A "
is not of their own choosing, at least not from-the . .

adult perspective, yet they are_expected to aseume.aﬁ
identity compatible with future roles they now know
nothing about (cf. Bensman & Vidich, 1971). )

The successful passage inéq respected statuses
requires that prevailing definitions of yoﬁtthe,
accepted. The institutiensvwhich ere ;harged with
g;otécting the éocial’order from those who are qelieved
to be immature and inept do their work by instilling

into these "strangers” the expectation that only time,

‘work, and ritual will be rewarding (¢f. Cicourel &

Kitsuse, 1963). AS Berger (19719 emphasizes:

Their ideﬁéitynﬂ,w”

t3
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..t

s \
., There are good reasons,to beliéve
that in the by now proverbial
* 'search for identity,, inducing
the process of search- is sociologically
moge impgn;anﬁ thap anything one may
. happéh td £ind along the way. While
. . youngspersoné are.discovering that
o .ot it is,iMportagt/to 'find themselves, '
what ‘hey are &ctually learning is
that tHey are’immature until they do.
, Nabdh )

-~ /
¢ Of course,’ individuals learn quickly who is in control
and became 3killed at presenting artfully constructed
- . P .

o o T

selves in order to be permitted uninterrugted passage to

< ‘adulthood., As Scatt and -Lyman (1970)" note:
. ‘ : . . RN
. T ) ) . . )
: Individuals in modern mass industrial. oW

. Societies- are likely, to experience
life as if it had some of the
properties of a theatrical dranma.

(p. 22) . : \ . <
/\,'. .o . »> 4 -
C . Self-presentation,'ipcludiﬂg d;ess,Aspéech, and intér-

actional style gount for a.lot in being écceétéd, but the

specific content of speech, dress, and style are obtained

-

fron& the social envirenment.

;- The Mass M a2 and Youth éulture

0 .
« \ . 3 -

~ -

Youthvculture is both a product and a target of the
I mass media. The interagtion of media culture, media

message, and impac¢t on ghe‘social mMeanings of youth is

i
» g -
.o ) . . \ @
’ z
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it haéfspeéifigd and popularized some.aspects of it.

nop'as yet clear, but informed speculation is possible
and necessary if these complex relationships are to be.
8¢ = N e N B . J .

further' ipvestigated. - .

The miss media did not invent the notion of youth

o . . , . <
as an objectively. distinct period of anyone's life, but

. .

Peterson and Berger- (1972) note’ about rock music.:

¢ . .

.
4 . - . T~e

a ' -

But rock chang e audience.as

. well by gradually creating a self-

- conscious teen generation. Remember
that before 1955 there.was no music' :
which spoke clearly to the interests . ..
and needs of teen-agers. Rock' changed
that. It defined the correct be- : -
havior of a "teen queen," outlined,
the "fast stud,” and"bad-good” male
.ideal, ‘'reveled in the joy and agonies .

of puppy love, noted the irrelevance -

of school routihes as compared with ° :

the reality of fast cars, surfing, and :
the, exhiliration of dancjng. Through-
out rock lyrics there were poinhted
contrasts between the teen way of life
and . the behavioral norms imposed4by

adults. (p. 296). ) .

¢

. —
Pl

\ . ‘ f
Most -impertant, the images gnd styles needed by youth

and promoted by media culture are nécessarily different

from, if not at odds with, adult life. Youth activities
and' responsibilities are different from those of

.
respectable adults, but the media messages promote an

3 .. . .
identity which also serves as an.explanation Sf these

”

-
v, .

)

»

As‘

+
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differences. ' ) Y. ) T ‘

.

The development of youth as an ifed was: a

by-product of media cul;;re and the dlscovery.that“ ,
young people could consume. The,comgero}alism of the
mass media encouraéed the/aevelopment‘ot new markets. . -
Around lgso,kyoung people were targeted for youthful
impressions and inagery that would strike a resbonsive

l A, v

chord. ' This was spaWned by the style of newly recognlzed

Black musicians, such as B B. Klng, Little Rlchard ‘éhd
Joe Turner (cf Gillett, 1972)

’ .
sltuatlons of ghetto culture were made respectable for

Ironically, the llfel

%
mlddle-class youth by émphaslzlng emotions, absurdlty, .
and futlllty. Whlle such themes were undoubtedly good

descriptions of the day-to-day consc10usness and problems

.of millions of Black Americans, they unwittingly- came to

promote similar*definitions-hmong majority youth. Thus,

Amerlcan youth gradually- came to~¢eke for granted many

* of the lmages presented as part of their own 1dent1ty_

Bl

and see themselves as a distinct group with thelr own
«
problems and solutibns.

Equally important is the role

of the mass media in meintaining similar adult definitions.
The availability of new sounds for a new market not only
revitalized the reoofa industry, but, more important,

added a new dimensiop’to‘redio programming that would
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. out the day. (p.

‘
"o N o

eventually lead to many stations "narrowcasting" for.
a specific audience rather than broadcasting in order to

reach all listeners. an important audience was the

: youthful" llsféger. As Peterson and Berger (1972)..put

3

it: . T i ' .

Rather than a ‘few networ¥s each
changing the style of program over
the course of the day to fi# the . .
- interest of those family members
' most likely to be listening, the
ten to 25 stations in a market now -
program music, information, and
. advertisements for dme Qartlcular
- sort of listener, teen, black,
country fan, housew1fe, etc., through-
294) s

~ As the youth market became more establishgd as an
entity in its own'right, movies were made whicﬁ,empﬁasized
the newly derined.youthful pursuits involvrng hedonism,
" alienation aad'déspaiﬁ, and the need to search’for'a

meaningful identity and refuse to accepﬁ,arbitrary roles.

The classic ekample'is Rebel Withoht a Cause, starring

James Dean. Similar themes would be . repeated many tlmes
by other actors in other movies (e.g., Elvis Presley in

' Jallhouse Rock). And in later years the dress and 1dent1ty

of the characters would change, but the confllct of

generations would be continued. Easy Rider, starring ' .
’ ‘ T e N '

'~
A
QD‘.

—




- ‘ ’
SN Peter Fonda and Dennls Hopper, is an example.
oo These mov1es and many others were SLgnlflcant

. - .,
‘. \" s\‘,

> ! because they ‘reinforced commo”\qptlons about youth’ while

\\X', o , providing an example of what al'ienation and lnjustlce

. a ~ looked. ilke. Of course, in the later p1cturrs (e.g.,_“

Easy .Rider) the'}orms of devdanoe change. This is done "
in order to fit in with the context of the times and

- ,:be felevant to all people cur;ous abqut- youth Indeed; -
one of the outstandzng<ind subtle points about such ’

presentations is that one leaVes the theatre w1th .an

lmpresslon that somehow the message .is really about

L2

. +

. soc1ety,ktnot ‘just a good-: £ilm. . ) -~ ;
. . Popular music and movies were formidable definers *
and teachers of youthiui life-in their own right, but %
they became even more effective when combined. One .
»f the strokes of‘genius-amonq.media personnel was '
the real;?ation that sonés could form‘the basts-for \ :
cnégiing an entire’film, and that the audience would';‘ )
traﬁsfer the empathy, meanings, and emotion from one T

t0 the other. The earllest, and perhaps-most notable,

success of this kind of film was Blackboard Jungle, re- -

. leased ln 1956 and 1ntroduced by the then-popular song, | -
L "Rock’ Around the Clock."” Mofe recently this has been )

done with the Beatles’ songs &n thesmovie Yellow !
v o i W————

! ' - ' Submarine. e . ( e ,
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IEarller comments about the perspectlve of cultlvatxon

analyszs would suggest that some ‘of the examples of

_popular culture just noted have- lnfluenced how youth ¢

-~

conceive of themselves and how others see them®™ I

L/

think this is' the caser-andcsuggest that radios; records, ’

and popular mu51c appear "to prov1de the most Lnfluentlal

'1

mass. medaated 1magery for»afflrmlng the character of

‘youth.‘&, ot ' ae 5 ' v [
‘- l)

f . » 9 ‘Y e ———eee

There a:e*three reasons for this- (l) The‘gmages,

w»

themes and lyrlcs, along with the dlstlnctlve beat (s),

4\

are definéd and understdod” by all listeners 1n,soc1q§y

. to be youthful the " ids® muszc. “For one thl the °

(I

trauma of the search for ldentlty ls emphaSLZed, as are

r

notlons‘;bout alzenat;dn and hypocr;sy (c£. Denisoff,

1972). And for another, the distinct packdging of the
. & .

records and the common understanding tnat,scme~radio

statlons are rocker54 symbolically make them out of
B ¥ .
Bounds for anyone uncommztted to the nuances of ‘living

a young life. . Adults hohor the ,sounds’ of.rock as a

-

o territorlal ‘boundary, and if they disapprove’ of a youth-

ful endeavor will often challenge the legltlmacy of the

<

selection and’ ampliflcatlon of music. As-the funda-
' 2

mentalist parent of one youth Often .remarked, "Tirn of £
that damned satanlc music! Young people are also o

g —

N2

!

a
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pressured to hear youthful ‘sounds, and to’ tune in aﬂ
:.mproper statlon or buy an lllegltz.mate re.cord in; the

presehce .of. friends' anlte.a ridicule.’ (2) _The sg;ond
a. s .
) reason radlos and records are mportant to youth .'LS
N Ae

-that they are part of most youthful acthltleS. This

. lS espec:Lally true of anvolvements in the Ecar culture.

-~ - B

(3) F:Lnally, popular mus:Lc ‘f‘and the rad:Los ’or records

that deliver it, def:)\ tz-xe taken-for—granted meanlngs
¢

"~

of group membership amon§ the young. Anyone engag:.ng .
é

’

in antn.c:Lpatory soc:Lal:Lzat;.on frorg, say, grammar school

.8 .
to jun:.or J.gh school l&nows that muslc .'LS important,’ %

“ -

-

N
and that acquiring knoWledge of certaln a.rtlsts, dances,

S

and the llke is a way of convmclngggneself and dne's’
" friends that ,one has changed. ] ’ '
} Te,levi-sion\also plays an’ J_.mporitant role in ryouth ’
-® identity and as a source of information A5F \'potential
~ Wways-of acting :n various situatipns.' At the extreme,

y
‘ J‘

televxflon can give ideas or teacl; routlne for a

partJ(cular act, mclud:.ng a murder, f:.rebomb:.ng, or theft
: N e .

{Davison, 1974). However, such cases are likely to be |

L ¢.. -
- rare since such :Lm:q:atlon will only occur lf an- individual &

is" already pred:Lsposed to a certaln act, and J.s\conscn.ously

looking for a Way to accompl:.sh it. o = :

<

-

-'

Detailed studies of Eelevi;ion’content’\in regard to
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N

£y
-

¢

images, themes, etc., have aIready been‘done (c£.

Comstock et al., 1972; Gerbner, Gross, & Melody, 1973). Many

’ 2 .
of these materlals can be used £9r answering some of
¢ ~ »
the.other questlons that’ followﬂ. ) e ‘

.. Further studjes must be undertaken to d&ocument hdy

> . x - . .
television pr§§rammers eonceive of the'youth situation

(3

4 and how it-is presented For example, ;s youth percelved

as .a time that is necessarlly traumatlc, fun-loving,

»

or what? ‘Also, is the appropriate,sgenario-for\youthful

" activities large urbgn centers, ghettos, or the ‘suburbs? - ’T)
.} . /

| S
Answerzng such questeons opens the door for investigating
*

how certain styles, argots, and group lnvolvemeHEE}ISUCh
as gang act1v1t1es)may flow aCIOSS”the<;OCLety Good
gase studies of ;such phenomena are desperately needed

to understand hew the process of construit_rgban image .
of youth is actually accompllshed - This is crucial

. because people who work in media progragmaﬁ//f}ten

..-use sources of_ingggmat;on—derrvéd'from other mass media
(cf Elllott 1972; Altheide, 2976). .This "medla incest“

* tends to promote certaln images thit have already Eeen
presented, and thus make them seem "really true, " when in
fact they may-be only true of one segment of youth in one,
part of the country. A good exfhple of sqnﬁvmedla myopla

odcurred in the. late 1960s when CBS'produced h.documentary
i . & - .

* ST SR
. L I » ’ 3
te - 94 - , ¢ :

-
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‘ ‘ ‘ |

of ilfe in a conservatlve, middle-class " community

rn the Midwest entltled "Slxteen 1K‘Webster Groves ’
The newsworkers We{e surprlsed that these,xQEth differed
from the young people they were familiar with, and : R
wondered, why. Indeed; the Cés.ﬁéew had such difficulty

grasping the state of mind these young people typified

"that their documentary tended to distort what really”

occurred. The resulting reaction from people all across »

the country prompted a documentary of the aftermath of

the report entitled "Webster Groves Re?lsﬁted " The

-

lmportant poxnt for the present dlscdsslon is that these* "

media people had rplled on meala mate:&a}s lnstead of —*
firsthand involvement with young people throughout the

soc1ety. Thus, they were surprlsed that Webster Groves was
dlfferent. ) ¢ e

We also need to know what role telev1slon plays +

.in the day-to-day lives of young people - espec1a11y

" how youth is presented and how yOung v1ewers\?a& in- -

—

terpret programmlng (cf. Blumler & Katz, 1974). Thls

¥

-

can best be determlned through experlmental study designs  /
that have been validated through dlrect field experlenca

Such studies ar;ihow practlcally nonexistent, although

one report about'the effect or the mé®fon adult

criminals is joteworthy. According to this account

‘ - s
.

* ‘ . “~

éi ) . s




(Ward, 1977) undercover agents convinced a group of

‘

_peoplé involved in the illegal sale of weapons that

they were actually mafioso who wanted to make e large

———— .
——— L '

purchase.® The dgeuts used images defived from the

’

movie The Godfather and such teleV151on programs as~

"Baretta" and "Kogak""in resenting themselves.

Accordlng to one partLC1pant the scenes worked because }
o §

¢
"they were already in the [brains of] the criminals, ™

who had seen the same ‘media presentations. There is

N

no reason why perceptlve teachers aé"!l evels of t@e
school system could not do studies in order to document
. how their youthful eharges incbrporate media imagery into

®heir’ lives. . - -
' »

Social scientists know llttle about how felev151on

|

may be-seen as a political tocl by youth groups. The |, ‘i :
\
effect of say,'belng interviewed by a local statlon or

a ﬁetwerk should not be, overlooked. This is particularly

important if, as)occurred on ,a recent’NBC documentary d¢n

-

-

violence, gang meme/;s/are permitted to boast of thelr N

crimes on- J:e air. Do such yoaph*even care about

_publicity, and are others likely to do whatever is

neiessary to obtainkeetipnal recognitiou? -We simply

do not know this. ™ ) -
\\/?inally,fye.need,to inveseigate how television and

z




1 ' : .

‘_'other med,:.a presentat:.ons depJ.ct youth to adults. / This

L As partlcularly true glvén the magnitude of crime and

v:.olence rgrogrammlng that 1nvolves§out‘h Do parents-,
N .

1

3
v pollce, school off:.é:.als, and other adults see their .

) Ly‘outhf.ul charges as sim:.lar to or @ifferent from the '

5

" .
ports and teleﬁlon newscasts? Are somei

N

'spectacular crimes g:eggrded as typlgal, and do they

charactersz(eSenteQ on television? and what about

newsyapi

in any ®ay influence how ‘police” off:.c,lals ‘apd perhaps 5
legx.slators §ee the d}lmquency groblem"’ (c " Althe:.de, '
_1976). Studles of. .how md:.v:.dua% cases are treated in

‘the mass medJ.a understgod by the read:l.ng(v:.ewz.ng pu{llc,
and defmed by other young peoplege\essentlal (cf,
‘<'Althe1de f: ‘Gilmore, . 1972) 5 The 'avail'abl_e studies vindicate —
that media reéborts: aSEut cr.ime,"’.."del;‘.nquee;ncy,k' and the
tlike can !1ecome 'self-fulﬁ,illing prophecies community
,awarene\zf‘ and polfcs activity mtens:,f.y and plE#Ey the
s1tuatlon {Cohen & Y’eungq, 1973). This is .the general

prodess by wh:.ch “crme waves” are constructed. »

. Focus:.ng on t»he process by wﬁlch one or ‘two indiwvidual

- = -

cases ‘come- to be regarded as ”typlcal" also d.-arect'\research

-

attention ‘o teachers and other offlc:.als likely- to )

g Al ‘

have an important/ role in defg.n:.ng a glven s}.tuatlon
'S “

_as a "screw up\/accldent,"h "1nc1dent " "prank,". or




a . = T

. ~ N &,
e ©., "crime." . What assumptions do teachers make about social

+» , 1life in geperal, and how their students fit into it in
w D ‘ barticular instances? Do they,_for example, aporoach

o

° today's’ youth through 'theJ;.r past youth? I think this

is '\'re.ry impo'rﬂtant‘in light of the changing forms of
(S .

, ™ L youth culture and attendant sources of rule v:.olat:.on. *
J" ) ¥ Druqs..are one’ example. With the except:.on of some

V t

younge.r ted&cherxs who may share sqme of the values of

e ’ ) the;.r students, many teachers seem to have a dlff:.cult .

‘time understand\lng ‘drug use among JunJ.or Jhigh and high
s 94 . §cho studehts.' " In their day,- they drank, and that was

. about aell; they. pever took drugs. The differences
. * fea
L between adtﬁ.t ahd youth defmJ.tJ.ons of normail dev:.ance

» . : . .
. . are.cruc:.aEL. ‘ . \ o .« s

e , . -

) Co Fina«'lly, th.le jthe unce.rtamty and search for .o

. < - o
. . meanxnﬂesfumed to character:.ze the. youth exper:.ence
p .
P
are /promoted by the mass media, the mass Tiedid ,also. .

’ , >ﬁ malntam the realJ.ty of this image even after peoﬁ.e pass’ "\(

.
N

: ‘into a(aulthood " The g;nass media" may prevent adults.from

Lo sé&.ng much of their Juwjnlie anguish and- reJ.ated Co
: N, -~
' ) arb:.trary llfesty;.e by\providing nostalgia, pleasant

.

L

but ve.ry unrea).ist:.c reconstruct:.ons of their early years,

.

< - ’ThJ.s ehables adults to. mamta:.n a bel:.ef in the more
. 5 -
plFasant side of their “mmature yearg," while,generally\

‘o £l \’ .




acknowledging how “silly we were." Thg'now-popular
program "Happy Days" is a prime example of the purpose
of teievision p;ogramﬁing, its.relevanee to media
culture, and the unrealistic way the "happy fffties“
are presented. The hero of the program "The fonz"

is a stylish deviant who hobnobs with the decent but

. kY
'"hairbrained" children of the more affluent middle

. ’ L
. . cldss. Fonz is accepted by the families of his re-

spectable peers, and is‘generally.regarded as "really
4
a good boy" who has somé occasional problems. Not

‘only fs this a highly unrealistic pitture of the kind

L of perSOn represented by the Fonz=-~" greasers,“b"hoods,
"thugs,“ "bums,” and otherbterms were-used during that.
time--but it overlooks the basic fact that respectéble
N people did not want their sons and daughters even o ' "~
dssociating with his kind, and wopld almost never sanction
his presence in their homes. . ) ' " ¥
Anothe;‘effect,of nostalgia prograﬁming'could be
~ .‘ to.support adult beliefs that they were fuhdamentally

. : different from the new generation, say, in regard to

-

’

"fun,"" “getting into trouble," and an arrayrof deviant
activities (e.g., "booze" and not "dope"). What is

usually missing is a complete recolléttion of theetetal
contaxt of meaning in which the remembered activ1ties
N |
. took place. Without.such a cogent relat1v15t1c perspective, .

- 99 - .
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“the present may be seen_as but an extension of the

past, but of lower quality. Thus, the parent or school

official may think society has moved ahead and he/shé
has improved, but the younger people have degenerated,

as attested by their” "drugs," ®trouble," and "criminal®

. Pl
activities.

r ‘ :
Média Culture, Youth-Culture, and School Cririe .

I have emghaf:;;;‘::;t the mass media interact with
. : ,.\4 "

other aspects of culture in promoting youth as a real

category.. Together, the mass media and nostalgic .
reglections of former youth--adults=-may unwittingly
promote deviant activities among youth, 4ncluding acts

;tréﬁblesome'to school personnel. ¢

¢

kTelevisign programming is particularly likely to .

emphasize youth as a time of irresponsibilitéz searching;
and fun.
and Lndependencélgf "hell ra151ng,:!"be1ng a bad ass,”

and the like, as long as this is conflned_to one time of
'ybur lifg--youth.

It is not uncommon to hear adults re-

call their "hood” days among their friends; one even

.
'

gets the impression that evqry "normal®” adult is expected
by hlS peers to have done at least one disreputable deed.

~ ' The cultural assumption that youth -are 1ncapable of

. . o

. . —rt e o -
PR puph 4 [

As Matza (1964) notes, adults value the bravado .

.
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'

fulfilling "really important" roles can also promote
deviance. ,For one thing, the;ideal'of striving to
search for a legitimate adult identity'may be-simply
ignored -ih favor of exploits equally enticing. and more
fun such’as vandalism or violence or drug use.
Involvements in such activities are also group mediated

>

and therefore relevant to emerging identities. Within

the pluralistic world of fouth,“many'things are

appropriate, especially when status and "rep" are

_defined Vis-a-Vis one = friends or authorities. In e

"q
the latter éase, to be against authority and to

v

recognize its arbitrariness in limiting opportunities and

fun, is to appraise the sitgation realistically, although

that may not be sanctipned by the officials in'question.'
' A further effect&is4to make authority seem more

arbitrary and widen the constructed gap between aduLts

By

and their youthful _charges. Ultimately; this can make

crime and other deviance more legitimaté among youth,
r

with greater consequences for their quest to outlive

-

their inferior status and inherit new respons1bi]ﬂties
Wlthln the world of occupations and responsibility.. If
adults foster definitions of troublemakers as "mere

criminals," and then seek to enforce their will thraugh

-

criminal charges, new cultural content will'be created

3 -

-
&
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and youth'wili become ﬁore of a problemn. e
Tt ‘must be‘emphasized that the mass-media do-not
al&ays directly.determine acﬂions; rather, repeated
themes and images can play a large part in defining
social reality and provide meaningful explanarions of -
sa variety of situations. Mofééber, their impact is
likely to‘be greatest'on pers;ns exposed to such messages

at an early age.” Since youﬁger persons have a smalier

) stock of knowledge, they are more likely to‘ipcorparate'-

new media presentationa as relevant informat&oa about

the s@cial world. And because young people are being

exposed to media - -images” at ever-earller ages, they will

be heav1ly lnfluenced by such presentations. /It is

not surprlslng that "adolescence" appears at an earlier
. age today than,'say, a decade ago. Qﬁateaadifferenﬁlyh

young people today can‘obtain a senserof what it is

like to be 16 years old when they are 10. - Not - |’k ‘.

v

surprisingly, many cIo not wait mnt'il they are 16 to act:’
16. The upshot is that the proBlems.of- youth will appear

earlier, laSt longer, and are llkely\toAtake newer forms.

¢ ' ‘Conclusion

T [}
n

Many of the points contained ‘in this essay are

. .
conjectural. No effort has been made to rehash.the claim

- > ~
. a

“ .
.. . [ . ”
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that mass media messages are solely responsible for

youth 4§lture and pred1s§:;:£jyme\people to commit

deviant acfs. I ‘believe is _the wrong approach. .
:‘ ’ '

Instead, I have suggested that youth is a social

. . |-
. construction that has been reified by adults and by

1

each-generation of young people. The mass media con=-.
tribpte to this process' by updating'symbolic meanings

N\ " and potential footholds in the climb toward the
elusive nfturity of adult status. _This is done by
treatlng youth as both a product and a target ofekedla
culture. Schoo;-related crimes are but one maniféstation

-

of this process and therefore demand further investigation.

>

s woﬁfd‘fqrther suggest that efforts to analyze the

so?e rule violators will beé less fruitful th
&halysis of media images of youtn: of how you
use the _mass media, and, most lmportant, of how mass-
mediated 1nfo:mat1on contributes to changing lifestyles,.

* argots, and adult-aﬁth ity perceptions lnvolved in rule
“violations and other iant actiyitdes. Good case - -
studies, for example, of the process by whlcn'new rules
come lnt_,bélng 4in Sp&lelC schools, how they are enforced,

@

how students percelve Ahem, and what. the consequences are

f9rAstudent-authority interaction, labelidg of v1olators,
and future rule infractions must-be carried out. - Only

-
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in this way will the meanlngful contexts of youth

be understood and capable of resolution. ’
‘ . ‘ - »
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