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The Honorable Al Gore, ]Jr.
The White House
Washington, D.C.

Dear Mr. Vice President,

First of all, I would like to thank you and President Clinton for inviting me and my
peers to the White House to discuss the planned television ratings system. While [
believe the implementation of the system will be challenging for the industry, as a
father of two young children, I support measures which help me to guide their
recreational activities.

During the closed door session in Washington, you made two inaccurate
statements regarding the “Power Rangers” which troubled me but which I chose
not to address with you in that forum. However, [ would now like to set the record

\ - straight. As you know, “Power Rangers” is the biggest phenomena in the entire
history of kids’ television and, as such, has attracted more than its share of both
criticism and kudos. However, because the series became such an “event”, certain
myths have developed. Unfortunately, myths, if oft repeated, can become facts if
not challenged.

One of these myths is that “Power Rangers” was taken off the air by its
broadcaster (Global) in Canada due to violence issues. This is simply not the case.
The show was edited slightly (less than 30 seconds per episode) and remained on
the air for another year. Another myth is that “Power Rangers” was removed from
the air in Scandinavia because a group of young boys killed a six year old girl.
The show was pulled for one week and was immediately brought back when the
official investigation determined that the boys involved had never even seen
“Power Rangers”.

My defense of the series with respect to these false stories notwithstanding, the
series has received some legitimate criticism. Even though we have received far
more positive than negative mail from parents, we take the negative comments to
heart and many changes have been incorporated into the show in response to this
criticism. As the father of a seven year old boy and a five year old girl, I pay close
attention to what my children watch on television. As the world’s largest supplier
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Good morning. About a year ago, my wife Tipper and I invited dozens of scholars,
television programmers, and educators to Nashville, Tennessee, for a conference on the
American family and the American media. Among the people who came to Nashville for
those sessions was Kathleen Hall Jamieson, one of the country’s most thoughtful analysts of
the role of mass media in American life. In Nashville -- and in all the years I’ve known her
-- she has taught me a great deal about how the media shape American politics and
influence our children’s lives.

That’s why I was delighted when Kathleen and the Annenberg Public Policy Center
took on this project. The Advisory Council on Excellence in Children’s Television -- which
begins its work today -- will establish private sector guidelines for what constitutes
cducational programming for children.

This bluc-ribbon commission is the most recent sign that the movement for quality
hildren’s television has begun to pick up stcam. For two decades now, my wife Tipper
has been working to make sure parents know what’s in the music their children listen to

and what’s on the television they watch.

And President Clinton and [ have long supported giving parents the tools to make
television a positive influence in their children’s lives -- tools to help them welcome in the
terrific and to keep out the trash.

For example, carlicer this year President Clinton successfully advocated for the V-
chip, a new device parents can use to keep their living rooms familv-friendly. And he
helped persuade the nation’s television broadcasters and producers to establish a voluntary
ratings system to inform parents about the content of shows their children might be
turning on.

Those were important strides. But along with giving parents the tools to choose,
we've been equally concerned about making sure our parents have something to choosc.
The V-chip and the voluntary ratings system arc necessary, extremely necessary. But they
are not sufficient. American families also need maore prosramming and better
programming.



So President Clinton has been working hard to increase both the quantity and
quality'of educational television. For example, FCC Chairman Reed Hundt, Congressman
Ed Markey, children’s advocate Peggy Charren and I -- along with many others -- have
been working to establish a minimum requirement for television broadcasters: three hours
a week of educational programming. Three hours a weck is fair. It’s simple. And it leaves
98 percent of broadcasting time available for other programs.

Three hours a week for our children is not too much to ask. And this week, the
three-hour requirement that we’ve been pursuing for so long may become a reality. And
that decision -- coupled with the blue-ribbon commission that’s beginning work today --
could make this week the best week for children’s television in a generation. By the end of
this week, we will have begun to change the face of children’s television.

The Annenberg Advisory Commission on Excellence in Children’s Television is also
an important step not simply in terms of whatwe’re achieving, but how we’re achieving it.
We’re improving television not by government fiat, but by the studied opinion of some of
the nation’s most pre-eminent private citizens, women and men committed to improving
the quality of Kids TV.

This technique -- “educate and inform” rather than “command and control” -- is
also alive in a proposal PBS President Ervin Duggan made about two weeks ago. To
further empower parents to make good choices for their Kids, President Duggan proposed
fixing anicon in the bottom corner of the television screen during shows that meet strict
standards for quality educational programming. This way, as with food labels, parents will
_know whether they’re choosing a healthy televised meal or simply another helping of a
high-fat video junk food. It’s a great idea.

So is the announcement President Clinton made last week to invite television leaders
to meet at the White House for a summit on educational television. Once again, with the
leadership and knowledge of the industry itself, we'll work to give parents additional
guidance for making television a positive influence in their children’s lives.

With the buzz of activity occurring in only the last few weeks and months -- the V-
chip, the voluntary ratings system, the three-hour a week educational television
requirement, the PBS icon, and today’s announcement -- | believe we’re ushering in a new
cra of high-quality educational programming for American children. The momentum
we’ve unleashed may prove unstoppable.

I predict that a year from now, television networks will be fighting each other to win
the Annenberg Advisory Commission’s sceal of approval, and to ecarn onc of those PBS

cducational icons.

I predict that a year from now, television producers will he turning out more
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" From Borney o Super Nintendo:
What 1o do

by Ellen Rosenbery

when your child wants it all
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—A parent of two children
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hether it's Barney sandals, Ninja

Turtle knapsacks, Nintendo
games, or simply “the perfect” pair of
sneakers—do your children ever say,
“Come on Mom (or Dad). Everyone else
has it, and I'll be the only one without
it"?

Your children’s “wants” may also in-
clude later curfews (“No one else has
to come in so early!™) or more privileges
(“I'm the only one who can't ride my
bike to the store!™) or expanded hori-
zons (“Everyone thinks I'm such aloser.
I'm the only one who can’t see that
movie!). The list can go on and on.

With constant bombardment from the
media of attractive things to own, it's
no wonder that children “want.” And
with pressure from peers, children of-
ten end up perceiving their wants as
needs they can't do without.

It's probably fair to say that it's natu-
ral for kids to want these things and
would be more surprising if they didn't.
The key issue is how they deal with and
feel about those wants—and what we
do in response to them.

Distinguishing between
wants and needs

t's vital that we help our children un-

derstand how to distinguish between
wants and needs and be able to put them
in a balanced perspective. It's also im-
portant for us to establish boundaries
and stick to them, despite the fact that
children may react by slamming doors
and saying “I hate you” or “It’s going to
be your fault if kids leave me out.”

I've learned over the years that what
may seem like “the obvious” to adults is
exactly what kids need to have rein-
forced. To help kids learn to differenti-
ate their wants from their needs, take
examples from their own experiences
so they can better understand and re-
late more closely to the examples.

For example, you might talk about a
time when their pants no longer fit, their
shoes had holes in them or their coats
were too thin to protect them from

colder weather. These are needs.

On the other hand, if your children
want four pairs of shoes—one to match
each different colored outfit—those are
wants. 'm not suggesting that it's not
okay to purchase such wants. That's a
personal choice that is rightfully up to
each parent to decide, based upon sense
of values, financial circumstances and
whatever else a parent might feel im-
portant to take into consideration.

[ am suggesting that we make the ef-
fort to teach children the difference
between a necessity and what might
more appropriately be considered a
luxury. Doing so can help lay a founda-
tion for greater appreciation of what you
actually do choose to buy for your child.

In my Growing Up Feeling Good pro-
grams, | invited parents and children
who attend to share their feelings and
experiences with me by writing them
down on “sharing cards.” In one such
program, a parent, B.P., shared the fol-
lowing:

“When [ buy my daughters things that
are really not necessary, like the under-
wear that has to match the bra, they
have to understand that they are privi-
leged. They have to be made aware that
they are getting something special. They
can't take it for granted.

“If kids are given more than they need,
it probably will not hurt them as long as
they are made to be aware of how lucky
they are. I just drum that into my kids
all the time.”

Another parent told me her son asked
for a jacket that “everyone at school
had.” Because he already had a jacket,
she told him if he wanted it, he'd have
to buy it with his own money. He ended
up using his holiday gift money to get it
for himself.

When children earn something for
themselves, they're likely to have a dif-
ferent sense of appreciation of the value
of a dollar and a different sense of own-
ership than when you buy things for
them.

A mother, A.H., with two daughters
shared: “If you can get kids to take part
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in a program for the homeless, and they
see that people don't even have a place
to live, then they appreciate so much
more what they have.”

Fostering respect
for differences

'l never forget the 6th-grade boy at

one of my assembly programs years
ago who wrote on his sharing card that
his family didn't have enough money for
shoes. He said that the principal in his
school was able to help arrange to get
his family shoes and clothing. What is
still so painful to me is that he also said
that the kids in his school still teased
him about what he wore.

That boy and his family were in need.
While the reality is that some children
purposely tease to be cruel, my guess is
that many of the children who teased
him had no concept of how hurtful their
comments actually were. Most of those
kids probably had even less apprecia-
6

tion for what it might have meant to be
without shoes.

When do you as a parent “give in” to
your child’s request? This is a judgment
call, based upon circumstances and your
sense of your own child. There are times
when children are seriously concerned
about the need to look just like “every-
one else” because in their perception,
that's their ticket to belonging.

We need to help our children under-
stand that if someone only likes them
for what they wear, what they look like
or what they own—instead of for who
they are—they need to question
whether that's a good friend to have.

Children who lack self-confidence,
have a lower sense of self-worth and also
have weak social and communication
skills may find it difficult to hold onto
the perspective that theyre worthy be-
cause of who they are on the “inside.”
They might also find it hard to trust that
what's really important has nothing to
do with getting the sweater that “every-

one” has. (Their lesson in this case is
that they are important with or without
the sweater. If someone doesnt think
so, it's time to look for a different
friend!)

If you sense a time when your son's
or daughter’s level of confidence is very
low, you may decide that it's worth al-
lowing the purchase of the sweater that
“everyone else” has. In such cases, the
sweater may make it seem to your child
that at least on the outside, he or she
appears to fit in with the other kids. Your
child can then be freer to concentrate
on making friends rather than worrying
about appearance.

If you do make this decision, it's es-
sential that your child be very clear
about just what that sweater represents.

Grabbing the teachable moment

__.._ﬁ ow do you respond when a child
Usays, “Why can't [ have it? Every-
one else does?” When challenged in this
PTA TODAY, May/June 1994
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way, you might grab this as a terrific
teachable moment. Your response to
“Everyone else is doing it, why can't 17"
can help reinforce some valuable life
lessons—about consistency, follow-
through, fairness, listening, friendship,
peer pressure and loving your child
enoughnottogivein to this kind of pres-
sure.

I'm not suggesting that it's easy or par-
ticularly pleasant to have to deal with
kids who are disturbed about restric-
tions that they may consider unfair,
overprotective and even old-fashioned.
But at what price do we give in? What
kinds of messages do you imagine our
children will take away with them if we
do?

You might find it helpful to respond
with the following:

“I understand that all of your friends
are doing this. And I respect their par-
ents’ right to make that decision for
them. But you're not your friends and
I'm not your friends’ parent ... | need to
be consistent with my own sense of re-
sponsibility and my own sense of what
seems best for you.”

You might add: “It would be much
easier to just give in and let you come
in as late as you want. Then I wouldn't
have to deal with how upset you areand

how unfair you think I am.

“However, | feel | owe you more than
that. I love you very much and am very
concerned about what [ know goes on
later. That's why I'm taking such a hard
line. I’'m sorry you're so upsetabout this,
but I hope, at least, that you do under-
stand where I'm coming from.”

It can also help to listen to your child’s
reasoning, let him or her know that no
decision is carved in stone, and that
there can be reevaluation based upon
issues such as trust, maturity, etc. Kids
usually appreciate it if parents at least
take each circumstance unto itself, as
each might be a bit different.

The truth is that your child may never
quite reach the point of accepting the
rules you make or may never be happy
about whatever restrictions you choose
to establish. (And who said life would
seem fair all the time?)

It's especially important that we, as
parents, be clear about what our chil-
dren need versus what they want.
Sometimes, parents are more affected
by peer pressure than children are. We
need to remember that we are role-mod-
eling for our kids at all times. We're
teaching all the time, verbally as well as
nonverbally, about self-worth, respect
for others and values.

S.M., a parent of two children, shared
this at one of my programs:

“A lot of the kids who want things so
badly and can't afford them...we need
to help them—and everyone else—un-
derstand that ‘things' are not what make
a person. Kids are shooting people for
sports jackets ... We need to deal with
our values and morals.”

Boundaries are one of our more im-
portant gifts to our children. Kids may
not seem to want them, but there are
many children who have told me they
would give up their privileges (and even
prize possessions and big homes) if only
their parents would care enough to es-
tablish limits and bother to stick to
them. O

Ellen Rosenberg is an educator, author
and parent. She is creator of Growing
Up Feeling Good programs for students,
staff and parents al the elementary and
secondary school levels as well as LIFE
101 programs for college and university
audiences. She is the author of Growing
Up Feeling Good (Puffin Books) and Col-
lege Life (Penguin Books).
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