INTRODUCTION

Throughout its history, prime-time television has portrayed many faces of government. From the stone-
faced Sgt. Friday of Dragnet . . . to the corrupt county commissioner Boss Hogg in the Dukes of
Hazzard . . . to the principled and plainspoken president in West Wing, viewers have seen both the
virtues and vices of government workers and the indtitutions they represent. To capture this diversity
and the mgjor changesin TV’ strends, we are engaged in andlyzing the portrayas of dl characters
identified as civilian public sector employees, aswell as program themes involving government practices
and performance,

Our firg study, Government Goes Down the Tube: Images of Government in TV Entertainment,
commissioned by the Council for Excdlence in Government and released in 1999 examined the
program themes and charactersin asample of 1160 fictiond prime-time series episodes from the 1955
through 1998, which were either randomly selected from the Library of Congress Broadcast Archive
Collection or, beginning with the 1992 season, videotaped by CMPA researchers.  To bring this
research up to date, we have applied the same sampling procedures to 161 episodes from the 1999
2000 and 2000-2001 seasons. This report focuses on the changes and activities from the 1992 - 98
sample to this new sample of contemporary series.

To identify the most sdient aspects of character and plot line, we used the socid scientific method of
content analysis. This method, which produces objective and systematic descriptions of communication
content, is described in an gppendix to our previous report. In brief, it involves classifying print or
broadcast materia according to apriori rules and procedures that permit the results to be tested and
replicated. The Center for Mediaand Public Affairs developed this content analysis system and trained
codersto apply it to the specified program materid under the authors supervision.

In each program we identified the tone of each character portraya, as well as broader thematic
trestment related to government. We also classified occupations of al characters, with speaking parts,
using the categories developed by the US Census Bureau. This procedure produced a sample of 1,658
charactersin episodes that aired during the past two seasons. Of those, 502 were civilian public sector
employees a the loca, state or federa level. Our previous 1990s sample consisted of 4,160
characters, including 1,307 government employees.
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This report differentiates among four mgor categories of public sector workers: dected officids,
including characters who hold or seek public office; civil servants, including mail carriers, cerks,
adminigrators, etc.; public sector workersinvolved in law enforcement, including those working in the
court system (judges and government lawyers) and peace officers (police, sheriffs, etc.); and public
school teachers. In addition, we identified severd recurring themes related to the practice and
performance of government, such as charges of corruption, whether government decisions were guided
by public or specid interests, and the justice system’ s trestment of women and minorities.

TABLE 1
NUMBER OF CHARACTERS
1999 — 2001

GOVERNMENT OCCUPATIONS 502
Law Enforcers 297

Judges 23

Lawyers 26

Federal Agents 52

Loca Police Officers 196

Public School Teachers 36

Elected Officids 17

Other Civil Servants 152

OTHER OCCUPATIONS 1156
TOTAL 1658
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TABLE 2
NUMBER OF CHARACTERS
1992 - 1998

GOVERNMENT OCCUPATIONS 1307
Law Enforcers 935
Judges 101
Lawyers 71
Federal Agents 96
Loca Police 588
Locd Sheriffs 33
Other 46
Public School Teachers 101
Elected Officids 67
Other Civil Servants 204

OTHER OCCUPATIONS 2853
TOTAL 4160

There was condderable continuity in the vighility of government workers over time. The

proportion of characters with some locd, tate, or federal government affiliation dropped dightly from
1990s levels, down from 31 percent of dl charactersin census-coded occupationsin that decade to 27
percent during the past two seasons. But the proportion of characters that viewers would most likely
associate with * government officids’ (public officeholders and civil servants) rose dightly, from 7
percent of al charactersin the 1990s to 10 percent currently. There were dso Smilarities over timein
the vighility of various occupational sectors within the broad category of “government workers.”

Asareflection of teevision's perennid attraction to cops and robbers series, precisdy hdf (50%) of dl
government employees were peace officers of one sort or another —mainly loca police, but dso federd
agents, locd sheriffsand the like.
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The proportion was even higher in the previous decade, representing dmost three out of five roles
(58%). A smdler but nonetheless substantia block of characters represented the justice system in the
roles of judges and prosecuting attorneys — one in ten government roles (10%) in the current sample,
onein eight (13%) during the 1990s. The core group of government officids — officeholders, civil
sarvants and saffers — made up one-third of the current sample (33%), up from one-fifth (21%) in the
previous decade. In both samples the smalest group was comprised of public school teachers—7
percent during 1999-2001 and 5 percent from 1992 to 1998.

FIGURE 1
OCCUPATIONAL DISTRIBUTION

1992-98 1999-2001

2% 2%
% 10%
4% 18% 3% 15%
B Non-Government B Peace Officers [[] Teachers
[] Courts [] Elected Officialsand
Civil Servants
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Asin our previous studies, we will congder the portrayds of these various groups in turn, while
providing comparative data on the tone of each group’s portraya during the 1990s and current
samples. Also as before, we will consider separately the thematic eements of the plotlines, which
represent more overt assertions about the success or failure of government ingtitutions, above and
beyond the indirect evidence provided by the portrayds of the individuals who make up these
inditutions.

ELECTED OFFICIALS

In the 1990s, prime-time’ s dected officials were nether visible nor virtuous. Just 2 percent of the
characters we coded were office holders or office seekers. Further, office holders were among the
least admired charactersin primetime. Negative characters outnumbered positive ones by nearly atwo
to one margin (36% to 21%), a stark reversd of the two to one positive margin for al other public
sector employees combined (38% to 19%). This poor showing surpassed the overall totals of 30
percent positive and 22 percent negative portrayas among al census-coded occupations.

Office holders during this period didn’t just bend the law, they broke it — three times as often as other
characters. Even those who did nothing illegal were often driven by greed or sdlf-interest rather than
principle. For example, in The Powers That Be, a befuddled Senator Powers was pushed by his
ambitious wife to run for Presdent. Other politicaly oriented series such as Linda Bloodworth
Thomason’s Women of the House and Hearts Afire never rose above cheap sexua jokes and stock
stereotypes about incompetence and corruption.

In Hollywood * high concept” vernacular, if you asked what has changed since then in tdlevison's
portraya of public officids and the process of governing, the answer would most likely be “Two words.
West Wing.” Interms of both audience and critica response, thisis the most successful seriessetin
government’ s executive branch snce Benson |eft the airwaves 15 years ago. West Wing followed in
the footsteps of two recent commercialy successful feature films about life in the White House, The
American President and Dave. Like both these films, the series incorporates e ements of both
comedy and drama, while presenting alargely sympeathetic picture of presidentia leadership.
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Asakind of “Mr. Smith Goes Redpalitik,” West Wing uses speeches, soliloquies and angry exchanges
to make the grand rhetoricd flourishes that have dways marked politica dramas. Many previous
series, however, came across as preachy and unredistic in overlooking the way palitics redly works.
Perhaps the greatest strength of West Wing isits ability to jump from high blown rhetoric to practicd
politics. But the wheding and dedling is not cynicd; it is driven by red issues and sncere commitments.
Paliticians and gaffers on the West Wing are dways very aware of the palitical consequences of their
actions, but their awareness goes beyond what will further their careers. Their activities are not devoted
solely to obtaining or retaining power as an end in itself, but as ameans of making America a better
place for dl itscitizens. Whilethisis hardly newsto paliticd scientigts, it isaworld apart from typica
televison portrayds of government and palitics.



TABLE 3

TONE OF PORTRAYALS- SELECTED OCCUPATIONS (%)

1992 - 1998
POSITIVE| NEGATIVE| NEUTRAL TOTAL INDEX SCORE* C:I :&Bciigg

COURT SYSTEM 46 13 41 100% +33 14
PEACE OFFICERS 40 19 41 100% +21 84
TEACHERS A 18 48 100% +16 107
PRIVATE ATTORNEYS 41 26 33 100% +15 191
MILITARY 35 19 46 100% +16 200
DoCTORS 39 25 36 100% +14 349
OTHER PROFESSIONALS 39 28 33 100% +11 222
OTHER HEALTH PROVIDERS 14 7 78 100% +7 208
JOURNALISTS 23 18 59 100% +5 294
OTHER WHITE COLLAR 21 18 61 100% +3 803
BLUE COLLAR 18 18 64 100% 0 517
CIVIL SERVANTS 16 18 66 100% -2 242
BUSINESS 31 39 30 100% -8 558
ELECTED OFFICIALS 22 31 47 100% -9 67

* Index Score represents percent positive minus percent negative portrayals.

Note: Percent may not sumto 100 because rounding error.
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TABLE 4

TONE OF PORTRAYALS- SELECTED OCCUPATIONS (%)

1999 — 2001
POSITIVE NEGATIVE NEUTRAL TOTAL I NDEX SCORE* Cﬁiﬁzf:is:s

1. COURT SYSTEM 43 14 43 100% +29 49
2. DOCTORS 40 17 43 100% +23 117
3. PEACE OFFICERS 37 19 44 100% +18 248
4. PRIVATE ATTORNEYS 48 22 30 100% +16 96
5. OTHER PROFESSIONALS 33 21 46 100% +12 113
6. OTHER HEALTH PROVIDERS 16 6 78 100% +10 82
7. MILITARY 28 20 52 100% +8 65
8. CIVIL SERVANTS 30 22 48 100% +8 152
9. OTHER WHITE COLLAR 26 19 55 100% +7 160
10. BLUECOLLAR 22 22 55 99% 0 112
11. JOURNALISTS 18 20 6 100% -2 73
12. ELECTED OFFICIALS 29 35 35 99% -6 17
13. BUSINESS 27 37 35 99% -10 158
14. TEACHERS 25 39 361 100% 14 36

*|ndex Score represents percent positive minus percent negative portrayals

Note: Percent may not sumto 100 because of rounding error.
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Another strength of the West Wing liesin the depth of its characters. In many cases prime-time’'s
politica characters have been shdlow and superficid, with seemingly no life or activities beyond their
political advancement. In West Wing we see characters who have love lives, families, hobbies,
interests and even introspection about what they are doing, why they are doing it, and how well they are
doing & it. Thisgivesthe characters an extra dimension necessary for the audience to connect with
their being movers and shakers of the body politic.

West Wing was directly responsible for giving ected officias the second most improved image that we
recorded among al occupations, athough the overdl difference was not dramatic. The proportion of
positive rolesincreased by eight percentage points (from 21% to 29%), while negative portrayals
dropped by one percentage point (from 36% to 35%). The combined index change of +9 raised
elected officids two rungs up the ladder, going from dead last in the occupationa rankings in the 1990s
to twelfth currently, ahead of business characters and, more surprisingly, teachers.

Despiteits popular and critica success, West Wing has not yet had time to produce the program clones
that highly rated shows typicaly spin off. The combined favorability ratings of al dected officidsin
other shows was dmogt identica to what we found during the previous decade. For example, amid the
buzz created by West Wing, Spin City is an often overlooked workhouse of primetime. An episode
we viewed contained thisfairly typica exchange between the comically obtuse Mayor Winston and a

new deputy mayor:
Deputy Mayor Crawford: Sir, about being late this morning — I'm sorry.

Mayor Winston: I’m having trouble waking up these days. | moved thedarm
clock acrossthe room. You know — get up, turn it off? But
after two days, | just moved my bed over there. | seefrom
your bio that you're “relaxed, easygoing, and comfortable at
work or play.”

Crawford: Sir, that’ sthe J. Crew cataog.

Changing Images of Government in TV Entertainment Page 9



TABLE S
CHANGESIN TONE OF OCCUPATIONAL
PORTRAYALS
RANKINGS I NDEX CHANGE*

1999 - 2001 1992 - 1998
COURT SYSTEM 1 1 -5
DOCTORS 2 6 +11
PEACE OFFICERS 3 2 -3
PRIVATE ATTORNEYS 4 4 -3
OTHER PROFESSIONALS 5 6 0
OTHER HEALTH PROVIDERS 6 8 +1
MILITARY 7 5 -7
CIVIL SERVANTS 7 11 +6
OTHER WHITE COLLAR 9 10 +4
BLUECOLLAR 10 12 0
JOURNALISTS 11 9 -9
ELECTED OFFICIALS 12 14 +9
BUSINESS 13 13 -3
TEACHERS 14 3 -34

*|ndex Change represents the change in index scores fromthe 1992-98 sampleto the 1999-01 sample.
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Nonetheless, in view of the programming paiterns that have long marked the prime-time schedule, we
would expect the advent of anew breed of political drama before many more seasons pass.
Moreover, and perhaps most importantly, West Wing is dreedy partly responsible for achangein
televison's thematic trestment of government. In the 1990's sample, three out of four themes (76%)
criticized the politica system by presenting politics as adirty business, and politicd inditutions asfailing
the citizens they are intended to serve. In the current sample, this figure was nearly reversed, with 62
percent positive and 38 percent negative instances.

The differenceisillugtrated by the response of then-Governor Bartlett to adairy farmer who criticizes
him during his presdentiad campaign for voting againgt price supports for milk.

Yeah. | screwed you on that one.... And not just you, alot of my condtituents.
| put the hammer to farms in Concord, Salem, Laconia, Pelham, Hampton,
Hudson....

Today, for thefirgt time in higtory, the largest group of Americanslivingin
poverty are children. Onein five children live in the most abject, dangerous,
hopel ess, back-breaking, gut-wrenching poverty any of us could imagine. One
infive. Andthey're children. If fiddity to freedom and democracy is the code
of our civic rdigion, then surdy the code of our humanity is fathful serviceto
the unwritten Commandment that says, “We shdl give our children better than
we ourselves received.”

Let meput it thisway: | voted againg the bill because | didn’t want to make it
harder for people to buy milk. | stopped some money from flowing into your
pocket. If that angersyou, if you resent me, | completely respect that. Buit if
you expect anything different from the President of the United States you should
vote for someone dse.
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TABLE6
THEMESOF EPISODES I

1992 - 1998 SUPPORT CRITICIZE NUMBER
POLITICAL SYSTEM 26% 74% 100% 31
LEGAL SYSTEM 30% 70% 100% 10
TOTAL 27% 73% 100% 41

1999 - 2001 SUPPORT CRITICIZE NUMBER
POLITICAL SYSTEM 62% 38% 100% 21
L EGAL SYSTEM 81% 19% 100% 21
TOTAL 71% 29% 100% 42

CIVIL SERVANTS

Civil servants were more visible than paliticians during the’ 90s, but they were dso among the least
admired groups of public sector employees that we studied. Twenty-two percent were shownin a
postive light, bardy hdf the rate of pogtive characters we found among law enforcers. But what most
defined the image of civil servants was their lack of definition, as reflected in their large proportion of
neutrd roles (58%). Tdevidon inthe 1990s rardy built shows around workers in government
agencies. Civil servants were frequently shown as robotic paper shufflers or abrasive ma contents who
were too lazy, gpathetic or self-absorbed to serve the public.

For example, the US Pogtd Service was epitomized by the lovable but bumbling Cliff Clavin, a member
of thelong-running stcom Cheers. Cliff’slack of professonalism was aluded to in severd episodes,
and he often faced disciplinary action for various job infractions. And Cliff was arole mode for
government workers compared to the unsavory Newman of Seinfeld. Contradicting the Postal

Sarvice s famed motto, rain, snow, deet and any other inclement weather usudly interfered with his
appointed rounds.
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Echoing the improved image that we found among public officids, however, civil servants are now
being more positively portrayed in both relative and absolute terms. Their positive portrayalsincreased
from 22 to 30 percent of characters, producing an index of +8. This represents a change of +6 over
time, placing them third, behind only public officids (+9) and doctors (+11) in their increasein
favorability. Even moreimpressive, aivil servants legped from tenth to sixth place in the favorability
index. Thisclimb four rungs up the ladder was matched only by doctors among the 14 groupsin our
comparisons.

None of these characters plays aleading role, but some are continuing characters. Among theseis
Judging Amy’' s socid worker mother, Maxine, who reluctantly leaves her retirement to assist her
overworked former colleagues in providing human services to the disadvantaged. One exchange of
didogueis notable for what is not said about government workers. When her former boss tries to coax
her into returning, Maxine says, “ Sean, you have an office full of competent socid workers” He
replies, “No, | don’'t. | have an office full of well-intentioned and under-experienced socid workers.”

Note that he does not attribute the problem to lack of motivation, ineptitude, or bureaucratic red tape.
Instead he presents his workers as dedicated and lacking experience rather than competence. This
contrasts sharply with an episode from King of the Hill in our 1990 sample, in which asocia worker is
portrayed as arigid busybody who takes a child away from hisloving parents because of his obtuse

rigidity in applying the rules

Other characters appear only in asingle episode, mostly to further the plot by working for the welfare
of other characters. For example, in an episode of Third Watch, a paramedic goes far beyond the call
of duty in asssting the child of a poor and frightened Hispanic immigrant, who spesks little English.
After determining that the child is asthmatic, he ends up persondly offering to set up an appointment at
adlinic and even give them aride and back.

Stereotypes of government bureaucrats ill perast, but to alesser degree and mostly in lesser known
shows that do not get the intense press coverage of West Wing. Probably the most negative portraya
of civil servants gppeared in the recently cancelled Norm. This show focused on an errant ex-hockey
player who, after too many brushes with the law, is sentenced to do community service asa socid
worker. (Itisnotable that Norm is punished by giving him a government job that is usudly associated
with dedication and service to the less fortunate)) One workplace sceneillustrates the comic disdain
with which the popular culture dtill often treats the public sector:
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Mr Denby: Norm! What is your dog doing at work?!

Norm: Remember when you told usto keep an eye out for aleve 1 clericd assgtant?
Denby: Don't -- don't — Dont tell me you hired wiener dog!
Norm: No, gr, technicdly, you did when you signed this authorization form.

Remember you encouraged us to find someone with a disability.

Denby [reading from application]:

"Applicant has no thumbs, has 3 inch legs, and spesks absolutely no English.”
This-- this— Thisisatrocious Hesfired! Get rid of him. Get rid of him now.

Norm: Comeon, g, you can't fire wiener dog. He's agood man.

Laurie: Actudly, as crazy asit sounds, you redly cant fire him. If you terminate a
worker with no natice, the union autométicdly filesagrievance. I'm afraid it
says right here [reading], "Before you fire anyone, you have to date the specific
problem, and then give them two weeks to improve their performance.”

Denby [turning to face wiener dog):

Hello, wiener dog. I'm sorry to say that I'm unhappy with your job
performance. Y ou've got two weeks to improve your typing skillsand learn to

talk!
Mr. Dibenedetto:
Denby!
Denby: Oh, hello, Mr. DiBenedetto. | didn't know you'd be stopping by. What brings

you down from your lofty perch in adminigtration?

Mr. Dibenedetto [hugging and stroking wiener dog:
Hey, look at thisguy! Hey, hey, hey, how you doing' there, littlefella? | hear
you hired somebody with no thumbs and 3 inch legs. I'm glad were findly
hiring the disabled around here. So, where is this courageous mess?

Norm: Wél, right now, you're sexudly harassng him, gr.
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LAW ENFORCERS

In the fantasy world of prime-time television, the most frequent activities involving government take
place in the courtroom and the station house. As aresult, law enforcers dominate the government work
force on primetime. They congtituted 22 percent of al charactersin census-coded occupations during
the 1990s, aleve of representation that easily outstripped that of dl other government workers
combined. Shows such as NYPD Blue, Hudson Sreet and Courthouse gave police, judges and
prosecutors prominent roles during this period.

Law enforcersin the’90s retained the predominantly favorable image they have enjoyed from TV’s
earliest days. The virtues of law enforcers far outstripped those of charactersin private sector
occupations, which had a collective postive rating of 28 percent. Slightly fewer than onein five law
enforcers were bad guys, and about three in five were neutrd, giving them afavorable margin of better
than two-to-one.

However, images of law enforcement in the 1990s aso echoed trends toward realism and mora
ambiguity that took root in the 1980s. Serieslike Law and Order, NYPD Blue, and Homicide: Life
on the Street, dl featured the gritty, moraly conflicted milieu that borrowed from Hill Street Blues.
During this period, viewers saw cops who sometimes abused the law they tried to enforce, judges who
made rulings againg their own better judgment, and prosecutors who reluctantly cut deals that were less
than just.

Asareault, dthough police dominated the airwaves in sheer numbers, they scored in the middle of the
pack asrole models. Their 42 percent positive and 19 percent negative ratings matched the overdl
figuresamong al law enforcers. Often police officers were coded as mixed characters —well-
intentioned but flawed or misguided. For example, the cops on NYPD Blue resorted to violence while
interrogating a suspect who alegedly shot a detective. Indeed, some law enforcement officials were
bad apples to the core. For example, Walker, Texas Ranger featured a prototypica racist Southern
sheriff who murdered nonwhites that came to histown. Moreover, law enforcement in prime time is not
just ameatter of individua cops catching crooks. Many shows probed the mechanics and morality of
the justice system itsdlf, including corruption, police brutdity, and the treatment of women and
minorities. A mgority (58%) of the shows that dedlt with such subject matter concluded that the
sysem wasfaling its citizens.
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As tdevison meets the new millennium, law enforcement remains the most visble part of government in
primetime Appearances range from copsin old stand-bys like Diagnosis Murder to new serieslike
CS: Crime Scene Investigation and The Job. Over and above these focal shows, cops (and to a
lesser extent judges) show up in avariety of shows. Most cop shows these days continue to focus on
the gritty mean strets. Standouts in this vein of inner city redism include such old timers as NYPD
Blue, Law & Order, and Law & Order: Special Victims Unit, aswell as new offerings like The Job,
Big Apple, and Third Watch.

While such gritty shows work hard to reflect the complexities and systemic issues that confront law
enforcement, there remains asmall group of more traditiond mordistic cop shows. Martial Law
(CBS), Walker Texas Ranger (CBS) and The Didtrict (CBS) are three of the best known. These
shows share a strong denunciation of crime or immoral behavior and a staunch defense of the virtues of
law enforcers. The combination of these two categories — old-fashioned heroic roles and those that
sympathize with urban cops and judges doing their best in atough job — ensured that peace officers
would remain near the top of the occupational ladder in their favorability ratings. Asin the 1990s,

positive portrayas of these law enforcement officials roughly doubled the negative ones (by 37% to
19% currently vs. 41% to 20% in the 1990s).

Within tdlevison's overdl occupationd hierarchy, these law enforcement officias fell from second to
third, as medical doctors supplanted them in favorability. But that reflects a sharp increase in pogtive
portrayas of doctorsin such shows as ER, Gideon’s Crossing and City of Angels, rather than any
dropoff in favorable roles among peace officers. Further, judges and prosecutors easily retained their
positive image as televison’s most favorably portrayed occupationd group. In both samples, officers
of the court were seen in apostive light over three times as often as a negative one— by 48 to 14
percent in the 1990s and 43 to 14 percent currently.

Findly, aswe found with paliticd dramas, the most obvious change in prime-time' s presentation of law
enforcement is thematic rather than individud. Although the mix of good and bad guys has remained
relatively stable for the past decade, the dialogue and plotlines have become more supportive of the
system’ s ability to mete out judtice. In fact, four out of five thematic trestments in the current sample
cad the justice system in afavorable light. That represents a complete turnaround from the 1990s
sample, in which saven out of ten shows highlighted shortcomingsin the system.
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For example, when police officersin Law and Order: Special Victims Unit are accused of using
undue force, their superior defends their actions by showing members of areview board graphic
pictures of crime victims:

Thislittle boy’ s mother suck his hands on a frying pan until hisfingers burned off. This
rape victim required 12 hours of surgery to have a stedl plate put into her head after her
attacker pummeled her with a claw hammer. Thisone didn’'t makeit. Isthere anybody
on this pand who doesn’t share Detective Stabler’ s anger for the perpetrators? This
man isagood cop. As hiscommanding officer, | stand with him and every other cop
who faces these horrors day after day and has the strength to keep their impulsesin
check. Now if you can look at these pictures and not understand that ... the problem
hereisn't [detective] Stabler.

TEACHERS

Teachers were on the opposite end of the vishility spectrum from law enforcersin the 1990s,
accounting for only 2 percent of all census-coded occupations. Throughout the decade they were
mainly bit playersin prime-time's occupationd landscape, playing supporting rolesin shows like The
S mpsons, Boy Meets World, and My So-Called Life Nonetheless, they received mostly favorable
trestment, with 28 percent playing postive roles, compared to only 17 percent who were negetively
portrayed. Their index score of +11 was high enough to place them third among al occupationa

groups.

Since teaching is not usudly trested as a controversia or contentious occupation (as is police work, for
example), it came as a surprise to find that teachers have dropped the farthest of any group in
televison'sesteem. In the current sample, they received only 25 percent positive portrayals compare
to 39 percent negative. The resulting index score of -14 placed them dead last among al groups.
Although such adramatic turnaround looks surprising, it does not indicate that teeching has suddenly
become the occupation televison lovesto hate. Instead, it represents the Janus face of the West Wing
phenomenon, in which a single series can shift the profile of a group that is poorly represented in the
overdl prime-time schedule.
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A new seriestitled Boston Public has revived televison's longstanding device of using the schoolhouse
as an ongoing forum to explore complex socid issues and conflict. If teaching is portrayed more
negatively than before, it is mainly due to the teechersin this show being portrayed ambiguoudy, with a
full complement of humean failings aswedl as virtues. While such portrayas are more sophisticated and
often more compdlling, the result is that not a Single teecher a Boston Public is shown as a purdy
pogitive role model. Representative characters include Milton Buttle, who isfired over along-term
affair with astudent and trying to cover it up. Then there is Harvey Lipshultz, who teaches American
history asif he werein the suburbs in the early 1960s, making the kids say the Pledge of Allegiance and
regarding black and Latino students as uninterested in learning. 1n an opening dtercation he triesto
send afemde student home for not wearing a bra, which only sets off a braless sudent protest. The
vice-principa (Scott Guber) is an overly officious stick-in-the-mud type. The most positive teacher in
the school is Lauren Davis, who isidedigtic, energetic and supportive. Y et even she cannot escape
problems such asracid biasin her grading and discipline. In one episode, after much introgpection, she
discoversto her dismay that her assumptions about minorities seem to have resulted in her being
tougher on minority students.

CONCLUSION

The centra finding of this sudy is that prime-time portrayas of government are becoming more
positive, as are portrayas of its representativesin public office and the civil service. Thisfinding holds
true for both individua characters and thematic trestments of government. In absolute terms, the
portraya of government employeesis still amixed bag. But their image has improved reative both to
that of the previous decade and to other occupationa groups depicted in the current program schedule.

This conclusion reflects the confluence of severd distinct trends. Fird, in the relm of character
portrayas, dected officials and civil servants hed the most improved images of any group other than
medica doctors. Meanwhile, judges and prosecuting attorneys had the most positive images of any
occupationa group in both time periods. Teachers represented the sole exception to thistrend. They
had the least positive image of any group, reveraing their relatively favorable ratingsin the 1990s. But
this change reflects the impact of asngle serieswith numerous roles for teachers.
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This more favorable view of government employees was matched by themes that emphasized a positive
role for government. As Table 6 showed, in the 1990s, three out of four shows criticized politics as
corrupt, cynica, or unrepresentative. Among current series, three out of five episodes praised palitical
inditutions for serving the public interest. In the 1990s, seven out of ten shows criticized the legal
gystem as unjugt, discriminatory, or ineffective. In current series, eight out of ten shows have praised
the functioning of the legd system.

When these patterns were combined in asingle index of al governmenta ingtitutions, the magnitude of
this shift in prime-time’ s perspective became clear. Nearly three out of four government-themed shows
from the previous decade (1992 - 1998) found fault with how government works. Among current
series (1999 - 2001), nearly three out of four episodes praised the government for working well.
Findlly. the recent success of NBC's West Wing seems to portend amore redlistic and appreciztive
portraya of public servicein future seasons. So if television does not aways celebrate the role of
government in American life, at least the glass has gone from being haf empty to haf full.
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