Schaefer 1

H. Matthew Schaefer

Professor Debra Finkel
Media 5310 Media and Culture

December 11, 2007
The Role of TV Dads 

The media has great influence over how audiences view the world.  What they present is often portrayed as the truth even in situational comedies.  In children’s programming and television channels, parents should be observant of the way adult figures are presented.  This paper will examine five very popular television shows and analyze how they present the father figure to children.  Although the purpose of these shows is to entertain children, the underlying message is that fathers are often incompetent and unreliable.  Observation, research, and analysis of these shows reveals how they effect children’s views of dads and often cast them in negative ways that reduces the respect and trust for the male parent and contributes to the decline of the American family.
In television shows from the 1950s to the late 1980’s, American producers created some very positive father role models.  Audiences observed men like Ozzie Nelson, Ward Cleaver, Andy Taylor, Howard Cunningham, Mike Brady, Danny Tanner, and of course the king of dads, Cliff Huxtable.  Americans were taught that father knows best and he is patient, sensitive to his children’s feelings, he actively listens and usually provides the correct answer, and he is attentive to everyone’s needs.  Men were supposed to be responsible and trustworthy, although not perfect.  They took the role of father seriously, at least on some television programming.  (How Men are Portrayed on Television)
As the racial wars waged and the sexual revolution sculpted out new roles for women, the role of the father began to change.  Fathers like Archie Bunker began to appear in stark contrast to his counterparts, but men found themselves able to relate to this poor, working class shlump who was a racist, bigot, and the brunt of many jokes, unbeknownst to him. This set the stage for a new role for men to play on TV.  Statements concerning women and racial groups became off limits, but writers began to adopt men as the new “politically correct” target.  Fathers in comedy shows are now commonly known as goofy bumbling idiots who can’t be trusted with the simplest household or child-rearing tasks.  Even though studies show men are involved in these roles today, more now then ever before in American society, television sitcoms often portray them in a very different way.  (Male Bashing on TV)
One study made the following conclusions: 

· Fathers were eight times more likely to be portrayed negatively compared to mothers. TV almost always picks on the dad. 

· On television, fathers are less involved, provide less moral guidance, are less competent and place less of a priority on the family than do mothers. 

· The majority of negative portrayals are not of absent fathers in drama, but of in-the-home fathers in comedies. 

· Roughly one-fourth of all fathers on television are portrayed negatively. 

· TV often ignores or falsely glosses over the consequences of father absence.  (What TV Teaches About Dads)
The American family structure has changed.  Many children are born into situations where the father and mother are not married and the children do not know what to expect of their biological fathers.  In fact, one out of four children will be born to a never married mom.  (What is Americas Most Serious Social Problem)  The role of the father was usually defined by the father himself, along with grandparents, extended family and even the church and schools.  Fathers were considered to have authority and deserved respect, even into their old age.  In many cases, the oldest living male in a family was the patriarch who brought meaning and continuity to the family members.  The father provided security, strength, and stability to children.  Today, that has radically changed for several reasons.  Besides the higher divorce rate, the introduction of mass media floods children with ideas outside of their family structure.  Some children who have no father or little contact with him believe what they see on TV is normal.  Other children who do have a father begin to question his authority and often lower their trust and respect for him.
“Studies have shown that this is not good for America’s children. When children who do not have fathers (and thus, have nothing to compare what they see on TV with) are repeatedly exposed to negative images of Dads, it can distort their perception of what Dads/men are really like. This is also not good for the children who do have dads, since many busy parents sometimes use television as a babysitter. The good values that were present in the older shows are pretty much non-existent in many shows that kids watch today.” (How Men are Portrayed on Television)
By examining five fathers on shows popular with early teens and children, this paper will attempt to make a qualitative observation and study of how fathers are currently portrayed to this vulnerable audience by examining the framework of these shows.  These five programs were chosen because they are popular shows that exhibit fathers who are actively involved in most of the episodes.  Almost every program of these five shows over the past two years was examined and summarized highlighting the interaction of the father’s and children.  In each of the five series, the shows were all produced on either Nickelodeon or Disney for the primary purpose of entertaining children and young teens.  All five shows are seen from the perspective of the child audience and are not intended to engage adults.  
The framework for the programs is basically the same.  They demonstrate the following shared characteristics:  In nearly every episode of all five programs, the plot is based on conflict caused by the show’s premise, as revealed in the title.  Because these are situational comedies, every storyline displays how the main characters develop some problem early in the show and find themselves trying to solve that issue throughout the course of 30 minutes.   Sometimes the characters rely on helpers and sometimes they solve the problem by themselves.  While there is always an explicit content to the show, there is an underlying implicit message as well.  The explicit is always the problem solving sequence of events but each show carries with it a development of how the father plays a role in the situation as well as many other embedded messages.  This paper examines the basics of each show and reveals the implicit roles of the fathers.  (Silverblatt 85-108)
The first father role to be examined is Walter Nichols played by Jonathan Goldstein on “Drake and Josh”.  The show, named after the two main charactors who find themselves now as step brothers, builds on the issues these two boys develop.  Josh’s dad married Drake’s mom creating a situation in which two drastically different teenaged boys share a room, school, and many conflicts.  In every episode observed, the humor lies in the boys attempt to develop an answer for their problems.  Sometimes these are shared and sometimes these are individual situations, but the parents play almost no role in solving their children’s issues on this program.
This father is virtually useless as a dad or a man.  He seems unable to accomplish anything and his wife and stepchildren show blatant disregard for him.  He is usually referred to by his first name, not his role, and he has no authority over the children in the house.  If his wife and stepdaughter did not rescue him, he would be unable to function as a human being.  His role on this show is to add to the comedy by being ridiculously foolish.  Children watching this show would see fathers as not helpful or worthy of respect and in constant need of rescue while being the victim of constant ridicule.  Child viewers observe Drake and Josh solving their own problems without ever getting real assistance from their father.  Walter Nichols is a terrible example and a poor reflection of the father’s role in a family.
Lloyd Diffy played by Craig Anton on “Phil of the Future” is the second father to be examined.  The plot of this show is not realistic or logical since many of the problems are created and solved by the tchnology of the future possesed in the present.  The name of the show explains that Phil is from the future and the plot revolves around his attempt to fit into the present.  Lloyd is a sweet father who took his family on a vacation to the past but when the time machine broke down, they became stranded.  Now he is busy trying to repair the time travel machine but it is taking so long that they have begun to live life in the present day, creating comedy situations for Phil and his co-stars.
This TV father is playful and goofy and not very good at handiling situations.  Mom is much better at taking care of the house and fulfilling the role of a trustworthy parent.  However, dad is not a totally useless person and sometimes offers some good ideas, although the kids do not relate to him very easily.  He often embarrases them and they wish he would leave them alone.  Children watching this show would see the role of dad as being the one who created the problem but not succesfully repairing it.  But they would also see a dad who is tenderhearted and kind and always putting his children first.  Although the situations are often humorous as an explicit message, the implicit message remains that life is easier without the parents, at least without dad’s involvement.  It shows a culture where the father is at fault for the primary situation and continues to create other problems, solveing them infrequently himself.  He is more of a menace and a nusance than a helpful parent. 
Billy Ray Cyrus as Robbie Stewart on “Hannah Montana” may be the most viewed father on television today by children, particularly girls.  This show is titled for the stage name of Miley Stewart who is trying to balance a secret identity as a pop star (Hannah Montana) and the life of a normal girl.  Numerous conflicts arise on nearly every episode as a result of this secret identity.  Most of the situations result in her difficulties balancing “The Best of Both Worlds” (title song of the show) that her father created to protect her from the fame that he possessed once as a star himself.  But the show also has numerous subplots that result from normal, everyday life surrounding a host of characters on the show.  At first glance it may seem shallow and mindless at times, but this show has a strong plot and several characters that little girls can look up to as heroes.
The popularity of this show creates an important forum that Disney writers have responded to favorably.  They have created a father figure in Robbie Stewart who is inteligent, witty, and a fabulous example of fatherhood even if his acting is sub par.  Robbie passionately loves his two children on the show and works very hard to solve their problems with them while allowing them to suffer consequences.  He spends a lot of time with them and usually has the answers to their situations if they ask for help.  He displays the wonderful characteristics of a “Cliff Huxable” style father who is fun but firm.  He gives viewers a good reason to trust their parents and with so many young girls who do not have a serious father figure in their lives, this show does an excellent job of displaying what a healthy father-daughter relationship is like.  If Robbie Stewart has one flaw, it is that he is over-protective of his teenage daughter but realistically struggles with that issue throughout the course of the show.  Disney should create more television dads like Robbie Stewart.
The forth television father to be studied is George Venturi, played by John Ralston on “Life with Derek”.  In this show, the family reflects a Brady Bunch situation with five children in a blended family.  The title oddly explains that life for both families has changed since the mom and two children of one family have blended with the father and three children of another family.  Most of the main storylines involve the two main personalities.  The oldest daughter of one family, Casey MacDonald, and the oldest son of the other family, Derek Venturi, have constant battles at home, school, and anywhere they seem to exist.  These battles are the source for a topic in each show that loosely ties the other personalities to the situation and draws them into the same conclusion.
Unlike Mike Brady who always had time for the children’s development, this father seems less interested and certainly not in control of the kids of his household.  The lack of respect for this TV dad defines him as a useless and selfish parent who only swoops in to dish out punishment and then returns to his self absorbed life.  He does a good job watching sports on TV with the boys and wants to be a good dad but needs mom’s help to carry out most of his family tasks, including discipline.  He is not altogether useless but seems clueless about the problems of the family members blending together.  It appears as if he just expects everyone to get along and does not want to hear about Derek’s assult on other family members.  Children who view this show would believe dad wants to be involved with them but that he is not very capable of handeling most household chores.  However, they would also see dad as a loving man who provides for his family and is dedicated to his wife and despite his flaws, desires to keep the family together.
The final father to be examined has been on televsion for years on two related shows.  He is Victor Baxter, portrayed by Rondell Sheridan, first on “That’s So Raven” and now “Cory in the House.”  As the title indicates, the show is about Cory Baxtor who now lives in the White House because his father is the chief chef for the president.  Most of the conflicts that arise in this situatinal comedy are loosely tied to his famous residence and his two friends.  The whole reason Cory now lives in the White House is because of his father’s job and very often, he gets into trouble and places his father in jepordy.  Although most of the situatiions are quite illogical, it sets up humurous conditions as Cory creates and attempts to solve his problems.
Victor is a highly capable man and father who first owned his own business and now is a trusted White house staff person.  Although he does provide many comedy situations, he seems to know what to do to help his son, Cory, who is always in trouble.  He does provide a voice of reason and is very stable, intelligent, and capable. In many episdoes it is Victor who resolves the problem for his son and lets him suffer the consequences.  His a good example to children who wonder if dad is worth trusting.  On this show they see the father figure as having authority and a very loving attitude towards a son who nearly gets him fired in most episodes.  Although he is not perfect and sometimes appears clumsy and a little dorky (what dad doesn’t) he is overall a decent and possitive role model to children as the basic male parent.
It is important to examine and evaluate the kinds of fathers children see on TV because for many of them, these shows help develop their sense of the father role.  Watching what these men do for their families and how they act will define for many young veiwers their perception of fatherhood.  Although the trend has been to make fathers dorky and useless for many years, some shows still present dads in a possitive light.  These five shows have been very powerful in proclaiming the role of men and fathers in the lives of children.  Several of them present men in a way that is conflicting and negative.  Athough that may not be the explicit intension of the writers and producers, it is still a reality that must be addressed.
The question remains, should media channels like Nickelodeon and Disney be more socially responsible in their programming voluntarily or is it up to the consumer to demand the changes?  This researcher found that when parents watch the shows with their children and process the events presented on that show, even bad situational comedies can become wonderful learning experiences.  When dad watches television with his children, discussing and processing it, he displays the very characteristics that make him a good father, despite what the show says.  Television is not the parent or the babysitter but only one voice among many voices that children hear.  Although the medium is not perfect, history reveals that TV communications continuously make improvements based upon consumer demands.  Although these changes are sometimes slow and obtuse, they should nevertheless be demanded by audiences.  Television is still a business that exists to make money.  When consumers refuse to accept bad programming and not support advertisers on those shows, changes will come forth.  Meanwhile, good parenting demands careful scrutiny and processing so that children may be protected by those who have been entrusted with their care.  Although these shows often display TV dads in negative ways, reducing the respect and trust levels of children for fathers, good parenting and communication skills can overcome this media.
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