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Children who have no access to any media.

How can we step up the advocacy by media on behalf of children?”
Why children should be seen and heard
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“For the first time in human history, children are hearing most of the stories, most of the time, not from their parents or school or churches or neighbours, but from a handful of global conglomerates that have something to sell. It is impossible to overestimate the radical effect that this has on the way our children grow up, the way we live, and the way we conduct our affairs.”

George Gerbner
(1919-2005)

former Dean Emeritus, Annenberg School for Communications, 

University of Pennsylvania (USA), and founder of the Cultural Environment Movement, 
advocacy group for greater diversity in media
My presentation has to do with what is commonly known as the “mainstream” media, particularly the news media, and how children are covered or not covered, how their interests and concerns are addressed or not addressed, by these powerful and influential institutions of modern society.  I will first provide some examples of how the media tend to neglect children as sources and resources.  I will then talk briefly about how children have proved themselves eminently capable of both producing and critiquing media.  And, finally, I will raise some questions about appropriate approaches to dealing with the problem.  My examples are, of course, primarily from India but I hope they will make sense in other contexts, too.
CHILDREN AND OUR MEDIA

Print

A vivid example of how children tend to be marginalised by the news media occurred to me last July as I scanned the coverage in the Indian press
 of the long-awaited release of Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince.  I found that children were more or less missing from media coverage of the penultimate volume of the wildly popular series of books written essentially for them.  Instead the focus was almost exclusively on how the latest book was selling.  Few children were quoted in any of the reports, which relied mainly on sources in the book trade, and none of the hasty early reviews were by children.  

The conspicuous absence of children in the media during that weekend of Harry Potter mania confirmed a trend that I suspect is not confined to India and one that I’m sure most of us are aware of:  children barely figure on the radar of the news media.  Their voices are invariably missing even in reports and articles on events and issues directly related and relevant to them.  

A number of other stories that appeared in the Bangalore-based press on 16 July, the day the new Harry Potter book was released, further confirm this:  a report on the government’s plans for mobile schools was entirely based on what the project director had to say, with no information or comments from anyone else, least of all the children meant to benefit from the new scheme.  Children were also missing from an otherwise welcome follow-up story on school safety, in memory of the 90 young victims of a school fire tragedy a year earlier.  Even a write-up on a children’s theatre festival organised by India’s National School of Drama failed to give voice to children even as three adults involved in the project were quoted.  

It is interesting that if children are generally missing from the text, they tend to appear quite frequently in photographs – in keeping with the old Victorian adage that children should be seen and not heard.  This is particularly noticeable in media coverage of conflicts and disasters;  the intention in such cases is, presumably, to highlight the pathos of the situations being covered.  But visuals featuring children are also used to illustrate reports and articles on a wide range of subjects – whether or not the events or issues have anything to do with them.  

When children do appear in news reports, it is generally as victims (and, more rarely,  perpetrators) of crime, as victims or survivors of abuse, violent conflicts, disasters and/or socio-economic deprivation, as recipients of charity or beneficiaries of welfare schemes, as participants in cultural or sports events, and/or as winners of various kinds of competitive events. For the most part they remain silent.  Rarely are their experiences and opinions taken into account even in the occasional report on education, which obviously affects them more than anybody else.  

A number of Indian newspapers do publish special supplements for children.   Besides the expected staples such as cartoon strips, jokes and activity corners (quizzes, word games et al), these supplements provide some space for children’s creative expression in the form of poems, essays, letters, stories and artwork.  They also feature various kinds of information that can be broadly categorised as “general knowledge,” listings and reviews of children’s books, as well as brief articles on a range of subjects, including events and issues of current interest and concern (e.g., in the sample editions, there were pieces on global warming, London hosting the 2012 Olympics and safety on roads).  Incidentally, the 22 July edition of one of these supplements did call for children’s comments on the latest Harry Potter. However, even in these publications specifically meant for a young audience there is little evidence of a conscious and systematic effort to engage with children as citizens. 

This is despite the fact that the media are becoming more and more omnifarious, omnipresent and omnipotent, and that children across the board are increasingly exposed to the media – good, bad and ugly.  On the whole, the media today reflect little active awareness of the fact that they have an important role to play in enabling children to learn about and make sense of the highly complex world they live in, which they cannot but be conscious about, bombarded as they are by random information from a variety of sources, including multiple forms of media.  Nor is there much space or time in the media for children to express their thoughts, articulate their doubts, fears, hopes and aspirations, and offer their ideas on current affairs.  

Television

The print media are not the only culprits who overlook their responsibility towards children.  A study of children’s television programmes in Asia, including India, conducted by the Asian Media Information and Communication Centre (AMIC) in the late 1990s revealed the predominance of animation programmes and foreign programming in the fare offered to children by both Doordarshan, India’s national broadcaster, and private broadcasters (indigenous and multinational) telecasting to Indian audiences.  

Writing about the study Anura Goonasekera observed that the total number of children’s programmes in India, across all channels, is less than one per cent.  According to him, most of these are designed for upper class urban children but are not popular even among them because they are not sufficiently entertaining.  To make matters worse, when respondents from Doordarshan were asked about programme priorities, none of them mentioned children’s programmes.  The study found that none of the Indian TV networks has specific policies to create awareness about or to create programmes on children’s rights.  According to Goonasekera, another “obvious gap in children’s television programming in India is the virtual absence of programmes specifically made for early teens.”  

Although the above comments refer specifically to India, similar situations probably exist in quite a few countries in the region, if not all.  

As a result of this abysmal situation, children watch whatever is on TV – certainly in India.  According to media researcher Mira Aghi, quoted by Goonasekera, 75 per cent of her sample of children mentioned programmes made for adults as the ones they liked, including comedies, thrillers, crime and family serials.  A 2002 study conducted by the Centre for Advocacy and Research (CFAR), New Delhi, revealed that many children in the city watch as much as ten hours of television a day.  In the absence of good children’s programming, they watch what the rest of the family does, including many that are not really appropriate for or relevant to young audiences. 
A five-city study on media violence and its impact on children, conducted by CFAR in 2001, disclosed a high incidence of violence in Indian TV shows of all genres, across channels and time bands, as well as in computer/video games.  It also registered an increase in children’s TV viewing, in terms of both number of hours and types of programmes.  According to the study, Indian children watch all categories of programmes, across channels and throughout the day -- up to 11.30 pm on weekdays and even later on weekends.  Over 50 per cent of their favourite programmes comprise adult family dramas.  This is obviously because there are so few appropriate and good quality programmes for children on Indian television.  

The neglect of children by the media is particularly incomprehensible – and reprehensible -- considering that nearly 40 per cent of the Indian population comprises children under 18 (estimated at around 415 million in 2003).  With children under five making up only a little more than ten per cent of the total population of India (approximately 118.5 million), it is clear that at least three quarters of the child population -- nearly 300 million Indian children -- can be counted as members of media audiences, actual or potential.  I don’t have the figures for other Asian countries but I think we can safely assume that a large proportion of the populations of most of our countries consists of children.
Advertising

Those who “have something to sell” – to use George Gerbner’s phrase -- have been aware of the market value of this section of the audience for quite some time.  As Namita Unnikrishnan and Shailaja Bajpai reported in their book, The Impact of Television Advertising on Children, by the early 1990s “children had become an important audience segment for Indian advertisers and … television had been instrumental in targeting them…  Before television became a major social force, Indian children were less exposed to aggressive advertising and became aware and sensitive to its claims only as young adults.  Today, children graduate into becoming consumers much earlier.  They begin watching TV almost at birth and, since no skills are required to absorb ideas from television, they become part of the advertising audience fairly soon.” 
According to their study, of the commercials taped from Doordarshan during April and May 1992, more than 35 per cent featured children and a little over 30 per cent of the ads reviewed held a direct appeal for the child audience.  
And this was in the early stages of economic “liberalisation” and globalisation in India – the situation could have only become more acute by now, a decade and a half later.  The chances are that similar situations exist in other Asian countries, too.  
In other words, the commercial potential of young audiences is being fully utilised, if not exploited, through the media.  However, the potential benefits of the media as a source of information and ideas, and as a forum for discussion and debate – in fact, as a critical component of “the public sphere” so essential to the proper functioning of democracy -- are still not being made really available and accessible to children.  
CHILDREN AND THEIR MEDIA


Yet there is plenty of evidence that, given an opportunity, children can be highly receptive, discerning and critical consumers of and participants in the media.  I have personal experience of this in the context of both “mainstream” and “alternative” media.
The fortnightly column I wrote in The Hindu’s Young World supplement for eight years in the 1990s (“Spaced Out”), which dealt with a wide range of issues triggered by current affairs, attracted tremendous reader response, with children spontaneously writing in to express their views on diverse serious subjects such as child labour and education, gender discrimination and environmental degradation, poverty and justice, war and social conflict, caring for the sick and the elderly.  
Similarly, Bhima, the wallpaper for street and working children produced by the Bangalore-based The Concerned for Working Children (CWC), which I helped conceptualise and nurture through its infancy a decade and a half ago, continues to be a popular medium of communication which is avidly read, discussed and contributed to by both urban and rural children, particularly child workers.  Bhima has since moved from just having contributions from children (and, of course, engaging them in conversation around the content of each edition) to including children on its editorial board, actively participating in decision-making.  
Children have also proved themselves eminently capable of being critical consumers and creative producers of, as well as active participants in, various kinds of media.  For instance, a group of Indian children critiqued media coverage of the tsunami disaster in 2004.  According to a report in The Financial Express, members of Bal Panchayat, a forum for children's self-expression, analysed the coverage of children's issues by major English and Hindi newspapers over a fortnight in the aftermath of the tragedy and concluded that the media did not pay adequate attention to children affected by the calamity or to issues concerning their safety, nutrition and post-trauma care and rehabilitation. 

And, of course, children in many parts of the world have been creating their own media.  In 2004, for example, Indian children from two slums in Delhi, Madangir and Khanpur, launched their own newspaper, Udayachal, in order to highlight the concerns and problems of their communities.  In a similar initiative, children from some other colonies in Delhi launched another newspaper, The Yamuna -- Creating Waves.  According to One World South Asia, these publications are meant to reflect the knowledge and opinions of children about issues that concern their lives. 
The children of Bhima Sangha, facilitated by the Concerned for Working Children, have also been making their own radio programmes but, with the Indian government still unfortunately dilly-dallying over legalising community radio (in the true sense of the term) and granting broadcast licenses to groups like these children and several women’s organisations who have been successfully producing their own radio programmes for several years, they have no option at present but to narrow-cast through the distribution of audio cassettes.  

Mini-documentaries made by teenagers from one of the poorest slums in India’s capital city won the 2003 One World Media Award in the category Special Achievements. The videos dealt with problems they have to deal with every day, such as child prostitution, child labour, life in a garbage dump, and living in the midst of smoke and fumes from a hazardous industry.  Part of a package titled ‘Children have something to say,’ the films were made by children but intended for an adult public. 
BUILDING ON THE GENIUS OF CHILDREN

A series of films aired in two districts of India’s Karnataka state via Edusat, an  indigenous satellite launched in 2004 to exclusively serve the educational sector,  represents another approach to involving children in the media.  These films were made by adults but built upon the inherent genius of children to create fascinating and enlightening lessons in history, science and English.  In the history series titled “Young historians,” for example, 10-12 year old students of a government school in Belvanki village, Gadag district, embark on a voyage of discovery that helps them to understand how history is constructed at various times by various people in various places for various purposes, and how historical events and personalities often connect to their own, present-day realities and life experiences.  

According to Deepa Dhanraj, who conceptualised and directed the series, the children were so quick to grasp the concept and understand the process, and so keen to apply their minds to each subject under discussion, that they kept raising the bar and, in the end, made it possible for the films to provide a sense of history that acknowledges both its complexities and its consequences. 
ADVOCATES OR FACILITATORS?  

Before I go on to my final point with another example of children’s intervention in media matters, I would like to recall the question posed in the workshop programme regarding this session:  “Girl children, child abuse, trafficking, child labour, child soldiers… Children who have no access to any media. How can we step up the advocacy by media on behalf of children?”  I wonder if we need to ask ourselves a different question:  should we really be trying to step up media advocacy on behalf of children or should we be trying to ensure that the media recognise children as legitimate participants and partners in creating media of, by and for children, including the most socially and economically deprived children, and those who are exploited and abused in various ways (generally by adults, let us remember, including some who are supposed to be caring for them).
This is one of the main questions addressed by the recently launched “Media Code of Conduct to Realise Children’s Rights” evolved with the active participation of children, particularly child workers, in India.  Spearheaded by the Concerned for Working Children, the code examines three aspects of the interface between the media and children:  children as subjects, as users and as producers of media.  It seeks to go beyond the customary section on children in existing media codes and standards, which typically deal mainly with children’s right to privacy and confidentiality.  Conceptualised as an affirmative -- rather than prescriptive -- protocol, the code is meant to be a dynamic tool that will continuously evolve through a process of debate and discussion, not to mention implementation.
According to the preamble, in the process of consultations leading up to the code, children “expressed unhappiness over the patterns of media coverage of children.  They want to know why the media ignores them and their opinions and perspectives, why their voices and perspectives are never heard or respected, and why information relevant to them is so sparse.  They also ask why information relevant to them is never presented in ways that they can understand…  They object to the stereotyping of children by the media and want to know why children’s programming is never a priority for the media.”  
The following are some of the key concepts that govern the code.  These suggest that many children, including those most of us understand to be abused and exploited in multiple ways, are no longer content to be seen merely as a vulnerable and powerless section of society on whose behalf well-meaning adults must intervene and advocate:
1. Children have the right to produce media to communicate among themselves and to the rest of the world

2. Children’s opinions and perspectives must be respected and reported by the media

3. Children must be consulted about content/programming of children’s media

4. Children must have a voice in deciding how they are represented in the media

5. Children’s issues must be presented the way children perceive them

6. Children’s realities must be presented the way children perceive them

7. Children’s issues must be given space in the media

8. Children’s groups must be given space in the media

9. Children’s media groups must be recognised and treated as part of the media community
10. All children, irrespective of gender, class, caste, ethnicity, religion and abilities, must have access to media as ‘producers’ and ‘users’

11. Opportunities must be available for all children, irrespective of gender, class, caste, ethnicity, religion and abilities, to build their capacities to design, produce and disseminate their media products

It appears that the young drafters of the media code are, essentially, calling for a child rights based approach to the issue of children and the media, which includes the following:

(a) recognition of children’s right to have a voice in defining the media 
(b) adoption of media programming standards based on a clear understanding of children’s rights
(c) use of the code as a tool that will enable monitoring of different forms of violations of children’s rights in the media
In my opinion the code in its present form does need further refinement – especially if it is to be professionally acceptable and workable.  At the same time, it does provide a basis for meaningful discussions on the paradigm shift that may be required to ensure that child rights are recognised, respected and implemented in and through the media.

I end with the suggestion that examples of “best practices” in media by, for and about children, such as those mentioned above and the many others that no doubt exist across Asia and the world could – indeed should – form the core of a fresh approach to serving the interests of children through the media.  If they do, perhaps a day will come when children grow up hearing stories not only from people who have something to sell but also from their peers, as well as from adults with a genuine interest in communicating with them.

Ammu Joseph
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