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Kids Watching Reality TV? Make It a Teachable Moment

It's 8 o'clock, and you know where your kids are: watching adults scheme against each other, complain incessantly, abuse alcohol or even eat rats. The plethora of increasingly bizarre reality-based television shows available during family viewing time may have you channel-surfing for shows that don't flaunt bad behavior.

Reality TV, however, may have some redeeming value as a learning experience. You may want to watch the shows together and discuss what's going on -- using the opportunity to analyze participant behavior -- and compare it with your family's values.

Here are some positive points to consider when the programming gets real:

Preparing to succeed. When would-be stars compete on American Idol, they have years of preparation behind them. Is there something your child would like to study and learn -- from modern dance or a musical instrument to a sport?

Working as a team. Despite backbiting and "voting off," many reality show participants work together for a goal. Could your child work more effectively with classmates, friends or teammates to accomplish an objective? Can you suggest some goals to work toward, such as building a neighborhood fort in the backyard, improving team spirit or collecting money for a good cause?

Seeking a challenge. While eating bugs may not be on your child's list of self-improvement goals, finding his own challenges -- such as going away to overnight camp or trying out for band -- can bolster self-esteem and make the next challenge easier.

Dissecting bad behavior. Participants in shows such as The Real World may abuse alcohol or have casual sex. If you permit your kids to watch these kinds of shows, use them as learning opportunities to emphasize your family values. The fighting, cheating and lying on reality shows can also be talking points. Discuss positive ways you believe people should resolve problems and attain their goals, including financial ones.

Provide a dose of your own reality. Finally, remind kids that the shows are edited down to fit an hour, from days or weeks of filming. Ask your kids what they think may be left out and why producers included only the behavior shown.

Reviewed by: Patrick S. Pasquariello Jr., MD
Date: May 2004
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