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AR T A S

READINGS

Qur first reacting aims at changin g its readers’ assessment of the children’s (ele-

- vision program Sesanie Street. It posits just one criterion—A good children’s pro-
gram should not be sexigt—and then focuses exclusively on %Eos@ﬁ.m::m that
Sesanie Street is sexist. Its authors are both attorneys and methers of young children.

DIANE HELMAN ANIVPHYLLIS BOOKSPAN

‘Sesame Street: Brought to You
by the Letters M-A-L-E

A recent report released by the American Association of University Women, “How
Schools Shortchange Women," finds that teachers, textbooks and tests are, whether jn-
tentionally or unintentionally, giving preferentlal treatment to elemenlary-school boys.
As a result, girls who enter school with equal or better academic potenlial than Lheir
male counterparts lose confidence and do not perform as well.

An earlier study about law students, published in the Journal of Legal Educalion,
found & similar disparity. “Gender Blas in the Classroom” found that'male law students
are called upon In class more frequently than females, speak for longer periods of time

and dre glven more positive feedback by law professors.

The arlicie raised some disturbing questions about whether wornen and men re-
ceive truly equal education in American,law schools. .

Unfortunately, this insldious gender bias appears long before. our children enler
school and pervades even the television show Sesame Sireet. Yes, Sesame Sireel is sex-
ist] But, just as in the story of the emperor and his new clothes, many of us do not no-
tice the obvious. , E . .

The puppet stars of the show, Bert and Ernie, and all the other major Sesame Street
animal characters—Blg Bird, Cookie Monster, Grover, Oscar the Grouch, Kermit the
Frog and Mr. Snulfleupagus—are male. Among the seccndary characters, including
Elme, Herry Monster, Count VonCount , Telemonster, Prairie Dawn and Betty Lou, only

while the males play adull parts in
of Fortune,” this disparity is evident

The female Muppets always play children,
various scenes.. In a-recently aired skit “Squeal

. when the hosf of the show introduces the two contestants. OF Count VonCount of Tran-

sylvania lhe host asks, “What d& you do for a living?” to which the counl responds
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autheritatively, "l count!” Of Prairie Dawn, he inquires, “And how do you spend your
day?” Sure, it would be silly to ask a schoolgirl what she does for a living. But none;
lhe fernale Muppets on Sesame Street are even old enough.to earn a living.

Further, almost all the baby puppet characters en Sesame Street are girls. Fore
ample, Snuffie's sibling is Baby Alice; In books, Grover's baby cousin is a girl, and wiie
Herry Monster’s mother brings home the new baby—it's a girl.. Since bahies are totally
dependent and falrly passive, the older (rnale) relatives take care of them and provid
leadership. : : . :

Also, the female Muppets almost never interact with each other. In sharp contrast, an..u,:....
sequential and caring friendships have been fully developed between male Muppets: Frle |
and Bert; Big Bird and Snuffie; even Oscar the Grouch and his (male) worm, Squlrmy.

Any parent of toddlers or preschoolers can testify that the "girls" on Sesame Streg
are not very popular. Children ask thelr parents for Bert and Ernie.dolls, not Baby Alic
Is Lhis just because the gitls are not marketed via bocks, tapes, placemats and toy dolls
the same way the boys are? Or is it that the Sesame Sireel writers simply have not'd
veloped the girls into the same types of lovable, adorable persanalities that belong:to
the 'main characters? ‘ . :

Interestingly and peculiarly, the minor “girls” look more human than most of th
well-loved animal roles. They are not physically cuddly, colorful or bizarre, as are th
mare important male characters. Prairie Dawn has ordinary blonde hair and bro
eyes—nolthing even remotely similar to Big Bird's soft yellow feathers or Cookie M
ster’s wild, bright blue, mane. . } .

Yes, we believe that Sesame Sireet Is one of the best shows on television for sm
children. Gur children—boys and girls—are regular viewers. In addition to its edu
lional value, lack of violence and emphasis on cooperation; the adult characters on, h
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 The other night, while flipping among (he (
‘I stopped-—as | often do—lo check oul the Rose,
ing that time slot in New York, And, as ofieny he
longer than | intended, watching lhe Conners w.
had hit their Kmart window fan that day. .
" On the three more respeclable networks, |
Congress and the courts hand down weighty
‘weapons of slate are deployed, arouad Lhe glo
democracy and the American way. Bul in ihe Cc
elther in disrepalr or not yet paid for, it Is poss
umémnmmnm themselves—how the fallout [rom suc
“who are relatively low in Lhe pecking order.
“-On CBS, MBC, ABC, and CMM, the probler
-are'not likely to sound familiar to most of us. Zoi
vant issue. Hillary may have misplaced Her cap
and may be embroiled in royal-farnily dysfunc
-shabby Conner household, will be coping with les
foreclosure, job siress, marital power stru
dignified but more realistic style.
il ama big fan of Roseanne—Barr, Arnold, Ce
wotking-class students, who invariably claim he
dear life as they climb the ladder of class and
which their parents have so hopefully invested e
:tired to me that | have never—in the many ye
mented on American popular cullure—wrilten a -
,m_w,c.\_ sutside the trashy labloids, wiiere her per
arly recorded and deseribed. D
‘I the iast year, I've read dozens of academi
ooks, about The Cosby Show, Archie Bunker
raised.and analyzed endlessly. Even Murphy Br
are'taken serjously in ever-broadening acadeémic
on the well-structured, post-structural Madonna,
dcademics. ,
‘What is it about these other media icons (I
pectable” subjects of intellectual analysis, more
js'it'about Roseanne tiat males her so easy to i
omﬁocm.nm_mnr originality, political chutzpah, anc
irely part of it; but I suspect that class—posilion
tor/Bill Cosby's Cliff Huxlable, Mary Tyler Moor
Murphy Brown are all well-turned-our, well-edu
giungy, working-class Archie Bunker, far from s«
beaten down by the liberal, professional mentality

gales,

show are admirably balanced in terms of avoiding sexual stereotypes. ;
But even the best of the bunch has room for improvement. Just as elementar
threugh professional school educators must learn to be more sensitive to mc_u:mu.m:
uninlenlional gender bias, so too should the folks at Children’s Television Network.: Wi
can slop sexism from seeping into our children's first “formal” educaticnal mﬁumamdn
The message was brought to you by the letter F: fairness for females.

Thinking Critically About Sesame Street

1. This essay spendsno time on the criteria part of the argument (“Sexism. 1
bad”) and al its time on the match argument (“Sesame Street exhibits sex-
isi”). Why do the authors [eel no need to defend the criterion?

2. Do the authors convince you that Sesanme Street is sexist? _

3. lf you agree with the argument that Sesame Street is sexist, should that crit
rion be sufficient for undermining the popular assessment of Sesarme Streef as
a model educational program for children? ._

Gur next reading is by cultural critic Elayne Rapping. It first appeared in P

ereseine maocazine a lefiiat nihlicatinn that stranels anmmfnrie Tahne and wrarldne



