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    Introduction


    By George Gallup

  


  As the United States moves into the new century, there is a vital need for insight into what it means to be a young person in America. Today’s teenagers will be the leaders and shapers of the 21st century. The future direction of the United States is being determined now in their hearts and minds and actions. Yet how much do we as a society know about this important segment of the U.S. populace who have the potential to lift our nation to new levels of achievement and social health?


  We need to hear the voices of young people, and to help them better articulate their fears and their hopes. Our youth have much to share with their elders—is the older generation really listening? Is it carefully monitoring the hopes and fears of teenagers today? Failure to do so could result in severe social consequences.


  The Gallup Youth Survey was conducted between 1977 and 2006 to help society meet this responsibility to youth, as well as to inform and guide our leaders by probing the social and economic attitudes and behaviors of young people. With theories abounding about the views, lifestyles, and values of adolescents, the Gallup Youth Survey, through regular scientific measurements of teens themselves, served as a sort of reality check.


  Surveys reveal that the image of teens in the United States today is a negative one. Teens are frequently maligned, misunderstood, or simply ignored by their elders. Yet over four decades the Gallup Youth Survey provided ample evidence of the very special qualities of the nation’s youngsters. In fact, if our society is less racist, less sexist, less polluted, and more peace loving, we can in considerable measure thank our young people, who have been on the leading edge on these issues. And the younger generation is not geared to greed: survey after survey has shown that teens have a keen interest in helping those people, especially in their own communities, who are less fortunate than themselves


  Young people have told Gallup that they are enthusiastic about helping others, and are willing to work for world peace and a healthy world. They feel positive about their schools and even more positive about their teachers. A large majority of American teenagers have reported that they are happy and excited about the future, feel very close to their families, are likely to marry, want to have children, are satisfied with their personal lives, and desire to reach the top of their chosen careers.


  But young adults face many threats, so parents, guardians, and concerned adults must commit themselves to do everything possible to help tomorrow’s parents, citizens, and leaders avoid or overcome risky behaviors so that they can move into the future with greater hope and understanding.


  The Gallup Organization is enthusiastic about this partnership with Mason Crest Publishers. Through carefully and clearly written books on a variety of vital topics dealing with teens, Gallup Youth Survey statistics are presented in a way that gives new depth and meaning to the data. The focus of these books is a practical one—to provide readers with the statistics and solid information that they need to understand and to deal with each important topic.


  — — —


  Readers will find Teens and the Media to be a fascinating historical account of the interaction between the teenage population and the media in all its forms, since the beginning of the youth culture in the 1950s when the word “teenager” first came into use.


  The author draws upon pertinent data from surveys and other sources in examining the impact, both positive and negative, of the media on young lives, and how it shapes their likes and dislikes. Quotes from survey respondents illustrate the statistics.


  Looking ahead, Hernández speculates about the growing reach and influence of the Internet and predicts that “media convergence”—all mass media coming together through the computer or tablet—is the wave of the future.


  Chapter One
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  This illustration shows the German printing pioneer Johannes Gutenberg checking his work while his assistant turns the press. The development of the printing press in the 15th century led to widespread distribution of published materials such as books, newspapers, and pamphlets.


  Teenagers and the Mass Media


  Today’s teens, as virtually everyone acknowledges, have grown up in a world saturated by media. But what, exactly, is meant by “media”? The word media is the plural of “medium,” which the Merriam-Webster online dictionary defines as “a channel or system of communication, information, or entertainment.” More specifically, the mass media refers to means of communication designed to reach a large number of people. Mass media are a relatively new phenomenon in the history of humankind. And only in the past few decades have the media begun to shape the likes and dislikes of teenagers.


  Early Days of the Media


  The beginnings of mass media can be traced to the middle of the 15th century. Before then, books or pamphlets were written by hand—each individual copy had to be made one page at a time, one letter at a time. It took months or even years to make a single book, so it was not practical to make a lot of copies. Besides, most people did not know how to read. So very few books or pamphlets were published, very few copies were made of each publication, and very few people ever read them.


  This began to change after Johannes Gutenberg invented a printing press that used movable type—blocks made of lead, with individual letters and punctuation symbols raised above the surface on one side of the block. Letters could be arranged together to form the text of an entire page, stained with ink, and finally impressed against a piece of paper by Gutenberg’s printing press. The process could be repeated many times, producing multiple copies of the same page. Then the blocks of letters could be rearranged to form the words for the next page, those pages would be also be printed, and so on. At the end the pages were put in order, bound together—and the result was a book, or books, made in a fraction of the time it would have taken with handwriting. In the 1450s Gutenberg printed a Bible, the first time a book was published in large numbers.


  At first only books or the occasional pamphlets were printed, but by the end of that century news sheets—an early version of newspapers—began to circulate in some German cities. By the 1700s, as literacy grew, regularly scheduled newspapers began to appear in Europe and North America. A century later newspapers, along with the first regularly scheduled magazines, had become truly mass media, disseminating news and information to millions of readers eager to know what was going on in their hometowns or on the far side of the globe, and also influencing decision makers.


  Print media reigned unchallenged until broadcast media came along. Radio was first, establishing its popularity in the 1920s. Families would gather around large radio sets in the living room and listen to music or hear, live, the actual voices of people in the news. Then in the 1950s television came along, adding visuals to the mix and providing unforgettable moving images that neither radio or print media could match. Over the next years television became a dominant medium for teen audiences. They had not been born during the days radio or print were most popular, so they did not know a world without TV.
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  Today, teens have access to a variety of electronic media that was not available a century ago, including radio, television, and the Internet.


  By the early 1990s it seemed that the world of mass media was set. There was print, which included newspapers and magazines. And there was broadcast, which included radio and television. But then a revolutionary new medium, the Internet, came into widespread use. The Internet combined features of other media. A user could read an article as in a printed publication, listen to music like on the radio, or watch video like on television. The Internet also brought features other media do not offer, such as interactivity and a global reach.


  Teens in particular were quick to jump on the Internet. A Japanese teenager is now a click away from listening to rap music; an American teenager is now a click away from reading a Japanese manga comic book. Many teens have also set up their own websites. Anyone anywhere in the world with an Internet connection can visit those sites, making their webmasters part of the mass media too in a way.


  The Media and Teenagers


  Despite the huge and growing importance of Facebook, Twitter, and other social networking platforms, old-line mass media sources continue to retain enormous influence. These include major print publications, big-time broadcast networks, and the websites owned by large companies. How much attention do these powerful media institutions pay to teenagers? It depends. Newspapers and most television networks, for instance, still cater mostly to adults. Yet there are cable networks, radio stations, and magazines that aim specifically at teenagers. Their very survival depends on attracting teen viewers, teen listeners, and teen readers.


  This youth-oriented media is a fairly new phenomenon. Teens today take it for granted that they can watch a teen-oriented drama series on a network television station, then switch over to MTV to catch a music video. But a generation ago a few radio stations and a handful of magazines were the only media that catered to teens. Today, mass media executives recognize teenagers as a distinctive group in American life with lots of spending power. Advertisers are eager to reach that audience, which encouraged major media companies over the last two decades to launch new publications and television programs aimed squarely at young people.


  Teens have been just as eager to watch, listen, or read. Today, so many teens use media and so many media outlets are reaching out to teens that their relationship has become a two-way street. Young people are deeply influenced by the content provided by the mass media, at the same time that the mass media is becoming deeply influenced by what teens want.
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  Tablets, smartphones, and other devices enable people to be more connected to mass media than ever before.


  Chapter Two
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  A generation ago national television news was dominated by the three major roadcast networks, so the stories that news anchors like Walter Cronkite chose to report gained the most attention. Today, the networks have become less important as a variety of other television and Internet news sources are available.


  Television’s Growing Focus on Teens


  On December 9, 1980, a newly formed labor union in Poland was challenging the ruling Communist regime and taking on the Cold War power of the Soviet Union. American hostages passed their 13th month of captivity by Islamic radicals who had taken over the U.S. embassy in Tehran, Iran. And in Washington, D.C., Ronald Reagan was preparing to succeed Jimmy Carter as president of the United States. Yet at 7 P.M. that night television viewers across the nation heard Walter Cronkite, the most traditional of news anchors, begin the CBS Evening News by saying, “The death of a man who sang and played guitar overshadows the news from Poland, Iran, and Washington tonight.”


  The singer and guitar player Cronkite referred to was John Lennon, a former member of the rock group the Beatles, who had been shot to death outside his New York apartment. But the lead for the program indicated that Cronkite felt he had to explain to his mostly adult viewers that those in charge of the news program had deliberately decided that the death of a teen idol deserved to be the top story that day instead of other, more conventional stories about politics and world affairs. It was a signal that something was changing in American television.
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