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For what will this year�s Super Bowl Game be remembered? 
Not the last minute of the game, but most likely the last 
minute of the half-time show, when network television 
crossed the line of decency during this family event.  The 
American public has come to accept that the media has 
gradually pushed the boundary of decency in lowering 
its standards of what is considered to be proper or appro-
priate in speech, lyrics, clothing and behavior.  However, 
many people are asking whether the sexually explicit lyrics, 
dancing and ripping off of clothing that occurred during 
the half-time show crossed a line of decency that should 
not be tolerated, especially as entertainment for our nation�s 
families and youth.  

In this lesson we will discuss the standards of decency in the 
media, the potential in�uence of the media on our attitudes 
toward sexuality, and the issue of whether the media and 
organizations like the NFL should be responsible for what 
they present to their viewers and fans.  

Lowering Standards           

For years the networks and our culture as a whole have 
been moving the line of what�s viewed as appropriate, or 
decent for young people and family audiences.  Slowly we 
have become desensitized in no longer feeling shocked or 
surprised in hearing and seeing images that show a lack of 
respect for women, and promote sexuality as a vehicle for 
self-pleasure.  

How do we know if we have been desensitized?  The test 
is whether we feel a sense of surprise, shock or embar-
rassment in what we experience.  In years past, teenagers 
would have been surprised and / or embarrassed to see 
in a family broadcast explicit sexual dancing and some-
one ripping clothing off of a woman.  Although most 
viewers thought Justin and Janet�s actions were wrong, 
most of us weren�t surprised that an MTV half-time 
production presented lewd dancing, raunchy lyrics and 
sexual moves.

So What’s the Big Deal?

Some people are saying, �What�s the big deal about the 
media lowering the standard and even crossing the line 

of decency?�  It�s a big deal because research and com-
mon sense tell us that the images we see on television 
do in�uence our attitudes, and our attitudes affect our 
personal choices and behavior.  In a Kaiser Family Foun-
dation study, 76% of teens said that one reason young 
people have sex is because TV shows and movies make 
it seem normal for teens.   An honest look at our own 
experiences tells us this is true, especially in relationship 
to sexual images and topics.  

We all know that sexual images create powerful reactions 
in our minds and bodies resulting in thoughts and desires 
that can easily begin to affect and shape our own view of 
sexuality.  In television, the movies and music, sexuality is 
often portrayed as a vehicle for self-pleasure, as opposed 
to a beautiful part of a loving, committed and long-term 
relationship.  As the media bombards us with sexual 
activity outside of marriage, and even as a tool for selling 
us things, it is easy for us to begin viewing sex as a trivial 
activity for fun and self-pleasure.     

The reality that the media does in�uence behavior is 
proven by the amount of money companies pay to 
advertise in the media.  AOL spent 7 million dollars to 
sponsor the halftime show in hopes of you remember-
ing to use their Internet services and instant messaging.  
Each 30-second ad during the game cost 2.3 million 
dollars.  Companies pay huge sums of money because 
they know images and music have a powerful in�uence 
on behavior and attitude.  

As our culture has come to view sexuality as a pursuit of 
self-pleasure, separate from love and marriage, we have 
seen a disturbing rise in many social ills.  

� In 2000, about 33.2% of all US births occurred to 
unmarried women.  Before they reach the age of eigh-
teen, more than half of all American children are likely to 
spend at least a signi�cant part of their childhood living 
in a one-parent home, usually a father-absent home. 
About half of all father absence homes in the United 
States stems from unmarried childbearing, and about 
half from divorce. 
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What do most people remember most about the Super Bowl Game of 2004?  Is it the 

85-yard touchdown pass by Jake Delhomme that broke the Super Bowl record of the longest touchdown pass 

ever thrown? Is it the 41-yard �eld goal that Adam Vinetari kicked to win the game with four seconds left?  Oh, 

C�mon, do we even remember the score?        
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� A 1992 study shows that those who have lost their vir-
ginity before marriage are 60% more likely to divorce 
than those who marry as virgins.   

� The latest estimates indicate that there are 15 mil-
lion new STD cases in the United States each year and 
almost 4 million of these are teenagers. The CDC has 
called STD�s �the hidden epidemic.�    
 
Part II: Sex Sells 

It�s instructive to ask why there is so much sex in the me-
dia.  The answer is that sex sells, and selling things makes 
companies lots of money.  Television show producers want 
to sell advertising space, and advertisers want to sell their 
products.  Stirring up sexual feelings in people can trigger 
our emotions, our minds and our body chemistry.  It�s 
easier to forget the answers to the social studies test than 
an advertisement that�s tied to sexual feelings.  Advertisers 
know this is part of human nature, so they study it and use 
it to exploit us so we will buy their products. They place 
more value on their pro�ts than they do on the truth and 
dignity of human sexuality. 

Respect and Trust 

Let�s look at the half-time show from the perspective of 
respect for others and trust.  Did the broadcasters and 
performers display respect for their audience, which 
they knew included many families?  Families trusted 
the NFL and Super Bowl Show producers to provide 
acceptable entertainment, and most families didn�t 
know in advance that the half- time show was being 
produced by MTV.  Our trust was violated as images 
and lyrics came into our homes, which the broadcasters 
and the NFL knew most families would �nd offensive.  
It�s important to note that families are complaining not 
only about Janet Jackson�s exposure, but also about the 
indecent lyrics and dancing previous to Justin�s ripping 
off Janet�s clothing.     

It�s important to realize that we have the power to try 
and change things if we believe our trust has been 
violated.  200,000 people complained to the Federal 
Communications Commission (FCC) about the half-
time show.  The FCC is the government agency that 
regulates network broadcasters.  Part of the FCC�s task 
is to de�ne according to community standards, and to 
then screen the decency of what is shown and the ob-
scenity of what is said in entertainment.  The 200,000 
complaints to the FCC is almost three times larger than 
the previous record.   

Who should take the responsibility?

Janet Jackson apologized. Justin apologized- after initially 
claiming  �a wardrobe malfunction.�  The NFL and CBS 
apologized, and these are steps in the right direction.  We 
have all heard the expression of �actions speak louder than 
words�.  So let�s look at what actions the networks can take 
to help prevent this from happening again?

Thanks to the complaints of the American people, steps 
were immediately taken to ensure decency the follow-
ing week.  CBS took some responsibility and decided 
to broadcast the Grammy Award show on a �ve-min-
ute delay, so they could delete anything that was too 
raunchy before it was sent into our homes. The FCC is 
investigating and looking into charging monetary �nes 
to those responsible. Janet Jackson was asked not to 
attend the Grammy Awards, in hopes of the outraged 
society cooling down their memories of being offended. 
Justin Timberlake was still there to get his award and 
apologize to the public. Female performers at those 
awards decided to dress more modestly and use double 
stick tape to avoid any accidental exposure. At the fol-
lowing week�s Pro Bowl planned half�time, songs were 
eliminated that included sexual language.  Consumers 
can make a difference.   

These near term steps are encouraging; however, the 
real test comes over the long term.  After the present 
criticism dies down, will the media go back to using sex 
as a tool for selling shows and products, and will it still 
portray sex as a tool for self-pleasure?  

In this lesson, we have discussed the power of the media 
in in�uencing our attitudes and actions, and examined 
what motivates the media to portray sex in a certain 
way.  Although the media is a powerful in�uence, it 
doesn�t and shouldn�t completely determine our views 
on anything, and especially on something as beautiful 
and personal as our sexuality.  Our attitudes toward sex 
are in�uenced by many factors.  Hopefully our views and 
decisions on sexuality will be determined more through 
conversations with our parents, and if we are religious, 
by the teachings of our faith community.     

Whether the media changes how it portrays sexuality will 
likely be determined by our actions as consumers.  The 
media will change if we as consumers stop purchasing 
advertisers� products that support shows portraying sex 
in harmful ways.  As consumers and voters we have the 
ultimate power.  n
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NotesVocabulary

Respect for Others � Af�rming the value and dignity of all 
people. 
Responsibility � Accepting and meeting the demands of our 
chosen duty in life; being accountable for our actions.  
Modesty � Being proper or appropriate in speech, dress and 
behavior. 
Exploit � Use to one�s advantage.
Decency � Conformity to prevailing standards of modesty- 
what is appropriate in speech, dress and behavior.
Desensitized � To make emotionally insensitive or 
unresponsive, as by long exposure or repeated shocks.
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Teacher’s  Guide

Lesson Goals
	Examine the view of sexuality promoted 
in our culture        

	Examine the impact that sexual images 
in the media have on our attitudes 
toward sex, and whether they impact 
behavior    

	Develop awareness of the consequences 
of sexual activity outside of marriage on 
our culture 

	Examine decency standards in the media 
and the role of government in forming 
and enforcing these standards

	Consider what �taking responsibility� 
means when something goes wrong   

Please be advised that this lesson deals 
with sexual content and we advise that you 
fully review the content of the student text 
and discussion questions to assure that 
the subject matter is appropriate for your 
class.  The lesson also promotes the view 
that sexual activity is appropriate only 
in the context of a committed, long term 
relationship, preferably marriage.  

Part I
Activity 1 Read student text.

Activity 2: Discussion 
Questions Options
1.	 Do you think the themes that the 

media presents through television, 
movies and music, in�uence our 
attitudes and behavior?

2.	 What view of sexuality do you think the 
media and our culture presents?  Do you 
think it in�uences our attitudes toward 
sex, and our actions?     

      
3.	 Do you think the media should do 

more to present a view of sexuality 
where it is within the context of a 
loving marital relationship?  Does 
your answer change if you answer this 
question from the perspective of a 
mother or father, thinking of how the 
media in�uences your children?  
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4.	 Do the statistics of out of wedlock 

child births, and STD incidence 
surprise you?            

 
Part II
Activity 1 Read student text.

Activity 2: Discussion 
Questions Options
1.	 Do you think the media use sex 

to sell you things?  If yes, does this 
bother you?  

2.	 Think of an advertisement of 
a product in which you have 
encountered this.     

      
3.	 Do you think the broadcasters, the 

NFL, and performers have taken 
responsibility for their mistakes with 
the half-time show? 

  
4.	 Do you think the media over 

the long term will change how it 
portrays sexuality, or will it only 
change until the criticism dies down?        

 
5. A related question is has the media 

gone too far in how it portrays 
sexuality so that consumer response 
will force it to change over the long 
term?    

6. If society is already troubled with 
STD�s, teen pregnancy and high 
divorce rates, what do you think 
TV producers could do to help 
people learn real personal love that 
is digni�ed instead of cheap and 
impersonal?      

7.	 Do you think parents, religious 
communities, and schools do 
enough to educate America�s youth 
on healthy perspectives on sexuality?       

 
8. Do you think that television is 

helping to raise or lower your 
community standards?     

9. Do you think that television is helping to 
raise or lower your families values?

Writing Exercise 
A.	Critique a TV show, movie, or 

advertisement that you often watch. Are 
there any sexual messages in it? If so, 
what are they? What message do you 
think creators are trying to send to the 
viewer? 

Extension Projects
1.	 If your class is familiar with the 

TV show Friends, read to them the 
following quote and then open it up 
for discussion:  �Our teens are victims 
of a society which is so toxic to their 
sexual health.  Television programs like 
�Friends� are selling sex to my patients.  
These are lies that need to be exposed 
to the television audience.  Statistically, 
on Friends, two of those people should 
have an STD.  Have we heard about it? 
NO! OF course you don�t, because they 
don�t want to talk about that, because 
then nobody wants to watch the show.� 
Dr. Meg Meeker, Saving Our Children, 
Front Line, St. Louis. Winter 2003 

2.	 Send an email to the FCC, your 
Representative and two Senators 
regarding decency in the media: 
http://capwiz.com/afanet/issues/alert/
?alertid=4953551&type=ML
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