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Representing	  Youth	  with	  Disability	  on	  Television—Glee,	  Breaking	  Bad,	  and	  

Parenthood 

 

Abstract 

 

This thesis examines the representation of disability in popular culture, specifically 
TV. This representation is a complex and multidimensional mainstream cultural 
discourse that produces specific stereotypes through fictional programming. 
Attention is drawn to the group labeled as disabled, which is often marginalized, 
misrepresented, and misunderstood in the media. To obtain a more rigorous account 
of the way that youth (9–18 years of age) with disability is framed on television, this 
analysis examines the following issues: how research on popular culture is 
contextualized within social theory; the theoretical perspectives on representations 
of disability in popular culture; and the various contexts, genres, media, 
representations, and definitions of youth with disability in popular culture. This 
research also outlines the historical growth of disability, which is crucial for a 
discussion regarding the changing dimensions of popular culture. Critical 
hermeneutics, content analysis, and methodological bricolage are the melange of 
methodologies used to closely examine the dominant models of disability (social vs. 
medical) used in the portrayal of disabled youth in popular culture, specifically TV. 
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Résumé 

 

Cette thèse examine la représentation de la déficience dans la culture populaire, plus 
précisément à la télévision. Celle-ci présente un discours culturel grand public 
complexe et multidimensionnel véhiculant des stéréotypes pointus au moyen d’une 
programmation de fiction. L’accent est mis sur le groupe désigné comme « déficient » 
étant fréquemment marginalisé, mal représenté et incompris au sein de ce média. Afin 
de procéder à une démonstration plus rigoureuse qui illustre comment les jeunes (de 9 à 
18 ans) vivant avec une déficience sont présentés à la télévision, cette analyse étudie les 
problèmes suivants : la façon dont la recherche sur la culture populaire est 
contextualisée au sein de la théorie sociologique; les perspectives théoriques sur les 
représentations de la déficience dans la culture populaire; et les contextes, les genres, 
les médias, les représentations et les définitions divers propres aux jeunes vivant avec 
une déficience dans la culture populaire. Cette recherche souligne également la 
croissance historique de la déficience qui est essentielle afin d’engager une discussion 
sur les dimensions changeantes de la culture populaire. L’herméneutique critique, 
l’analyse de contenu et le bricolage méthodologique sont l’ensemble de méthodologies 
employées pour étudier attentivement les modèles dominants de la déficience (sociale et 
médicale) utilisés dans la représentation des jeunes vivant avec une déficience dans la 
culture populaire, principalement à la télévision. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction/Critical Ethnography 

The Personal is the Public: My Story 

Stereotype assumptions about people with impairments are based on superstition, 

myths and beliefs from earlier less enlightened times. They are inherent to our 

culture and persist partly because they are constantly reproduced through the 

communications media; books, films, television, newspapers and advertising. 

(Barnes, 1991, p. 45) 

 

 Who am I? How do I situate myself in my writing and what life experiences 

have brought me to this point in life? What affect do I want my work to have in my 

field and beyond? In Qualitative Inquiry, Butler-Kisber (2010) asks, “Who we are as 

researchers, our research identities, changes with time and experience, just as our 

everyday identities do” (p. 19). I believe that our experiences (especially early in life) 

mold us into the individuals we will become and give us a strong foundation for what 

hopefully will turn our passion into substance. Who I am affects my research, and I 

chose to consider my own positionality as I introduce this work. 

Delving deeper into the reasons as to why I have devoted so much time and 

energy to this field will become apparent as I weave together my past to make sense of 

my present. As a point of entry, I will use the opening quote about stereotypes and 

myths about disability from Barnes (1991). I believe that this quote represents my 

burning desire to research a topic that falls under the radar so frequently, yet is 

fundamental to understand because of the impact it has on those who often are denied a 

voice in which to express their truth.  
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In developing the research question for this topic, I had to observe, reflect, and 

ask questions of the questions already posed and stay true to myself in the process. The 

overarching question that evolved from this process is the following: How can my 

research on popular culture be contextualized within the theoretical literature on critical 

disability studies in education? What is meant by critical disability studies in education 

can be defined as, a critical investigation of disability through a socio-political lens that 

applies humanities, social sciences and art based methodologies to ongoing matters 

related to education and pedagogy (Gabel, 2005/2009).  

 As Kincheloe (2005) states, “all observations of the world are shaped either 

consciously or unconsciously by social theory” (p. 324). The purpose of utilizing a 

theoretical framework in research is to help explain the relationship between our 

observations of the world and their effect on our daily lives. An approach grounded in 

cultural studies supports an exploration of the various concepts and methodologies 

responsible for constructing our views regarding the politics of media and 

representation.  

Media culture is the dominant form of culture that socializes us in terms of our 

identity, social reproduction, and change (Kellner, 1995). Cultural studies is especially 

useful for this type of research because it provides a specialized understanding of 

marginalized groups with respect to race, class, gender, and ability (Hall, 1992). It is my 

intention to link theories from media, education, and cultural studies because these three 

disciplines seek to understand the production of all things related to culture. While 

looking at the different aspects of culture and media, my personal narrative emerged, 

parts of my past began to unravel that created a need to understand how I got to where I 
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am, and why I chose to use particular concepts and theories for this study. The steps I 

took to identify my position as a researcher and express my passion for both disability 

and media studies in popular culture are outlined in a manner that reflects my process.  

 I will begin with a discussion about my unexpected encounter with disability 

and how this inspired me to question who I am, and in turn, introduced me to a new 

world to which I had yet to become familiar. Then, I move on to my early experiences 

with television, influenced to a great extent by my grandparents and the family dynamic 

created around this powerful technology. I tell the story of my grandparents, who 

survived the holocaust, and their persistence to maintain normalcy through the atrocities 

they suffered. I briefly talk about my experience working in the media field in New 

York City and how an anecdote from my father (about a teacher and his connection 

with a marginalized, powerless student) caused me to shift careers and interests. I 

discuss my experience working in a special needs classroom with students who had 

severe learning differences. Finally, I introduce some of the theories that have informed 

my work in both the areas of disability and media studies, which I expand on in later 

chapters that discuss methodology.   

Poignancy: My Encounter with Disability 

The shedding of the illusion of identity allows for our “lived experience” to 

come to the forefront. Thus our “lived experience” would be an integral part of 

the atmosphere and tone for any change within our lives and our interaction with 

others, whether they be disabled or non-disabled. (Overboe, 1999) 

My relationship with disability differs from those individuals who actually live 

day to day with a physical or mental disability. As an “able” bodied person, I am using 
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a unique lens to look at the disabled population. As I became interested in this particular 

area of research, I have delved into my childhood so to connect the personal with the 

academic.  

When I decided to pursue a study involving disability, I thought it would be 

important to include my early memories of disability and how I interpreted differences 

at a young age. I recall with great trepidation being in a public space (i.e., mall, movie 

theater, department store) and my initial reactions to an individual missing an arm, a leg, 

part of his/her face, or those individuals walking with a large group and needing an aide 

because of what I later learned from my mother was a mental deficiency called Down 

Syndrome. I remember being extremely uncomfortable when I came into contact with 

disability. I suppose the awkwardness I felt had more to do with an infantile ignorance 

and the social division between those who are “able” bodied and those who are not, and 

a child’s discomfort with someone who looked different. As I grappled with my past 

experiences with disability, one of the first theorists to inform my work on the body was 

Leder (1990) who characterized the body as having two dimensions—lieb (lived 

experience) and korper (categorization). In an attempt to understand one’s everyday 

perception of the living body, it is critical to look at what characteristics he/she picks up 

on when face-to-face with another human being. The ability or inability to sift out the 

characteristics that stand out in an individual, in large part, plays a role in how a person 

living with disability forms his/her identity. Merleau-Ponty (1962/2005), another 

theorist who discusses the body and consciousness, ties these phenomenon together by 

arguing that the “lived body” does not differ from consciousness. He states, “We make 

perception out of things perceived. And since perceived things themselves are obviously 



5 
 

accessible only through perception, we end by understanding neither” (p. 4). Merleau-

Ponty’s theory of embodied perception is examined by Abram (1996) in The Spell of the 

Sensuous: Perception and Language in a More-than-Human World. Abram points out 

that perception is reciprocal—the body perceives the world and the world perceives it. 

The body perceives the world through the senses and grows out of and remains 

continuous with the environment, experiencing and perceiving meaning by other ways 

of knowing (especially through the senses, which Abram argues are the doorway to our 

imagination) that go beyond simply our thoughts about the world.  

 Both Merleau-Ponty and Leder argued that knowing ourselves through the mind 

and the body assists in identity formation and creates a way of life that allows for a 

more grounded place in the world. This identity formation also occurs as we make 

social connections, and similarities and differences both physical and emotional begin 

to emerge. As I look more closely at identity, I discuss my grandmother and her 

experiences as a Holocaust survivor and a woman who would later have her leg 

amputated due to complications with diabetes. These experiences have worked to 

impact my own ideologies and have caused me to reevaluate notions of the “lived body.” 

Discussing the “lived body” within this particular research relates to the relationship 

between the physical body of youth living with disability and how this is interpreted by 

society.  

My grandmother, Eva identified herself as an Eastern European Jew who 

survived the Holocaust. Her intense experience began when she was 12 while waiting in 

a line at a concentration camp in Poland with her entire family of 7. Suddenly, she was 

yanked out of the line by a Polish police officer who asked why she was in line with the 
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Jews “when she looked so much like a Polack” (luckily for my grandmother she was 

blonde-haired and blue-eyed, the quintessential Aryan child). My grandmother’s mother 

heard this and told her to get out of the line and to take her 9-year-old brother Stanley 

with her. My grandmother immediately ran away as fast as her thin legs could carry her, 

and her little brother did his best to keep up with her. For the next 5 years, the two of 

them went into hiding, begging for jobs and a place to sleep. The intensity of my 

grandmother’s “lived experience” during her teenage years on the run with her brother 

in total survival mode speaks volumes about her strength and resourcefulness at such a 

young age. She used her two legs to run through the streets of Poland, to do what was 

necessary to take care of herself and her baby brother. The irony of what was to come 

later in her life has played a considerable part in why I have become interested in the 

field of disability.  

When my grandmother was 16, the Jewish people were liberated, and she was 

free to live her life as a Jew with her brother. My grandmother met my grandfather 

Leon, also a concentration camp survivor, almost immediately after the War, and they 

had one of the first religious weddings in 1945.  

When my grandmother was in her late forties, she was diagnosed with Type II 

diabetes. She never quite found the appropriate way to care for herself or to live 

cautiously with her disease: she saw it as more of an unnecessary burden than as a 

serious condition that necessitated that she take better care of herself to manage it 

properly. It was difficult for her to accept what she had, and it overwhelmed her 

sensibility. In essence, my grandmother was held captive by this disease, and in an 

ironic turn of events, her will to survive turned to capitulation. It was as if she had 
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surrendered all of the strength and determination that had served her well in all her days 

in hiding, and had no more willpower to go on with diabetes. The depth of her surrender 

became clearer to me 5 years later when she developed gangrene, a life-threatening 

condition that arises when a body part loses blood supply). Her condition became so 

unmanageable that the doctors had to amputate	  part of her right leg, which put her and 

our family in a position we could never have imagined. Questions about how we would 

go on with her as a disabled woman began to surface, and we realized how much we 

needed to learn and accept about her new “identity.” The concept of the disabled body 

“dys-appearing” because of a dysfunction (Leder, 1990), can cause individuals to focus 

on the part (s) of the body that are missing and make all other characteristics disappear, 

thus focusing mainly on the impairment (i.e. loss of leg). I begin with this recollection 

because I believe it is more powerful to start with the impact that disability can have on 

a lived life, and then juxtapose this against the impact of representations of disability on 

TV.  

Barnes and Mercer (2003) discuss Young’s (1990) concept of cultural 

imperialism as a devaluation or undermining of a particular group by dominant and 

negative social stereotypes, which magnify the notion of that group as the “Other.” In 

some sense, this concept helps to explain why my mother, especially, internalized the 

pain and suffering that my grandmother was going through, and felt this amputation had 

marked the end of my grandmother’s life as she (my grandmother) knew it. The thought 

of my grandmother being categorized as the “Other” and marginalized by society was 

difficult for both my mother and my grandmother to grasp, However, that all changed 

when my grandmother Eva entered a rehabilitation center in upstate New York and was 
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surrounded by other individuals in similar circumstances, who carried a more positive, 

optimistic view about what had happened to them and had realized, as a group, that they 

were not necessarily the “Other”—rather, they were the other minded. The experiences 

of those people my grandmother met at the rehab center opened her eyes to a greater 

awareness of differences and demonstrated a deep desire, both at a physical and 

psychological level, to gain back mobility and strength.   

In the haze of my own mother’s grief and pain of dealing with her mother’s loss, 

it was difficult for me to express my feelings about what was going on in my own head, 

especially when I first saw my grandmother after her amputation. As I mentioned earlier, 

I always have been uncomfortable with the notion of “disability.” Whereas before I 

could be in a public space and turn away from a man missing his arm, now I had to face 

my grandmother on a day-to-day basis, a woman whom I admired and looked up to who 

now was the embodiment the very thing I feared. The onset of my interactions with my 

grandmother were guarded at best, and I was not sure how or if my close relationship 

with her would change because of my ability or inability to cope with what was going 

on. As a sheltered 12-year-old girl, I now had to adapt to a new framework and 

pedagogy (I didn’t quite think of it in those terms then, but on reflection, that was what 

was happening).  

Carrying a great deal of built-up anxiety, I went to visit my grandmother in 

rehab. The concept of rehabilitation and what this implies for a person who has just lost 

part of a limb is explained by Barnes and Mercer (2003) in their discussions about 

Morris (1989) regarding rehabilitation: “It is very apparent that rehabilitation discourse 

is invested with a moral notion of what bodies should be like” (p. 83). Society has 
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created a prototype for what “normal” looks like, putting emphasis on the body and 

physical appearance as defining an individual’s ability or (dis) ability. This concept of 

body perception, relates to Leder (1990) and Merleau-Ponty’s (1962/2005) theory of the 

body and self. As I neared the rehab, I continued to naively put emphasis on body image 

and my perception of what a typical body should look like. I was petrified at what I 

would see and how I would react. Upon entering the facility, I saw the light in 

everyone’s face and the “normalcy” in which they were living their lives.  

One evening	  at the rehab center, a game night was held in a recreational room. 

My mother and I took my grandmother down to participate. The room was filled with 

15 men and women who had varying physical impairments. One of the aides who had 

organized the event asked if I would run the craps table, and before I knew it, I was 

sitting with a crowded group of energetic individuals and laughing and enjoying a 

competitive game of craps. I vividly recall that this moment brought a great deal of 

comfort to my mother, my grandmother, and me, as I started to realize that my fears 

about disability were due to my lack of exposure and knowledge. Disability was no 

longer the elephant in the room, and I was not turning away anymore from the societal 

notion of “imperfection.” I began to feel a strong need to spend time with my 

grandmother and the other men and women I had met at the center. I was visiting once a 

day after school, and building relationships that, to this day, have played a pivotal role 

in my decision to study disability. I began to consider my relationship to representations 

of disability on television and to question the resulting perceptions I had developed 

regarding disability, this relates to Huntemann and Morgan’s (2001) discussion, “It is 

important to stress that young people also actively use media to define themselves, and 
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media can help children and adolescents make sense of their lives as a form of self-

socialization” (p. 312). This accentuates the way the media has worked to define parts 

of my developing identity as I was continuously receiving messages regarding 

differences that were working to impact my value system. 
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Phenomenology and Television Viewing: The Affect and Effect On Me 

Although there is some dispute about the level of influence the mass media  

has on our perceptions of the world, there are relatively few who would argue 

that it does not have any. (Barnes, 1991, p. 46) 

 I watch a lot of television. Some nights, it consumes me to the point that one 

show bleeds into another, and I almost don’t know where one has stopped and the next 

one begins. Since over time I have relied on television so much to be entertained and 

enlightened, I also have realized that its ability to represent the “other” (i.e., a woman in 

a wheelchair, a teenager living with Down Syndrome, or Autism Spectrum Disorder) 

has huge gaps. Television was a huge part of my childhood. My Eastern European 

grandparents considered it to be a hero/teacher/friend of sorts, since it helped them to 

learn English when they moved to the United States in their early twenties. One of my 

first memories was my Polish grandfather, in broken English, trying to solve the puzzle 

on Wheel of Fortune with only one letter on the board. Nine times out of ten he would 

guess the phrase to be “Toot Toot Toot Sie, Goodbye.” My brother and I thought he was 

doing it to get a good laugh out of us, but looking back, I think he thought he had it 

nailed. To feel like he was “fitting in” to the cultural norm of television viewing, my 

grandfather worked hard to create a dialogue with the host of the game show and 

participate in its spectacle. So, television viewing was connecting my grandfather to my 

brother and I, since we all shared the joy of watching it together. Age, gender, and 

educational backgrounds were blurred as we were drawn in to a simplistic, family 

moment. Postman (1994) describes: “The essential point is that TV presents information 
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in a form that is undifferentiated in its accessibility, and this means that television does 

not need to make distinctions between categories “child” and “adult.” (79) 

 Another early memory of television viewing was with my mother. An integral 

part of our relationship from the time I could hold my head up was her propping me up 

on her knee with one hand and folding laundry with the other, while she watched her 

favorite soap opera All My Children. I didn’t understand much of what was going on at 

age 2, but I did know that my mother was totally enraptured by the characters and the 

glamorous lives they led. The line between childhood and adulthood was blurred as 

television became a permanent fixture in my everyday experiences (Postman, 1982). 

Houston (2000) discusses the process of watching television using Freud’s concept of 

the ego which primarily deals with the individual’s ability to make sense of his/her 

reality, creating a need for pleasure and satisfaction to be met immediately, the ego 

slows down this process and allows for organization of external objects and 

circumstances to be directed (Freud, 1923). In relation to television, Houston (2000) 

states, “It [television] offers an extraordinary promise of endless flow, which is 

repeatedly blocked for the spectator by interruption in the delivery of the text” (p. 204). 

She goes on to say that as the ego struggles to stay in control of the overflow of 

information and organize it, the actual object itself gets lost (Houston, 2000). As 

individuals are bombarded with various pictures, words, and symbols, the intended 

message from the producer often is lost as the viewer tries to keep up with all of the 

material being broadcast. In large part, media is a distraction from the everyday hustle 

and realities, an escape into another dimension, albeit temporary.  
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The comfort that television seemed to bring to our home had a large impact on 

my later infatuation with it. Television gave us something with which to connect. 

Through watching television, the common, everyday housewife breaks out of her 

suburban container to go on a journey with exciting characters and fantasy situations, all 

the time believing that her daily activities of folding the laundry and cleaning up puke 

are a walk-in-the-park compared to Erica Kane’s (Susan Lucci on ABC’s All My 

Children) multiple divorces and trust issues. The images and scenarios to which I was 

exposed at a young age avoided any representations of disability. Perhaps I would catch 

a glimpse of a character in the background of a scene sitting in a wheelchair or see a 

dramatic car accident in which a character becomes paralyzed and then by some 

unforeseen miracle becomes “cured.”  The tragic “creation” of a disabled person always 

seemed to be a “worst case scenario,” and a cure was demanded in the plot.  I cannot 

remember a character becoming disabled and leading their fictional life as disabled for 

the duration of a show. This pattern of watching disability being used as an obligatory 

storyline, or for unrealistic melodramatic effect in soap operas, set a tone for me. I saw 

people with differences, but did not understand their differences and capabilities.  In the 

early 1980s, my parents purchased a Video Home System (VHS recorder), and my 

mother was able to record the daily soap opera episode and watch it with me before my 

bedtime. There was no more differentiation between what my mother and I were 

watching, the television was left on for hours on end and was a permanent fixture in my 

home. Postman (1982) suggests: “The plain facts are that television operates virtually 

around the clock, that both its physical and symbolic form make it unnecessary—in fact 

impossible—to segregate its audience” (p. 82).  
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Television became my built-in playmate. It ranked up with my Barbie dolls, and 

I began to see my family and myself as caricatures on our very own sitcom—The 

Hasson’s (Postman, 1985). Due to this consistent feeling of being a TV star, I began to 

create my own television programs with anyone who was willing to accept a starring 

role. If they didn’t want it, the part would go to me. I became fascinated with my 

father’s bulky, video camera. I was the master of my domain, and I could recreate 

anything I saw in a television show and make it my own (Simpson, 2004). I was living 

in and through a true media culture, basing much of my understanding of family life, 

schools, and relationships on what I was seeing on television. I was identifying myself 

with television and building my experiences around its media representations. Kellner 

(1995) provides some insight into this common phenomenon: “A media culture has 

emerged in which images, sounds, and spectacles help produce the fabric of everyday 

life, dominating leisure time, shaping political views and social behavior, and providing 

the materials out of which people forge their very identities” (p. 1). 

As I grew, I realized more and more that television helps to create the prototype 

that society has accepted as “normal,” and which has become so innately constructed, 

that it is rarely questioned (Gauntlett 2002/2008). Thus, as my relationship with the 

media continued to develop, I recognized that Manhattan, New York was the best place 

in which to pursue my interest and passion for this television culture.  

Shifting Careers: Building a New Foundation 

The lights; skyscrapers; thousands of people crowding the streets to get to their 

destination be it work, a show, an art gallery, or rehearsal make New York City a place 

unlike any other in the world. It is a mixture of high and low culture. One has to 



15 
 

compete with the intensity of a prizefighter to make a mark, but if desired badly enough, 

greatness is attainable. I always have felt a connection to Manhattan. I grew up 35 

minutes North of “The City,” and would often take trips into the city after school to see 

a Broadway show or a ballet. I was infused with artistic culture by my parents, and like 

most young girls in my neighborhood, I was enrolled in dance classes from the time I 

could walk. Theater classes came later, but the feeling of wanting to break out of my 

shell and exude excellence was creeping up faster than I could contain it. Living so 

close to a place that contained so much opportunity for greatness placed me in a 

position to want to reach for it. As Frank Sinatra reflected, “If you could make it there, 

you’ll make it anywhere.” (Ebb & Kander, 1977) 

 As my fascination with television grew, it became such a fundamental part of 

my life that I applied for the Mass Media in Communications program at New York 

University to study the science of television viewing. After being accepted, I was thrust 

into the world of theories regarding the implications of watching television and the 

manipulation of the media to present a message to an audience that would ultimately 

result in the consuming of a product or an ideal lifestyle. Postman (1985) suggests that: 

Television is our culture’s principal mode of knowing about itself. Therefore—

and this is the critical point—how television stages the world becomes the 

model for how the world is properly to be staged. It is not merely that on the 

television screen entertainment is the metaphor for all discourse. It is that off the 

screen the same metaphor prevails. (p. 92) 
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As I was using television to educate me on the various situations and ideologies being 

formed, it was a compelling indicator of how much my consumption and the values 

systems I had built were based on its influence.  

Jenkins (2006) points out that “once a medium establishes itself as satisfying 

some core human demand, it continues to function within the larger system of 

communication options” (p. 14). As the information continued to pour down on me, and 

the realities about media began to take shape, I began to feel disillusioned about my 

career choice and more curious about how the media dominated the reality I was living 

and its impact on my conscience.  

 I started doing production internships at big corporations: ABC, Viacom, and 

The New York Times, as well as some small-scale public relations firms in lower 

Manhattan. I felt myself getting caught up in the notoriety that came with these big 

names. My perceptions of television began to become more negative, as I realized the 

power of corporations to influence them, thus making me second-guesses my decision 

to make this a lifelong career.   

 After graduation in May 2002, I got a job working as an Assistant Publicist for 

business books with the publishing company HarperCollins. I was catapulted into a 

world of cut-throat work ideals that would include late nights, brown-nosing, and a lot 

of letdowns. The world I was building around media was straying far from what my 

childhood imagination thought it would be. I began to turn my attention to education, an 

interest that had always crept in and out of my life, and set myself new goals for what I 

thought was important: educating children through the media, using it as a tool to learn 

rather than as a narrow escape. Thinking back to my father’s positive experiences as a 
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teacher, I felt pride and admiration. It was a feeling that motivated much of my future 

decisions about eventually working in some type of educational context where I hoped 

to leave my mark on students with various learning abilities and differences.  

Recalling an Anecdote From My Father 

 I remember it like it was yesterday—it was 1989, and I was 9 years old. Jack,	  my 

father, a fairly tall, athletic man would come home from teaching school around 4:30 

pm (sometimes he would run to teach at his second job, which was Holocaust studies at 

a reformed Hebrew school or to play basketball with a group of men around his age). 

On this particular evening, my family—consisting at the time of Jeremy (a brother 5 

years older than me) and my mother Randi—had the opportunity to sit down together 

for a hot meal and reflect on our day. Most nights this would happen with the hum of a 

small, beat-up 20 inch, black and white television on the kitchen counter top needing a 

hit every 5 minutes to stop the picture from scrambling. But tonight, my father wanted it 

off, and although he generally liked to disconnect from his school day and just relax and 

talk about sports or the most recent funny episode of Married With Children, tonight he 

wanted to share his challenging encounter with a boy I will call Adam, an eleventh 

grader. My brother and I were not really sure how to take it. We were used to kicking 

each other underneath the table during “family dinners” and rapidly finishing our meals, 

so we could go back to playing Nintendo.  

 However, this time, things seemed different. Adam, as my Dad began to tell us, 

came from a dysfunctional family, and this, in turn, led him to suffer from emotional 

delays, which affected his ability to function in school. My father had been asked by the 

chairman of the special education department of his high school to accept Adam as a 
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member of his journalism class. She hadn’t given him many details about Adam’s 

background, but felt that he had a lot of untapped potential. My father, generally a 

pragmatist, also had a son around Adam’s age and felt that he could potentially be in a 

position like Adam’s one day. He reluctantly agreed, and said that he would give Adam 

a chance to shine.  

 The next day, Adam entered Dad’s class. Dad described him to us as a shy, almost 

reclusive young man, who crept to a seat in the last row of his classroom. During the 

class, he explained the requirements of the writing course to the students: additionally, 

as the writing class, they were also responsible for publishing the school newspaper. As 

a result, the students were required to fill the various jobs of making a newspaper (e.g., 

reporters, editors, photographers, etc.). By the end of the class, Adam was the only pupil 

who had not volunteered for anything. He sat timidly at his desk with his head bent 

forward and his shoulders hunched. After my father dismissed the class, he asked Adam 

to stay, so he could speak to him about his problem. Adam explained that he did not 

want to write anything that the school would read because he had heard countless times 

that he was “stupid,” “incapable,” an “underachiever,” and “a waste of time.”  

 My father told Adam that he had a lot of reflecting to do and that he wanted him 

to come back to class tomorrow ready for a challenge. The next day, my father told 

Adam that he had thought it over and would make a deal with him. If he were willing to 

write a story for the paper, he would allow him to use a pen name so that no one would 

know who wrote it, and that it would give him the freedom to critique anything he 

wanted. Begrudgingly, Adam agreed. He wrote a scathing article, criticizing school 

policy. Not only was it well written, it also had a maturity about it that proved that 
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Adam had a latent talent for writing. Adam chose the pen name The Terminator. After 

the paper was published, no fewer than 20 students came to Dad’s office to inquire as to 

the identity of the writer. When my father mentioned it to Adam he was shocked to the 

point of disbelief. For the first time in his life, he had been recognized and 

complimented for something he had done. This literally lit a fire under him, and he 

began working on his next article while others in his journalism class went to him for 

ideas and editing advice. Adam decided not only to be a writer, but an editor for the 

newspaper. His shyness faded and the wall of mystery came down as he confessed to 

the school who he was. He started walking the hallways with a confident swagger, and 

he actually started making friends. His turnaround was so profound that at Adam’s 

request, the principal allowed him to take my father’s journalism class for a second year 

as an advanced class. For his senior year, Adam became editor-in-chief and literally ran 

the entire newspaper. At the conclusion of his story, my family and I felt deep pride and 

admiration for both my father and Adam. For the first time, I saw my father’s 

profession as a tool to empower those in difficult learning situations and give them a 

voice for which to be heard and accounted. According to Kincheloe (2005), “Advocates 

of critical pedagogy are aware that every minute of every hour that teachers teach, they 

are faced with complex decisions concerning justice, democracy, and competing ethical 

claims” (p. 1). It becomes the responsibility of the educator to know the background and 

situation of the students, this will allow for a deeper understanding and more effective 

way to teach, as each student carries with them a past and a story that could be very 

telling.   

 Cultural theorist Paulo Freire’s (1970) most influential work Pedagogy of the 
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Oppressed examines the importance of empowering students with differences. In this 

book, Freire discusses the power of the perspective of humanization, especially since 

society is so rapidly becoming dehumanized. Freire states, “Within history, in concrete, 

objective contexts, both humanization and dehumanization are possibilities for a person 

as an uncompleted being conscious of their incompletion” (p. 43). My father’s guidance 

to help Adam fulfill his hidden potential by creating a trust between them contributed to 

“humanizing” Adam. As a result, Adam was able to build the confidence he needed to 

and grow his latent aptitude.  

 Through the years, I asked my father about Adam, always eager to hear about 

where he was going and what he was doing. My father informed me that after Adam 

graduated from high school, they stayed in touch while Adam was in college. My father 

shared with me that Adam was becoming a rising star at university as well. He began as 

a writer for his school newspaper, and by his senior year he was editor-in-chief. After 

graduating from college, Adam achieved his ultimate goal: he became a sports writer 

for a local Connecticut newspaper. My father was proud of the strides his student had 

made from being a battered, emotionally broken down, introverted adolescent to a 

consummate, confident professional. My father and Adam eventually fell out of touch. 

One evening out of the blue, my father was contacted by Adam’s mother, who after 

months of looking for my dad told him that Adam had just written his first sports book. 

She requested that he surprise him at the book signing where he would be equally 

surprised at the great honor of having Adam dedicate his book to “the teacher that 

guided him.” This moment from my father’s career turned my thoughts toward 

education and the needs of students, as I realized that so much of a student’s success of 
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failure relies heavily on the teacher and that all important connection and trust between 

a teacher and a student. Much of the research indicates that a positive relationship 

between a teacher and student positively influences a student’s performance and overall 

attitude (Niebur & Niebur, 1999). The story my father told me about Adam helped me 

to realize how vital a healthy student/teacher relationship could be. It made me realize 

that teaching students involved far more than just presenting information. A quality 

teacher takes the time and effort to establish a trusting relationship with his/her students. 

My perception was forever changed, and I never looked at teaching or teachers again in 

quite the same way.   

Stepping Into Inclusion 

Public debate over the role of media usage in shaping values and attitudes 

increases every year. Numerous studies have demonstrated predictable 

correlations between school performance and children’s use of media. (Dorr & 

Rabin, 1995; Hus ton, Donnerstein, Fairchild, 1992; Lin & Atkin, 1989) 

While New York kept my energy high and my cultural addictions fed, I felt a 

part of me was not being fulfilled. I always had a deep connection to education and kept 

it in the back of my mind as I navigated career paths. I owe this to my father for being a 

successful English teacher for over 30 years and passing his passion and energy on to 

my family and I.  

The work of Paulo Freire impacted my life during the first year of my doctorate 

journey. In reflecting back on his theories about education and human beings, I was 

reminded of a quote from Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970): “Man’s ontological 

vocation is to be a Subject who acts upon and transforms his world, and in so doing 
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moves toward ever new possibilities of fuller and richer life individually and 

collectively” (p. 32). Freire’s words by and large sum up what has helped to guide my 

transition from entertainment to academia, as I became both a student and a special 

education instructor working with students.  

 When I came to McGill University in 2004, I was eager to start the Master’s 

program in Inclusive Education in the Department of Counselling and Psychology. 

Admittedly, I felt I didn’t fit because my Bachelor’s degree was in Mass Media and 

Communications Studies. My only real knowledge of children and education came 

from the daycare centers that I worked in intermittently after graduation. I didn’t really 

know what I was getting myself into. I was thrust into a world quite different than the 

one I had known during my schooling in New York.  

In a course called Special Needs 1, I was able to make connections to my past 

experiences with disability and get more in depth explanations for the various 

syndromes, disorders, and deficits that effect millions upon millions of children, which 

significantly impedes their ability to learn and be understood. An opportunity to work in 

an inclusive setting with a child diagnosed as having severe learning deficits and 

emotional problems became available to me through some early intervention work I had 

been doing in various Jewish kindergartens around the greater Montreal area.  

  As I observed the child—in grade 4 with his six other classmates, one lead 

teacher, and one assistant who spent part of their day out of the “mainstream” classroom 

while the other students in the school learned French, English and Hebrew—I became 

engaged with how these students embraced their learning environment and was 

fascinated with their ideas about how they learn and how they perceive themselves as 
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alternative learners in comparison with the other students in their school. The students 

in the special needs classroom had disabilities ranging from problems with decoding, 

language and processing delays, attention deficit disorders, and low self-confidence. In 

the special needs classroom the students would have an opportunity to work in smaller 

groups on social skills, reading, writing, mathematics, language acquisition and building 

self-confidence. I spent 4 months in the special needs classroom and was more 

challenged working one-on-one with my fourth grader than I had been working in any 

other sphere. With the rigour and intensity of learning in the Jewish elementary school, 

the inclusive students merged with the other students during cultural celebrations, some 

English instruction, physical education, lunch and recess. The remainder of the time, the 

inclusive students followed Individual Education Plans (IEPs).   

In trying to find the most effective mode of educating my student and helping 

him to grasp simple concepts, I was challenged to connect with him in areas that in 

which he was interested, for example, computers, cartoons, popular movies. As the 

cultural psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1987) notes: “The teacher must orient his work not 

on yesterday’s development in the child but on tomorrow’s.” (p. 211).  Due to their 

ongoing difficulties at school, in and out of the classroom, most of these children have 

lost their motivation for learning and are more interested in keeping up with the status 

quo. They desire the newest gadget and/or the most popular computer game and 

television show being talked about, rather than learning basic math or sitting down to 

complete a skill builders worksheet.  

 The American Academy of Pediatrics (2013) points out that “[i]n a matter of 

seconds, most children can mimic a movie or TV character, sing an advertising jingle, 
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or give other examples of what they have learned from media.”(p.1).  As our time 

working together came to a close, I felt I was being pulled away from a population of 

children that were extremely misunderstood and misrepresented. Hoechsmann and Low 

(2008) argue for the importance of situating literacy and listening to words children 

speak to get a sense of what context they are coming from culturally. This type of 

discourse was not happening within this classroom, and so the students were frustrated 

and the teachers impatient. 

By some incredible twist of fate, the future of the special needs classroom was 

undergoing some major restructuring because the success rate and comfort of the 

students was not satisfactory. The timing was perfect. I would be graduating from 

McGill with a Master’s degree in Inclusive Education that May, and was asked by the 

administration if I would become a lead teacher in the fall in the expansion of the	  

special needs classroom. I accepted the position because I felt that I could use the 

opportunity to employ media to motivate different learning styles, and to explore the 

way ideologies and beliefs were shaped by students. This opportunity was the beginning 

of my explorations of the representation of disability in the media. I began to critically 

study and practice in areas of inclusion and special needs learning in the classroom. I 

did this by observing children and gaining more personal insights into their family 

backgrounds and past learning experiences. I learned that a large body of research and 

knowledge related to education and pedagogy was available for a world that would 

fundamentally effect my role as an educator. Exploring pedagogy more in depth, I 

yearned to work more closely with students and bring learning to life, giving each 

student the room to grow and discover his/her strengths at his/her own pace (Freire, 
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1970). To me, pedagogy, inside the classroom, enhances the effectiveness of education 

by allowing each student to express him or herself individually and not be an automaton.  

Informing the Informer 

After I realized that part of my life journey would involve the study of disability 

in the media, I began to research the various theories and methodologies associated with 

this discipline to help ground my work and provide a basis from which to begin. To do 

this successfully, with the help of my supervisor Dr. Shirley Steinberg, I was introduced 

to social and critical theory. Understanding the foundational theories of critical theorists 

like Baudrillard, Postman, McLuhan, Freire, Gramsci, Corker, Kellner, Giroux, and 

Kincheloe would help to inform the work I intended to do in my thesis. Complementary 

to these theorists are the concepts and epistemologies they built to help their audiences 

to understand the areas they are critiquing. To support my intention to become a 

rigorous researcher (Kincheloe & Berry, 2004), I have adapted these concepts to my 

own interest in the representation of disability and its role in the media. 

Influence of Functionalism  

   The theoretical concept of functionalism is used widely in contemporary 

sociological studies to explain the systematic elements needed to maintain organization 

and function (Flecha, Gomez and Puigvert, 2003). The purpose of applying 

functionalism to the larger framework of my research on disability representation on 

popular television is to build on the conceptualization of societal norms as they are 

applied collectively to individuals.  Regarding early functionalism circa the 1950s, 

social science had close ties to the biological sciences in that just as physical science 

uses the digestive system, nervous system, etc. to organize itself so does social science 
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use the functioning of social systems based on the organizing principles of politics, 

capitalism, etc. (Flecha et al., 2003).  In terms of disability, individuals are placed 

within “systems” and “structures” that map out where they should go as a way to define 

their usefulness to society: “The function of structures is to contribute to the 

maintenance and adaptability of the systems which they belong” (Flecha et al., 2003, p. 

9). .Generally, functionalists argue that a certain degree of inequality is functional for 

society as a whole, and that society could not operate without a certain degree of 

inequality.  

 Social theorists like Talcott Parsons’ (1951) and Emile Durkheim  (1960) have 

made significant contributions to the development of functionalism.  Parsons’ 

interpretation of the doctor/patient role and the impact of “sickness” on the rights and 

responsibilities of the patient (Barnes, Mercer, & Shakespeare, 1999) contributes a great 

deal to how functionalism has influenced the development of disability theory.  

Although functionalism has a solid foundation in the social sciences, it has been 

criticized as being a conservative theory that favors previous social structures that 

continue to dominate our present. Overall, there is no way to empirically argue the 

validity of certain social systems such as family, or employer and employee status, 

which undermines the validity of functionalism. These are systems that are not 

replaceable by other, more efficient means (Flecha et al., 2003).  

How to Account for Representation 

The “representation of the Other” is a significant concept of cultural studies that 

has further influenced my research. The concept of representation implies a concrete 

form based on a system of signs: “The representation entity outside the self—that is, 
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outside one’s own gender, social group, class, culture or civilization-is the other” 

(Sardar & Van Loon, 2010, p. 13). When applied to disability, the representation of the 

other signifies the uncommon denominator that is disability as it falls out of the “norm” 

of Western society. The influence of postmodernist and poststructuralist paradigms, on 

both cultural studies and critical disability studies in education, has used the concept of 

the “other.” Within this framework, the term difference has added yet another 

dimension to representation. Garland-Thomson (2009) states, “Because we come to 

expect one another to have certain kinds of bodies and behaviours, stares flare up when 

we glimpse people who act in ways that contradict our expectations (p. 6). In fact, “the 

construction of difference” and the “process of assigning value to difference” are central 

to the understanding not only of disability but of many other forms of oppressive beliefs 

(Rothenberg, as cited in Harris, 1998, p. 281).  

The systems that produce representation are the cultural circuits through which 

meanings are transmitted. As individuals coast through their everyday lives, the means 

of representation embody concepts, ideas, and emotions in a symbolic form that can be 

transmitted and meaningfully interpreted. Some important systems of representation 

include the media in all its forms—especially television and the print media—films and 

videos, music lyrics, museum exhibitions, and all aspects of society characterized by 

“text and talk” (Lemesianou & Grinberg, 2006). 

To maintain an awareness of myself as an avid television viewer with a 

background in mass media and communications theory, I am always taking a step back 

from my initial reaction to what is being implied through the message. As Lemesianou 

and Grinberg (2006) state, “the point is that representations always convey meaning and 
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that meaning is contextual and contingent to its milieu” (p. 222). Every day, society is 

saturated with hundreds of media images in which individuals or whole groups of 

people are featured and looked upon within a particular context, often perpetuating a 

“norm” set up by a power producer (Kellner, 1995).  

 Within a postmodern framework, some significant ideas/theories/perspectives 

always have been around on how disability should be represented. What has been 

analyzed thus far does not necessarily emphasize the important areas in need of research. 

For instance, North American theorists and those theorists from Great Britain differ in 

the definitions and contextual frameworks they use. American theorists like Hahn 

(2010), Albrecht (2001), Amundsen (1992), Rioux and Bach (1994), Davis (2010), and 

Wendell (1996) explored significant and critical frameworks of disability from aspects 

ranging from social/cultural to political but have not done much work to modify the 

current definitions of “disability.”  This differs somewhat from the British point of 

view, including Hasler (1993), Barnes (1991), and Oliver (1990, 1996) who place more 

emphasis on the social model of disability over the biological interpretation 

(Shakespeare & Watson, 2002).  

It’s a Sign of the Times: Structuralism 

The structuralists and their heirs embrace language as the dominant model for 

theorizing representation, interpreting nearly all symbolic behavior in strictly 

linguistic terms. (Siebers, 2008, p. 2) 

Based on the work of Ferdinand de Saussure, structuralism is linguistic in origin 

and reflective of cultural systems and signs that are analyzed for their structural 

relationships. Flecha et al. (2001) describe structuralism as having “objective structures, 
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independent of the agents’ consciousness and will” (p. 36). Sociologist and educator 

Pierre Bourdieu (b. 1930) was one of the main contributors to the theory known as 

structuralism. Bourdieu argued that individuals as agents of society are unable to freely 

choose their realities. Two central concepts developed by Bourdieu are habitus and 

cultural capital. Habitus is described as a “structuring structure that organizes the 

practices and perception of the practices” (Flecha et al., 2001, p. 17). Cultural capital is 

the ability to “read and understand cultural codes” (Sardar & Van Loon, 2010, p. 72). 

The effect that structuralist theory has on critical disability studies in education is 

twofold: 

First, because linguistic structuralism tends to view language as the agent and 

never the object of representation, the body, whether able or disabled, figures as 

a language effect rather than as a causal agent, excluding embodiment from 

representational process almost entirely. Second, theorists influenced by the 

linguistic turn infrequently extend the theory of representation from mimesis 

properly speaking to political representation. (Siebers, 2008, p. 2)   

Looking at the post-structuralist analysis of deconstructing language and interpreting 

hidden representation has helped to “give voice” to those who are powerless (Barnes & 

Mercer, 2003). All too often, disability is lumped together with sexuality and race, and 

is never quite on its own footing in the social sciences discourse (Corker & Shakespeare, 

2002). As more and more questions about marginalized individuals arose, Roland 

Barthes (1964) contributed to this ongoing conversation by asking: What is the process 

by “which men give meaning to things?” Barthes argues that:  
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Of course the world has never stopped looking for meaning of what is given it 

and of what it produces; what is new is a mode of thought (or a “poetics”) which 

seeks less to assign completed meanings to the objects it discovers than to know 

how meaning is possible, at what cost and by what means. Ultimately, one might 

say that the object of structuralism is not man endowed with meanings, but man 

fabricating meanings. (p. 1130) 

As essential as it is to consider the importance of structuralism to help ground my 

research, it also is crucial to look at the implications that culture has on media and 

disability. 

The Acculturation of Media 

Media culture falls under the umbrella of cultural studies and imposes its own 

set of criteria for a definition. Kellner (1995) argues, “Media culture in the United 

States and most capitalist countries is a largely commercial form of culture, produced 

and disseminated in the form of commodities” (p. 16). Popular artifacts are produced 

for public consumption, and therefore, they become the dominant value system of 

individuals. Baudrillard (2003) made the claim that: 

the entire society is organized around consumption and display of commodities 

through which individuals gain prestige, identity, and standing. In this system, 

the more prestigious one’s commodities (houses, cars, clothes, and so on), the 

higher one’s standing in the realm of sign value. (p. 313)  

Keeping in mind the specific agendas that the culture industries explicitly place 

on societal values helps us to understand the “social discourses which are embedded in 

the key conflicts and struggles of the day” (Kellner, 1995, p. 14). Also, a closer 
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examination of contemporary culture and popular texts, for example, television 

programs, hip hop music, celebrities, and top news stories will help to draw together 

dominant ideologies that help shape culture and society (Kellner, 1995). 

 The complex way of sending and receiving messages at rapid speeds through 

various media outlets has helped to support the powerful impact of the media and 

culture discourse. McLuhan (1967) and Sardar and Van Loon (2010) describe four basic 

components of the media industry involved in the packaging of messages and products:  

• The message or product itself 

• The audiences who imbibe the message and consume the products 

• The ever-changing technology that shapes both the industry and the way the 

message is communicated 

• The final look of the product. (p. 155) 

 The ability of an audience to absorb a message sent by the media directly affects 

the way the individual perceives its social implication. Steinberg (2006) states: 

What appears to be common-sense dissipates slowly into the ether, as electronic 

media refract the world in ways that benefit the purveyors of power. We have 

never seen anything like this before, a new world—new forms of social regulation, 

new forms of disinformation, and new modes of hegemony and ideology. In such 

a cyber/mediated jungle new modes of research are absolutely necessary. (p. 117) 

 As a student of the media, I am particularly interested in why culture, specifically 

popular culture, has had such a substantial impact on society and why so many of us 

have come to know (or think we know) the “truth” based on what we absorb from the 
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media. According to Steinberg (2006), “Mass Culture is imposed from above. It is 

fabricated by technicians hired by businessmen; its audiences are passive consumers, 

their participation limited to the choice between buying and not buying” (p. 118). So 

this theory about the fabrication of mass culture will be useful for grounding my own 

point of view about disability as I examine how disability is represented in the media. 

As I continuously grapple with my own position and my own personal connection to 

disability, I find myself asking questions about the responsibility of media to its 

audience and whether media responsibility is even an issue. Have significant strides 

been made in this area or are we still watching a silent struggle over what is perceived 

and what is an accurate representation? There is no such thing as “fair” and “balanced” 

so long as the corporate world wields such enormous control over what “reality” is 

being disseminated.  

Conclusion  

My intention for this chapter was to weave into my personal narrative various 

concepts of critical theory, to become a bricouleur —one who draws from different 

areas of research to create a meaningful body of work—and bridge the gap between 

academia and personal narrative. Foucault defines “techniques of the self” or “arts of 

existence” as: 

those reflective and voluntary practices by which men not only set themselves 

rules of conduct, but seek to transform themselves, to change themselves in their 

singular being, and to make of their life into an oeuvre that carries certain 

aesthetic values and meets certain stylistic criteria. (Foucault, 1984)  

The motivational force behind certain bodies of work and the desire to achieve 
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more in the field of academia is significant when doing a self-reflective study like this 

one. Weiner (1992) uses the metaphor “people are scientists, trying to understand 

themselves and their environment and then acting on the basis of this knowledge” (p. 2). 

Looking at the self also raises questions about ideology and power. The dominant 

discourse in my case is disability and television and the deep-rooted effects that 

representations of disability on television has had on my consciousness. A theoretical 

examination of ideology and how it impacts/creates societal norms is crucial when 

defining media culture, as Kellner (2003a) argues, “Ideology assumes that ‘I’ am the 

norm, that everyone is like me, that anything different or other is not normal” (p. 61). 

According to Kincheloe (2005) ideology is “meaning making that supports forms of 

dominant power” (p. 2). Representation commands our everyday encounters as a direct 

influence on our belief systems.  

 As I pull together the pieces of the puzzle that have brought me to my current 

place in society, I am faced with some conflicting issues, which include wanting to 

utilize the media not only for entertainment and for the purposes of educating 

elementary and high school students, but also being mindful of the negative influences 

and overdependence of individuals on the media for their access to information.  In this 

introductory chapter, I have recounted my earliest memories of media and disability and 

connected them with the various stages of my development through childhood into 

adulthood. I have discussed the paradigm shift that I experienced as I moved from the 

glitz and glory of a career in high energy, fast paced New York City to a more grounded 

career working in education with children who have learning differences in a private 

Jewish elementary school.  
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In the chapters that follow, I provide a literature review, a further expansion and 

articulation of my chosen methodology (bricolage), and an in-depth analysis of media 

representations of youth with disabilities on popular television programs. The goal of 

this study is to create awareness of marginalized groups and look at the limitations and 

strengths of disability representations.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Stereotype assumptions about disabled people are based on superstition, myths and 

beliefs from earlier less enlightened times. They are inherent to our culture and persist 

partly because they are constantly reproduced through the communications media. We 

learn about disability through the media and in the same way that racist or sexist 

attitudes, whether implicit or explicit, are acquired through the “normal” learning 

process, so too are negative assumptions about disabled people. (Barnes, 1992, p. 5) 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I examine the literature on disability studies and disability in the 

media, media studies, and cultural studies to highlight how disability has been mapped 

out by contemporary media.  

Thus, the focus of this chapter is an examination of the various theories and 

philosophies that both support and discredit the use of media as a tool for empowering 

individuals living with disabilities. I look at network television as a form of popular 

media that has become a driving force in the portrayal and propagation of the various 

roles and stereotypes of contemporary culture. This approach allows me to explore the 

power of this media in representing marginalized groups and in transmitting its 

messages to children/youth, and to delve deeper into how the standards that this media 

has constructed might impact the development of the self-image of individuals living 

with disabilities.   

Individuals living with disability	  often are misrepresented and discriminated 

against because of their differences (Barnes, 1991). For a generation that relies heavily 
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on the media as a way of being introduced/exposed to marginalized and 

underrepresented groups, it becomes essential to acknowledge how media impact the 

masses. Television, and in particular, network television (ABC, CBS, FOX, NBC, etc.) 

are central to our daily lives. Watching television gives an audience a media/socially-

constructed view into the lives of individuals from various religious, ethnic, sexual, and 

economic backgrounds. With that phenomenon in mind, through my research, I 

examine the influence of media on disability and how media works to socialize 

disability. This chapter has four key sections that discuss the most important concerns 

of disability and media studies. I begin with an Introduction that explains why I chose 

disability and media as my topic of interest. Next, I look at disability studies and how 

the “disabling image” was created and reinforced by the rise of television. This is 

followed by a historical overview of television as a socializing tool for youth that 

influences popular culture and serves as a means to teach critical pedagogy and educate 

youth. Last, to build a strong foundation for the remainder of the study, I summarize my 

literature review, which examines the theories that have been formulated to understand 

the discourse on disability in the media.   

The Importance of Looking at Disability and the Media 

Contemporary human beings obtain a great deal of cultural information from 

television, which impacts the ideological development of the self and remains palpable 

as schooling begins and connections are made between individuals. Many studies have 

been done to examine the long-term effects of television viewing on the behaviors and 

attitudes of individuals (Hobbs, 1998; Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & Signorielli, 2002; 

Jenkins, 2006; Nabi & Riddle, 2008). It is important for researchers to take note of the 
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absence or misrepresentation of marginalized groups (i.e., television characters with 

disability), since their representation has been minimal at best. This absence is 

significant given that more than 10 percent of the world population lives with some 

form of disability (The World Health Organization, 2010). This population is affected 

by the many distorting images carried by the media. For example, Goggin and Newell 

(2003) point out that “[i]ndeed we can see that increasingly TV as a sociopolitical space 

has disabled people, but because of its dominant understandings and power relations we 

located the blame with deviant individuals we know as disabled” (p. 90). The way that 

television mirrors popular culture has led me to question its ability to accurately 

represent disabled youth. The standards of the mainstream media still seem to represent 

white, thin, able-bodied, attractive individuals. The overarching question examined in 

this thesis is: How are youth with physical or emotional differences represented in the 

media? Since the Internet and social media play such fundamental roles in the everyday 

lives of young adults; and new ways have arisen to express ideas, issues, opinions, and 

current events; it is the role of educators and activists to start a conversation about the 

effects of these media representations, which wield such a great deal of power to shape 

the beliefs of individuals.  

 Looking more closely at Baudrillard’s (1995) use of the term hyper-reality (i.e., 

the reproduction of an event that seeks to replace reality or consciousness), his 

contemporary view of popular culture raises questions about what we are doing when 

we watch television, what types of shows attract viewers, and more broadly, what is 

popular culture. Steinberg’s research (2011) examines the impact that popular culture 

has played in transforming the ideologies of youth through popular media platforms.  
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This becomes significant to the research I am doing on representations of disability in 

the media because so much information is obtained through avenues of the media and 

are setting the tone for how differences are perceived.  

It therefore becomes necessary for academics, social theorists, educators, and 

students to consider the following questions:   

• How are individuals with a disability represented on network television 

programs?   

• What are the prevalent issues with respect to stereotypes, education, bullying, 

representation (or mis-represenation), and tolerance?   

• What are the ideologies that underlie media representations of disability? 

• What are the social implications of using network television programs as 

educational tools to teach children/youth about marginalized groups? 

• Considering the power of mass media to shape popular ideas and attitudes, 

what are the mechanisms that it uses to maintain or change the perceptions 

of society toward disability?  

In addition to the questions raised in Chapter 1, the preceding questions have 

guided my research, not to provide direct answers and solutions to the recurring issues 

associated with representations of disability in the media, but rather to raise awareness 

and contribute to a dialogue about the importance of changing the representations of 

disability in popular culture—and to pedagogically affect a change in the attitudes of 

audiences.  

Schwoch, White, and Reilly (1992) described media as “a site of perpetual 

pedagogy” (p. xvii). Building on this idea, Steinberg and Kincheloe (2004) noted: 
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“corporate-produced children’s culture has replaced schooling as the producer of the 

central curriculum of childhood” (p. 11). This shift in teaching and learning has created 

a new set of values and standards in education. Technological innovations have given 

knowledge a new form and quality, leading Kincheloe and McLaren (2008) to identify 

dominant cultural producers as the “new educators” in contemporary society. 

Traditional schooling has become less relevant to what Steinberg and Kincheloe (2004) 

termed the “new childhood” (p. 2), a place where children have continual access to 

“adult” information through media and corporate culture. Despite this shift in values, 

Steinberg (2006) added that “in the postmodern condition the pedagogical effects of 

popular culture have often been left unnamed” (p. 25). Youth culture is driven, to a 

great extent, by the language and chosen images of media that bring young people 

together, acting as a common denominator, which is much more appealing than 

traditional school subjects.  

Media has an enormous role in the education of children, and my research raises 

questions, concerns, and debates about how and why network television has such an 

important place in popular culture with its easy access and constant marketing to the 

masses. The goal of my research is to contribute to the discourse of critical pedagogy to 

reconceptualize education in the context of the complex world of hyperreality or in the 

blurred space of reality and fiction. As Baudrillard argued, hyperreality refers to those 

events in mass culture that are reproduced or copied, which seek to replace the original, 

for example, Disneyland (Baudrillard, 1994). Acknowledgment of new trends in 

education holds a great deal of significance, since it allows educators to better connect 

to their students and teach to their interests. The move away from a traditional, teacher-
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led pedagogy helps to create a more student-centered environment, which allows for 

more open and critical engagements and discussions between students and educators. 

This happens when educators are aware of the interests and backgrounds of their 

students, which they can use to engage them; thus, the student-centered approach 

encourages more participation and activity on the part of students (Douglas & Jaquith, 

2009). Students are strongly motivated by messages from advertisers and youth-inspired 

television programming, and hold onto these mental images for long periods of time 

(Media Literacy Project, n.d.) (http://opi.mt.gov/pdf/tobaccoed/IntroMediaLiteracy.pdf). 

In other words, educators need to address the living and learning that takes place 

outside of schools, such as the impact of television viewing on young people (Steinberg, 

2011). 

  I critically consider disability through the medias lens (specifically television) as 

a sociological framework, keeping in mind that disability encompasses various 

characteristics, I focus on representations of both physical and cognitive disabilities and 

consider how network television is used as a platform to represent the disabled 

community. I also consider whether any representation (positive or negative) is better 

than no representation at all. 

Disability studies and the Disabling Image 

In this section, I look more closely at disability from varying perspectives. I 

discuss and define the term disability from a medical perspective, and more pertinent to 

my work with media, disability as a social construct.  
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A Look At Disability 

As I turn my focus to disability, I examine some of the key areas that signify this 

very complex and socially constructed concept. The areas that I highlight include:  

• A working definition of the term disability 

• A historical perspective 

• The social versus medical models of disability 

• Disability from the media’s perspective 

Emerging out of the disability rights movement of the 1970’s and 1980’s, 

disability studies has gained more recognition as a discipline since the 1990s. As Gabel 

(2005) pointed out, the special interest group that developed in 1999 called Disabilities 

Studies in Education (DSE) held the following view: “Disability studies in education is 

an emerging interdisciplinary field of scholarship that critically examines issues related 

to the dynamic interplay between disability and various aspects of culture and society” 

(DSE para. 1). Many of the special interest groups and organizations that focus on 

disability evolved out of the emerging research and concerns regarding the term 

disability and what it actually means to be referred to as disabled or handicapped (Gabel, 

2005; Roper, 2003). 

 To begin, I look primarily at the World Health Organization (2010) and the 

American’s with Disabilities Act (1990) for definitions. The World Health Organization 

(WHO, 2010) defines disability as follows:  

[It] is an umbrella term, covering impairments, activity limitations, and 

participation restrictions. An impairment is a problem in body function or 
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structure; an activity limitation is a difficulty encountered by an individual in 

executing a task or action; while a participation restriction is a problem 

experienced by an individual in involvement in life situations. Thus disability is 

a complex phenomenon, reflecting an interaction between features of a person’s 

body and features of the society in which he or she lives. (section, para. 1) 

In the WHO definition, the emphasis is on the limitations and difficulties facing 

individuals with disabilities when compared to an “able” bodied society. Since the term 

disability is so generalized, it limits the amount of knowledge and understanding of the 

different kinds of disabilities and impairments (both mental and physical) that effect this 

population of individuals. In 1990, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) was 

developed to protect the rights of individuals living with disability. The ADA strives to 

look at each disability on a case-by-case basis to allow for more opportunity in the 

workplace and other daily activities. Piggybacking off the civil rights movement of the 

1960s, the ADA made great strides in preventing discrimination towards people with 

disabilities. In 2008, the ADA was amended and came into effect in 2009 with stricter 

guidelines for employees/employers (42 USC 12102et seq.). With definitions in place, a 

greater awareness is possible of the differences in the types of disabilities and their 

social impact.  In recent decades, research related to the field of CDSE has become 

more substantial. Contributions have been made by various theorists and academics 

whose work has created more awareness and understanding of a population of 

individuals often misrepresented in mainstream society. Considering the large amount 

of research and theory on CDSE, in this section, I felt it best to pinpoint the salient 

themes specifically related to my research. I highlight the areas of CDSE that are 
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significant to my work as well as the researchers and theorists who have impacted the 

reoccurring issues and themes. I reflect on what the word normal means in relation to 

disability, and as a barrier that creates comparisons and differences. I also discuss the 

social and medical models of disability (Oliver, 1983) and the representations of 

disability in the media (i.e., specifically prime-time network television). It is important 

to note that we can only fully appreciate the stereotypical nature of media representation 

of disability, and its critical impact on youth, after having traced and understood the 

grim history of disability.  

 Historical roots and signifying words. For centuries, people with disabilities 

have been an oppressed or repressed group. They have been isolated, incarcerated, 

observed, written about, operated on, instructed, implanted, regulated, treated, 

institutionalized, euthanized and controlled to a degree probably unequal to that 

experienced by any other minority within the United States (Davis, 2006, p. xv).  

The very nature of the word disability is complex and carries with it many negative 

connotations and interpretations (Barnes, 1992; Shakespeare, 1999; Shapiro, 1999; 

Goodley, 2011). Disability is a minority status that does not account for age, race, 

gender, religion, class, or beliefs. Anyone can be afflicted by disability. Disability can 

arise at birth or from a car accident, medical negligence, or a debilitating illness (Doob, 

1994). So, defining disability is complicated because it covers such a broad range of 

situations and ways of being. To label a person disabled has historically meant that he 

or she does not fit the norms of society. The notion of norms	  also is complex.   

Davis (2013) pointed out that the word norms has its origin in the 1800s as an 

actual standard or ideal in which something could exist; in other words, either you are in 
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the norm or you are not. This notion of the ideal or norm takes its cue from statistics. 

Davis (2013) noted the contributions made by French statistician Adolphe Quetelet 

(1796–1847) in his study of norms. He proposed the law of error, which is used by 

astronomers to pinpoint a star and plot all of its sightings, and then average out the 

errors. With this original concept in mind, Quetelet and others searched for the average 

attributes of humans, such as height and weight, with the intention of defining the 

average man, “l’homme moyen” (p. 2). This creation of a standard into which human 

beings could be  fitted was a new way of thinking about the physical body. As Davis 

(2013) wrote, “The concept of the norm, unlike that of an ideal, implies that the 

majority of the population must or should be somehow be part of the norm (p. 3).  

Clapton and Fitzgerald (1997) also maintained that where one fits into society is 

determined by the differences found within the body. They discussed the term Other as 

those who deviate from a socially constructed norm, and falling outside of these societal 

norms can lead to “isolation and abuse” (p. 1). In the Western world, past attitudes 

towards disability often were reflective of Judeo-Christian depictions of evil spirits, the 

devil, or the performance of witchcraft, which went against the ideals of God. McRuer 

(2006) pointed out that:  

there is (literally) no way of articulating the very word “disability” in the 

absence of “ability”—and indeed, in the absence of mastery that, as most would 

have it, naturally attends able-bodiedness. And to carry these points further, 

there is likewise no way of saying “disabled” without hearing “cripple” (or freak, 

or retard as its echo). (p. 141) 
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Negative connotations and poor understanding of disability on the part of able-bodied 

individuals lead to unfair representations and misconceptions about what it actually 

means to live with a disability. Thus an examination of the etymology of the word 

handicap is important before looking further at the medical and social models of 

disability, since this word has helped to create so much negativity and misinterpretation. 

In Chambers Dictionary of Etymology (1988), the first signs of the word handicap as a 

noun were present around the 17th century. As a verb, handicap was being used around 

1850. Handicap as a verb was associated with horse racing—horses were 

proportionately weighted according to their known abilities to equalize the chances of 

all horses winning the race. However, this weighting also created an unfair advantage 

for all the horses, since it was more difficult for any of them to win. The word handicap 

did not have a negative association until 1915 when much debate surfaced around cases 

like Baby Bollinger, a child born with severe physical deficits in Chicago at the 

American-German hospital. The infant was not given assistance to survive because the 

physician, Dr. Haiselden, thought it would be better for him to die rather than live with 

the condition with which he was born. His death sparked a major controversy regarding 

eugenics (Pernick, 1996).  

 Another aspect of “handicapism” is that individuals are expected to try and 

overcome their obstacles (similarly to that of the weighted horse in the race).   

 Thus, it is important to discuss two different models of understanding disability: the 

medical model and the social model. Many progressive theorists (French, 1993; Crow, 

1996; Thomas, 1999; Shakespeare, 2002 & Watson, 2002) have elaborated on or 

redefined the original terminology associated with the social model of disability. I still 
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felt it important to incorporate the original characteristics of the social model, since it 

has catapulted an entire movement toward the study of the issues of fairness and 

equality as they apply to disability. Both models illustrate, in different ways, how 

stereotypes are perpetuated by society and restrict the growth of individuals living with 

disability. 

 Medical Model vs. Social Model. Originating in the United Kingdom in the 

1980s, the medical and social models of disability were used to understand 

interpretations of disability. Generally, the medical model is a negative view of 

disability that blames the individual for not being able to overcome his/her disability. 

This model supports a socio-political agenda that is based on the World Health 

Organization (1980) criteria that grouped all disabilities into one category and put the 

onus on the person with a disability to find a way to adapt to social norms.  

The social model of disability was developed by Michael Oliver (1983) in 

response to the narrow connotations associated with the medical model. According to 

Oliver (1990), the social model sought to create a paradigm shift that acknowledged that 

individuals living with disability have differences to which society can adapt. For 

example, society can adapt to these differences by constructing wheelchair ramps at the 

entrances of buildings or by extending the time to write an exam for individuals with a 

visual impairment or learning deficit. Oliver (1990) also argues that the social model 

strives to break the cycle of doctors and other professionals who try to “normalize” or 

deny individuals living with disability by treating their disability as something that 

should be cured rather than accepted. Unfortunately, researchers in the field of critical 

disability studies in education agree that the medical model is emphasized far more than 
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the social model (Dobb, 1994; Gabel, 2006; & Sandahl &Auslander, 2005). Sandahl 

and Auslander (2005), for example, are critical of the medical model because they are 

concerned with the way it situates the disabled population as “patients” who should be 

“infantized,” “pathologized,” and “disempowered” (p. 129).  

Doob (1994) discussed the distinct lack of an “ism” to describe the process of 

disability in the same way that “sexism” or “ageism” is used  (p. 290). Using a 

sociological lens, Doob refers to the five prejudices that characterize society’s view of 

disability and to individuals referred to as “other” from the norm. First is the negative 

reaction of people when they see physical traits that are outside the norm (Shapiro, 

1993; Cook, 2001; Gabel, 2001, Johnstone, 2004). Often, these kinds of reactions are 

linked with the misconceptions and low tolerance of individuals when thinking about 

physical disabilities. According to Doob (1994), a second prejudice is the assumption 

that certain characteristics can be ascribed to those living with a disability. Labeled as 

both “different” and “inferior,” similar to other minorities, those with a disability are 

plagued with stereotypes that lack substantial support. This stereotypical labeling of 

disability can be directed toward the social model of disability as it is created and 

perpetuated by society’s preconceived notions of what it means to be disabled. A third 

prejudice involves the justification of discrimination toward the disabled community. 

The differences between those living with disability and those who are not raise 

questions about fairness and punishment. Disability is seen as a problem without 

remedy, which encourages an attitude that it would be better to get rid of those 

individuals who are not able to take care of themselves. According to Dobb (1994), in 

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, “many crimes, delinquencies, poverty, and 
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immortality” were linked to disabled persons; however, this attitude has shifted, since 

the ADA was implemented	  in 1990 (p. 291). The fourth prejudice is how those living 

with disability, similar to other minorities, are forced to adapt to the majority. In other 

words, the disabled must find ways to acclimate into the mainstream. As Doob (1994) 

writes, “the blind, for instance, frequently recognize that they are likely to receive 

greater acceptance if they consider the visual dimension when dealing with sighted 

people” (p. 291). The fifth prejudice involves the large range of discrimination 

(associated with attitudes, architecture, education, occupation, transportation, and 

housing) that effects the disabled community.  The main goal of the ADA was to help 

create more opportunities and equality for the disabled community. After the ADA was 

passed, more opportunities were opened up for employment, public accommodations, 

services from the state and local government, advancements in telecommunications; 

however, a great deal of resistance to accepting disability still exists.  

As noted previously, Doob (1994) clearly outlined the various ways in which 

discrimination plays a vital role in the perception of disability. Gabel (2005) adds: 

To regard disability as a social construction or creation is not to deny human 

variation. Human beings suffer in many ways. Variations according to ability do 

not need to be valued negatively or wrapped in stereotypes and stigma. 

Disability is not viewed as a social condition to be cured but rather as a 

difference to be accepted and accommodated. It is a social phenomena through 

and through. (pp. xix–xx) 

 Theorists in the field of CDSE (Gabel, 2005; Roper, 2003; Shakespeare, 1999; 

Oliver, 1996) continually highlight the stereotypes and stigmas associated with 
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individuals who have some form of disability. As a result of these stereotypes and 

stigmas, it is crucial to discuss the emergence of the disabling term handicap and how it 

is so often confused with the term disability. Similar to racism and sexism, handicapism 

is a socially constructed concept that works to undermine, disseminate negative views, 

and encourage unequal treatment of individuals living with physical, mental, or 

behavioral differences (Gabel & Conor, 2009). In essence, an individual has a disability, 

but it is his/her environment that stigmatizes them with the disability. In relation to the 

environment that leads to misconceptions about disability, I continue to question the 

media’s role in perpetuating these stereotypes, since media is the outlet that reaches 

millions of people worldwide.  

Often, it is difficult and perplexing to work in the field of critical disability 

studies in education, since disability still is a growing educational discipline that attracts 

controversy because of how it is represented in mainstream society. Writing from the 

perspective of a “non-disabled” person also complicates the work, although I am 

mindful and attuned to the issues and debates facing the disabled population on a day-

to-day basis. The present study is motivated by my desire to examine the effects of 

television representations of the disabled in an educational context, specifically geared 

toward elementary/high school students, while keeping in mind that using the media to 

explain various phenomena, global situations, and social attitudes toward marginalized 

groups is both critical and essential in present day culture.  

Disability in the Media   

 According to Haller (2006), “[t]he concept of handicapism, now known as 

ableism, is germane to the growing interest by mass communication scholars studying 
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media representations of people with disabilities” (p. 7). Although media history 

scholars have become much more aware of gender and ethnicity in their work, little 

research has been done on the historical representation of people with disabilities in the 

media (Haller, 2006). Since the 1960s, the disabled and the organizations supporting 

those living with disability have brought to light the discriminatory nature of the 

disabled image (Clogston, 1992).  

Negative representations of people with disabilities dates back to classical Greek 

Theater in which disabled individuals were depicted as evil and corrupt beings who 

were unable to perform sexually, and who posed a threat to the non-disabled population 

(Barnes, 1996). In older works of fiction, characters like Tiny Tim in A Christmas 

Carol (1843) by Charles Dickens, and Clara in Johanna Spyri’s Heidi (1872), have been 

portrayed as inept, needy, and insufficient. There are many other wicked characters in 

children’s novels, such as Captain Hook in J. M. Barrie's Peter Pan (Dowker, 2004). 

The imagery created by the disabled characters profiled in literature perpetuates feelings 

of sorrow and disdain, leaving an audience with a view of disability laced with pity or 

apprehension (Shapiro, 1999).   

With the growth of the popularity of television over the last 50 years, the 

negative representation of disability was extended to a new media. Often, characters 

who have disabilities on television and in film are demonized (Roper, 2003). An 

example of this negative representation can be found in the television show and the film 

Wild, Wild West (1965–1969). In the television series, Dr. Arliss Loveless, a villainous 

doctor, is a dwarf, and in the 1999 movie, the doctor’s character is in a wheelchair and 

missing half of his body. However, more contemporary representations of disability on 
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television (i.e., Glee, Breaking Bad, Parenthood) seem to be normalizing disabilities 

and giving characters more significant roles. As Longmore (2003) writes: 

Giving disabilities to villainous characters reflects and reinforces, albeit in 

exaggerated fashion, three common prejudices against handicapped people: 

disability is a punishment for evil; disabled people are embittered by their “fate;” 

disabled people resent the nondisabled and would, if they could, destroy them.  

(p. 134)   

These common attributes of disability portraying villains and evil are used to perpetuate 

the notion that disability is negative and unappealing. These images are powerful and do 

not allow for an advancement of positive representation.     

Gardner and Radel (1978) were some of the earlier researchers who analyzed 

American newspapers and television for their representations of disabled people. A lot 

of what they found depicted individuals with disability as dependent, not contributing to 

society, and awkward. The distorted nature of these images can impact an individual’s 

perceptions of self by creating a negative stigma of disability. Likewise, Dahl (1993) 

notes:  

Although there are no specific data showing attitude change in response to media 

communication, people tend to believe that the manner in which characters are 

portrayed is important. Characters presented on screen are sociocultural 

stereotypes designed to appeal to the majority of viewers, and reflect widely held 

values (albeit mostly American). It seems apparent that the repeated presentation 

of images in an acceptable and palatable manner will result in those images 

becoming a typification of everyday existence. The media are efficient in 
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implanting new information and contributing new ideas and values, where they 

are not in conflict with strongly held views creating an “Average” typification of 

the disabled. (section, para. 1) 

As Dahl suggests, the repetition of negative images becomes a mainstay for what is 

acceptable and believed to be accurate. 

 Barnes (1996) also discusses the tendency of media to depict disability through 

telethons to raise money for a cause, although in recent years, disability has been 

increasingly seen as important to address as other marginalized groups, such as non-

whites, gay/lesbian/transgender persons, and women.  

Clogston (1990) and (Shakespeare, 1999) developed a useful model for 

describing the cyclical themes relating to disability in the news media. For example, 

Shakespeare (as cited in Haller, 2006) specifically made a strong case for the language 

used in the news as having the potential to empower or stigmatize individuals living 

with disabilities. Although this model relates to journalism and newscasts, it still is 

useful for categorizing the recurring themes that appear on broadcast television 

programs. Clogston’s (1990) model has two main categories—traditional and 

progressive—and each category includes several models:  

Traditional  

• Medical model* 

• Social pathology model* 

• Supercrip model *  

• Business model* 

*More detailed explanations and examples appear below.     
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Progressive  

• Minority/civil rights model  

• Legal model 

•  Cultural pluralism model consumer model  

The medical model presents disability as an illness or disease. Those who are 

living with disability are looked at negatively because they are thought to depend on 

health professionals for a cure/control of their weaknesses. People with disabilities are 

seen as unable to participate in the same activities and everyday routines that are 

considered “normal” by mainstream society (Hahn, 2010). The perception becomes that 

individuals living with disability are looking to cure their impairment or that they have 

to turn toward others for support.  

The social pathology model sees disability as a hindrance on society because of 

the economic requirements and adjustments necessary to accommodate people with 

disabilities (Clogston, 1990). Thus disability is perceived as a burden or an 

inconvenience. In a school setting, for example, this might mean bringing in inclusive 

programs and/or making proper adjustments to accommodate various learning and 

physical differences (i.e., wheelchair ramps, educational assistants, visual aids, 

individualized education plans, etc.).   

The supercrip model positions people with disabilities as abnormal because 

they have to perform everyday tasks with limited ability. This particular model often is 

found in movies, television programs, and literature. An example of this view is 

reflected in the movie Daredevil in which the main character, Matt Murdoch, is blinded 



54 
 

by radioactive substance and then turns into a superhero by using his now-heightened 

other senses (Clogston, 1993). 

Like the social pathology model, the business model deals with the high costs 

of disability to society because of the requirements for more accessibility to create 

accommodations (Haller, 1995). An example of this view would be a department store 

that does not accommodate individuals that require a wheelchair access ramp because it 

is a too costly an unnecessary expense. 

The progressive category includes models that are a clear contrast to those of the 

traditional category. For example, the minority/civil rights model argues that people 

with disabilities are entitled to civil rights, which include the adaptations that society 

must make to accommodate their differences (Clogston, 1990). In essence, this 

perspective supports the rights of individuals to live their own lives independently and 

confidently without constant supervision from others.  

The legal model, associated with the ADA of 1990, implements the legal rights 

and protections of individuals with disabilities against unjust treatment and 

discrimination (Haller, 1995). 

The cultural pluralism model recognizes the many talents and contributions 

that disabled individuals make to society. This model makes an effort to not 

differentiate between disabled and non-disabled people (Clogston, 1990). 

The consumer model aims to create more accessibility so that disabled 

individuals can access a wider array of jobs and become more self-sufficient, and thus 

not need as much government assistance. Access to a wide diversity of jobs is important 
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because people living with disability are consumers and contribute to the growth of the 

economy (Haller, 1995). 

Conclusion 

Clogston/Haller’s traditional and progressive categories of disability in the 

media have helped to shape the theoretical framework for my research into images of 

the disabled on television. While representations of disability in the mainstream media 

are still few and far between, within the last 6 years, primetime television programs 

have been more inclusive of this population. Moreover, in general, the depictions of 

disability on television have begun to shift toward the progressive models in an attempt 

to move away from stereotypical images of disabled characters.  

In January 2008, the cable network AMC premiered the TV series Breaking Bad, 

which features a teenage boy with cerebral palsy who uses crutches and has slurred 

speech. In 2009, two new television series were broadcast on network television—Glee 

(Fox) and Parenthood (NBC)—which deal with youth and disability (not something 

often seen on network television). Glee, in particular, has become a pop culture 

phenomenon and has managed to change the face of television with its emphasis on 

differences and the positive impact that arts education can have on those living with 

disability. Parenthood follows one family’s realization that their child has Autism 

Spectrum Disorder, and the daily struggles that the parents go through to cope with this 

diagnosis. The significance of these shows is reflected in the high ratings they receive, 

their ability to attract large audiences. I analyze these three network TV series in 

Chapter 6. I also historicize television in my study and discuss the evolving role of 

television programs with respect to representation, the shift in the portrayals of 
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characters with disability, the greater frequency by which characters with disability 

(youth specific, 9–18 years old) are now featured, and the emerging storylines in both 

dramas and situational comedies that include progressive portrayals of persons living 

with disability.  
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Chapter 3: Popular Culture, Television, and Youth  

Few subjects range as far and vary as frequently as does popular culture. It seems to 

embrace all and to discard much. Its consistency is change. Like the escalator that is 

now so essential to the shopping center, sports arena and airport, it moves regularly, 

conveying us all up and down to different levels of engagement and distraction, to 

goods and pleasures regularly arranged to attract, to appeal, to entice. (Betts, 2004, 

Preface) 

Historical Overview 

Patterns of television viewing and practices have changed dramatically over the 

last 60 years. To better understand this trend, I begin this section with a working 

definition of popular culture. In academia, the debate over the validity of the concept of 

popular culture continues. For example, some researchers of popular culture (Postman, 

1985; Steinberg & Kincheloe, 2004) have argued that it reflects the attitudes of the 

younger generation and so we need to include it in educational forums (i.e., the school 

curriculum, everyday interactions between teacher/student), whereas others (for 

example, Storey, 2001) have pointed out that popular culture is basically the residue of 

what is left over from “high culture” or what is considered well-renowned by the upper 

class of society (those individuals with wealth, distinction, and power) with respect to 

art, music, film, and literature.  Nevertheless, in the past 30 years, the study of popular 

culture has evolved to become a critical part of cultural and media studies. According to 

Betts (2004), the rise of popular culture began after World War II, and Richardson 

(2012) suggests that this growth was due in large part to a dramatically changing 
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economy and social standards that created a division between the older and younger 

generations. American’s were obtaining much of their information about the war and 

other events from the radio. War movies and cartoons were generating more widespread 

messages and creating standards as they appealed to larger audiences.  As men started 

coming back from the war goods were being produced again for consumption, 

ideologies changed and the population started to boom.    

Rosenblum (1981) has pointed out that “Popular culture has been accepted in 

much of the academic world as a valid reflection of a form of cultural pluralism in 

which many different kinds of cultures are expressing their values through various 

popular art forms” (p. 8). So, it is important to keep in mind that popular culture is a 

virtual “melting pot” of ideas with many contradictory points of view that make it 

difficult to pinpoint one clear and concise definition.   

Storey (2001), however, unpacked the term popular culture by focusing on the 

terms culture and ideology to better understand the complex nature of popular culture in 

contemporary society.  Storey defined culture as something that is well received or 

well-liked by a group of individuals. Steinberg (2006), another theorist of popular 

culture, defined culture as the behavior patterns socially acquired and transmitted by the 

use of social symbols: language arts, science, morals, values, belief systems, and 

politics. This notion of culture as a universal means through which individuals 

experience activities and practices in their daily lives is central to the understanding of 

culture as it pertains to the wider/dominant theory of popular culture. Storey (2001) 

defines ideology as an organized group of ideas expressed by a particular group of 

people. Ideology differs from popular culture because ideology is based on “lived 
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experience,” which includes the relationships between individuals and commodities or 

material things (Hebdige, 1979). In relation to disability, Oliver (1990) debates ideology 

to be a set of values and beliefs affecting social practices, many of the beliefs regarding 

disability are linked with dominant ideological perceptions that disability is medical and 

tragic, therefore they attempt to normalize the disabled. Gramsci (1971) also discusses,  

One must distinguish between historically organic ideologies, those, that is, 

which are necessary to a given structure, and ideologies that are arbitrary, 

rationalistic, or “willed”. To the extent that ideologies are historically necessary 

they have a validity which is “psychological”; they “organize” human masses, 

and create the terrain on which men move, acquire consciousness of their 

position, struggle, etc. To the extent that they are arbitrary they only create 

individual “movements”, polemics and so on. (p. 377)  

These definitions of ideology all work together to conceptualize the notion of dominant 

culture. They are based on the majority’s interests and work to motivate and structure 

areas of society.  Disability is situated as a problem best resolved through the market 

and collective access to consumption. 

In contrast, popular culture is constantly changing to appeal to a very fast paced, 

technically driven, mainstream culture of individuals. Storey (2001) also has suggested 

that popular culture is that which is “left over after we have decided what is high 

culture” (p. 6). Many arguments have been made by cultural theorists about the blurred 

lines between high and low culture (Brottman, 2005). For example, Bourdieu (1984) 

argued that society incorporates “symbolic goods, especially those regarded as the 

attributes of excellence. . . [as] the ideal weapon in strategies of distinction” ( p.59 ). He 
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also identified several variables—economic, cultural, and social capital—that help to 

determine a person’s class position in society. A particular group may be more invested 

in one of these variables, which may destabilize the social structure (Bourdieu, 1984). 

Bourdieu’s work supports the theory of high and low culture blurring together because 

an individual’s taste separates the cultures into what is considered high and low (i.e. a 

piece of art, film, literature, fashion) and symbolizes what types of goods continue 

being produced and purchased for use. Since the 1980’s, academics of popular culture 

like Stuart Hall (1981) argued that our critiques of “the popular” be taken with careful 

consideration of the importance production, consumption, and social experience are to 

the discipline. When limiting our understandings of popular culture to modifications of 

mass production, like Adorno and Horkheimer (1944, 2002) did, or to see the actions of 

consumption as completely empowering, like John Fiske (1989), ignores the physical 

space and specific historical circumstances of popular culture and its ability as a basis of 

political action. 

 Considering how contemporary popular culture seems to dominate how 

individuals obtain information and view each other, Husserl’s (1913/1982) concept of 

natural attitude may help to provide some insight into why popular culture is so 

powerful: “The natural attitude is our ordinary way of approaching experience which 

assumes an established realm of objectivity, intersubjectivity, and selfhood” (Carroll & 

Tafoya, 2000, p. 6). In other words, simplistic, everyday events set the implicit need for 

phenomenology to be a part of popular culture. At times though, these common 

occurrences are often times overlooked by individuals because they have become 
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routine. This sets a precedence for standards and norms to go unquestioned and 

overlooked.  In Doing Educational Research, Kincheloe and Tobin (2006) suggest that: 

Humans come to be who they are and change who they are as a result of their 

interrelationships, their connections to the social sphere. They learn to think and 

talk via socially constructed languages, deport themselves via cultural norms in 

their communities, and take care of themselves by imitating significant others in 

their immediate environment. (p. 6)  

Many theories exist that support the notion that popular culture impacts society 

(e.g., McLuhan,1967; Postman, 1985; Kellner, 1995; Steinberg, 2007). Briefly, 

McLuhan illustrates the media as a tool seeking to deliver a message to and about 

society in an impactful way, Postman suggests, that modern technology and media are 

significant at influencing our ideologies and beliefs but cannot replace the importance 

of human values, Kellner argues the products of media culture (e.g. film, television, 

music, Internet, literature) and how these in turn effects identity formation “us” versus 

“them,” and finally, Steinberg discusses, the role of marketing and advertising toward 

children and how greatly this influences developing values and ideologies. Thus, the 

perception of how certain groups are represented and how these representations reflect 

the mainstream public view of these groups raises important issues about the role of 

popular culture in society.  For example, Talbot (2007) stated that: 

The importance of the media in the modern world is incontrovertible. For some 

sections of society, at least, the media have largely replaced older institutions 

(such as the Church, or trade unions) as the primary source of understanding of 

the world. (p. 3) 
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Postman (1985) also has highlighted the complexity of the role of media: 

for there are times when it lags slightly behind, times when it anticipates 

changes, times when it is precisely on target.  But it could never afford to be off 

the mark by too great a margin or it ceases to be a popular art. (p. 126) 

Inundated by media, society has almost taken for granted the accuracy of media, never 

analyzing or questioning its veracity. Therefore, media often has gotten a free pass 

when it comes to validating its “facts”, as most American’s gather different types of 

information from news broadcasts, radio, social media and various websites from the 

Internet (http://www.gallup.com/poll/163412/americans-main-source-news.aspx). This 

lack of responsibility to be truthful has led to an over saturation of media images in our 

daily lives and to a pessimism about popular culture, which has desensitized us and 

encouraged us to behave like non-thinking drones. Media culture impacts our values, 

ideas of class, race, gender, ability and sexuality; it influences our identities and our 

perceived places in the social world (Kellner, 1995).  

While addressing the notion that popular culture has some negative connotations, 

it also is important to consider the other theoretical frameworks that take a more 

positive view of popular culture. For example, Johnson (2006) argued that popular 

culture is not “dumbing us down,” since “The last thirty years of popular culture is the 

story of rising complexity and increased cognitive demands, an ascent that runs nicely 

parallel to-and may well explain-the upward track of our IQ scores” (p. 184). So the 

video games that children play, the plot lines of contemporary television programs and 

films, and contemporary works of fiction all contribute to creating a faster paced and 

more technically savvy environment, which appears to be making us smarter rather than 
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dumber. Nevertheless, subsequent aspects of our life experience have been 

compromised. Some examples of this decline are the decreasing social interactions 

between individuals and an overabundance of packaged “reality” shows that some claim 

reflect the true nature of what is going on in contemporary popular culture. Johnson 

(2006) seems to justify children’s obsessions with media as part of a growing set of 

cognitive skills that are creating more interpersonal connections because of the complex 

narratives of the media storylines (pp. 98–99). In contrast to the many media theorists 

and experts on culture who consider popular culture to be “low” and thoughtless, 

Johnson offers a worthwhile and provocative perspective.   

Once called the “high priest of pop-culture” (see McLuhan & Zingrone, 1995), 

Marshall McLuhan (1967) has done an uncanny job of connecting the media and 

technology to cultural studies, and has explicitly highlighted the powerful impact of the 

media and technology on representation, identity, and culture. McLuhan’s analysis of 

the value shifts reflected by popular culture has paved the way for many media and 

cultural studies theories: “Societies have always been shaped more by the nature of the 

media by which men communicate than by the content of communication” (McLuhan, 

1967, p. 8).  McLuhan’s keen eye for reading the effects of media on our daily 

experiences has revolutionized the way media scholars understand how media shapes 

our ideals and views.   

The theory of popular culture that I have found to most closely resemble the 

research on individuals with a disability is Talbot’s (2007) theory regarding media as a 

“primary source of understanding the world” (p. 126). This theory highlights a central 

point of the argument I am making about how the media powerfully shapes the 
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ideologies circulating in society through the images and language that are used daily to 

represent (both positively and negatively) individuals living with disability.  

The Strong Hold of Media on Our Psyche 

Marshall McLuhan was a pioneer in media studies and in making sense of the 

technology boom that has taken over the world. For example, he examined the ways 

that media exposes us and positions us to perceive various groups and demographics in 

ways that we may never have been able to without its technological access. In 

Understanding Media: The Extension of Man (1964) McLuhan states:  

Electric speed in bringing all social and political functions together in a sudden 

implosion has heightened human awareness of responsibility to an intense 

degree. It is this implosive factor that alters the position of the Negro, the teen-

ager, and some other groups. They can no longer be contained, in the political 

sense of limited association. They are now involved in our lives, as we in theirs, 

thanks to the electric media. (p. 5) 

McLuhan’s thought was deeply rooted in anthropology, and he used the terms of this 

discipline to describe the connection of society to technology: “The unrivaled power of 

TV” helps to unify “an entire population in a ritual process” (McLuhan, 1994, p. 336). 

He also spoke of the characters of television programs as belonging to an electronic 

“tribe” and thought that the media collected information in a “hunter-gatherer”-like 

fashion (Merrin, 2005).  

McLuhan called media an “extension of man,” meaning that the boom of media 

and communication technology has allowed people to experience new never-before-

experienced situations and to gain a greater access and control of information, which 
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has undermined our ability to understand and process this wealth of information that 

travels at ever faster speeds. McLuhan also developed an important tool for 

understanding media—his concept of “hot” and “cool” media. Referring to the different 

sensory effects of the two terms associating media with higher and lower definitions. 

High-definition (“hot”) media, such as print or radio, are full of information but allow 

less sensory completion or involvement on the part of the reader or listener than low-

definition (“cool”) media, such as the telephone or television, which are relatively 

lacking in information but require a higher sensory involvement from the user 

(McLuhan, 1964).  McLuhan’s provocative theories, made in the early 1960s, are 

timeless and ripe for the picking to help to maintain a critical eye towards our 

contemporary media.  

McLuhan also has attracted some negative criticism for his work. For example, 

Baudrillard argued that McLuhan failed to consider the “historical and social context in 

his work on media and for ‘fundamental determinism,’ ‘technological idealism’ and 

‘optimism’” (Merrin, 2005, p. 49). Thus, the endless debate over a proper definition for 

media continues.  

Representation 

In general, representation refers to the creation—in any medium, especially 

mass media—of aspects of “reality” such as people, places, objects, events, cultural 

identities, and other abstract concepts. I have drawn primarily on the theoretical 

frameworks of Hall (2006) and Du Gay (1997) to clarify and elaborate what is 

recognized as representation.  According to Hall (2006), representation has a variety of 

interpretations. With respect to groups—for example, those living with a disability—to 
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be represented is to have someone “depict” or “stand in” for a particular group. 

Specifically, Hall described representation as an act of re-presenting a meaning that 

already exists, as the way by which meaning is depicted by images and words that stand 

for something else (Hall, 2006). These representations may be in speech or writing, or 

as still or moving pictures. Another significant aspect of representation is perception, 

which relates to how an audience takes in the images produced, through which meaning 

is filtered. Hall’s theory of representation involves three key approaches: the reflective, 

intentional, and constructionist. The reflective approach considers how representation 

mirrors an object, place, person, or event already existing in the world (Hall, 2006, p. 

25). The intentional approach deals more with the impact that language has on making 

meaning. In other words, the person speaking conveys his/her intent by choosing the 

appropriate language to fit what is being depicted (Hall, 2008). Last, the constructionist 

approach looks at language as something socially constructed by individuals. Society 

creates systems to represent certain concepts and signs (Hall, 2008). For instance, the 

reflective approach considers how individuals have an opportunity to take in the 

meaning intended from a given object. With respect to disability, an able bodied person 

may view a wheelchair user as having a deficit because the wheelchair represents the 

disability, and therefore, it is reflective of a disability. The intentional approach 

considers the use of intended language. Associating individuals living with disability as 

being incapable, handicapped, or dependent on others perpetuates the negative 

connotations associated with disability. Last, the constructivist approach suggests that 

society constructs meaning through signs and systems. For example, a sign for a 

parking spot reserved for a “handicapped” person is a socially constructed symbol that 
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makes disability visually representable and identifiable to the mainstream population.  

The application of these concepts to an overall understanding of representation is 

important, especially in regard to media studies because they put so much emphasis on 

how certain groups are represented.  

The identities being represented in the media, and especially in television, have 

major implications for the audience. For instance, the portrayal of an African-American 

man selling drugs and being involved in a violent gang takes on a different meaning in a 

low-income area of the Bronx, New York than it would in an upper middle class 

neighbourhood of Westchester, New York because of the different experiences of the 

audience. These are examples that show how identities and their subsequent 

representations are contextualized and influenced by political and cultural discourses. 

Identities are entwined in relations of power and are the product of distinguishing 

between difference and sameness (Hall, 1996). Hall (1999) also goes on to say,  

identity as contradictory, as composed of more than one discourse, as composed 

always across the silences of the other, as written in and through ambivalence 

and desire ... [rather than] a sealed or closed totality. (p. 148)  

This relates to the relationships between ability and (dis) ability as there are 

differentiating factors that work to exclude individuals that fall out of societal norms.  

With regard to the audience’s interpretation of media content in relation to the 

hierarchical structure of society, Mittell (2004) states, “The goal of most cultural media 

scholarship is not to understand the media in and of themselves, but rather to look at the 

workings of media as a component of social contexts and power relations” (p. 178).  As 

Du Gay, Hall, Janes, Mackay, & Negus (1997) argue, meaning comes from 
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representations by means of language, photography, painting, and other media that use 

“signs and symbols to represent or re-present whatever exists in the world in terms of a 

meaningful concept, image or idea” (p. 13). Much of what we have come to know 

regarding the formation of identity comes from representation and the perceived notions 

of others (Hall, 1996). The effect of mediated images on society can be transformative 

for identity formation in many ways. To complement his theories of representation and 

culture, Du Gay et al. (1997) developed the “Circuit of Culture” that describes a “whole 

way of life” (p. 13). They argued that culture is a production composed of many 

different meanings.  

   Figure 1: Circuit of Culture (du Gay, Hall, Janes, Mackay, Negus, 1997c:1). 

In essence, the Circuit of Culture suggests that the elements of representation cannot be 

understood in isolation. The five components in the circuit are:  

1) Representation: The use of such things as language, photography, painting and 

other media that use “signs and symbols to represent or re-present whatever 
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exists in the world in terms of a meaningful concept, image or idea” (Du Gay et 

al, 1990, p. 13). 

2) Identity: Identity refers to how meaning is constructed and internalized by the 

individual person or cultural group when confronted with a text (Du Gay et al, 

1997).  

3) Regulation: Regulation refers to the attempt to codify, or manipulate in some 

way, practices related to the other processes of the circuit of culture. Regulation 

often is the goal of those with the power to fix meanings in ways they deem 

desirable.  

4) Consumption: Consumption refers to when individuals, groups, and/or 

corporations compete to have their identities consumed or interpreted by society 

so to successfully put out and sell their product. Du Gay et al. (1997) note that:  

Through consumption we are urged to shape our lives through our purchasing 

powers. We are obliged to make our lives meaningful by selecting our personal 

lifestyle from those offered to us in advertising, soap operas, and films, to make 

sense of our existence by exercising our freedom to choose in a market in which 

one simultaneously purchases products and services, and assembles, manages, 

and markets oneself. (p. 309)   

This strategy is not always successful, since people possess their own 

interpretive systems that they impose on the interpretation of the representations 

of others. 
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5) Production: Production refers to the mass-produced images and sounds that are 

created by various artists, novelists, and musicians, which, in turn, are consumed 

as an expected “standardized” outcome at the end (Du Gay et al., 1997).  

These five elements are crucial with respect to the overall framework of culture 

and representation and to the perpetuation of certain myths and misconceptions 

regarding disability.  As du Gay’s theory notes, the meaning attached to disability is 

socially constructed, it picks up on different notions of what it means to be disabled, 

handicapped or impaired. The theory relating to the Circuit of Culture is central to 

disability and representation. Representation is a reflective process in which concepts 

are constantly being constructed and then deconstructed, this leads to an endless flow of 

exchange, questioning of ideas, beliefs and cultural norms.    

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I looked primarily at Postman (1985), Kellner (1995), Storey 

(2001), Steinberg and Kincheloe’s (2004), concepts and discussed the history of popular 

and dominant media culture, along with the theories surrounding its influence on 

identity formation. It was important to synthesize the work of Marshall McLuhan 

(1967), as he was one of the pioneers interested in developing media theory. I also 

focused on representation and identity using du Gay and Hall’s (1996, 1997, 2008) 

frameworks on some of the central elements making up this structure, included in this 

was the Circuit of Culture which works to represent the flow of everyday culture and 

pinpoint the areas that are most focused in the overall social milieu.  In this analysis, it 

is vital to include research that suggests the way disability intersects with other identity 

categories as complex and subject to various social, cultural and political contexts. In 
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the next chapter, I examine media, culture, and ideology in the context of education. 

This focus is critical for developing my thesis because of the power that images in 

mainstream media have on youth and their attitudes.   
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Chapter 4: Critical Pedagogy in Education and the Saturation of 

Media in Culture and its Impact on Youth 

Today’s consumers are watching more TV than ever, which makes understanding what 

and how they are watching an essential part of any marketing campaign (Nielsen 

Media Research, 2012). 

Television differs from all other media preceding it in that it reaches children at 

a much earlier age and with greater intensity. This enhanced potential for influencing 

the intellectual and emotional development of young viewers is simultaneously the 

greatest promise and greatest disappointment of television (Berry & Asamen, 1993). 

The debate has been ongoing regarding the importance of including media as a 

tool for teaching in our schools. That said, notions about how to properly use media are 

loaded with misconceptions and false perceptions. The understanding of media and its 

implications and uses for education have grown significantly over the last decade. This 

new awareness has been informed by critical theorists such as Steinberg (2011), Kellner 

and Share (2007), and Kincheloe (2005) who looked at how education has evolved into 

a more technological and popular culture-based discourse. They compared and 

contrasted past approaches to education and schooling and found an undeniable need for 

a more media-based curriculum to help establish more critical thinking and 

opportunities for success in the workplace. For example, Kincheloe (2005) argued that 

information is dispersed from corporate-dominated producers more often than not to 

those who are non-privileged or considered to be a minority or disenfranchised. 

Kincheloe argued, “In our critical interpretive context, the notion of cultural pedagogy 
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asserts that the new ‘educators’ in the electronically wired contemporary era are those 

who possess the financial resources to use mass media” (p. 59).  

Having an overwhelming access to information plays a large role in determining 

what is relevant and worthy of consumption. In the field of cultural studies, Steinberg 

(2004) has written about the unavoidable path that mass media has taken and how it has 

impacted the way individuals see the world. A major focus of cultural studies is to 

acknowledge all forms of culture, and therefore blur the line between what might be 

considered high culture and low culture, which brings all aspects of popular culture 

together (Steinberg, 2004). A greater awareness of culture is critical for educating youth 

in present day society because of the prevalence of media and technology in their lives. 

Jenkins (2006) studied participation from the audience in featured media content across 

different cultures and found that when an audience actively participates in the 

production of media, the media remains competitive, and the information it produces 

stays relevant and noteworthy, thus a wider audience takes interest in what is considered 

current at the time.  

When dealing with the issue of how to safely and effectively teach with media, 

parents, educators, and administrators face a whole new set of challenges. Kellner and 

Share (2007) have suggested that: 

[i]n the interest of a vibrant participatory democracy, educators need to move 

the discourse beyond the stage of debating whether or not critical media literacy 

should be taught, and instead focus energy and resources on exploring the best 

ways to implement it. (Kellner & Share, 2007, Abstract) 



74 
 

The critical study of media can help students to understand stereotyping, 

authoritarian ideals, politics, and other global issues (Kellner & Share, 2007). 

Implementing this critical approach to media within the educational curriculum is a 

constructivist strategy for teaching youth that emphasizes the social construction of 

meaning, which is important for examining media representations of youth living with 

disabilities.  In Teaching as a Conserving Activity (1979), Postman argued,  

In a medium in which the image captures most attention, personality 

supersedes—in fact, all but obliterates—ideas and issues. That is why one 

becomes a celebrity by the mere fact of appearing on television. No prior 

accomplishment is required. Nor a reason for being there. It is accomplishment 

enough for one’s image to be on television. It is its own reason. In such a 

situation, individualism takes on a wholly different aspect from its meaning in a 

book culture. The individualism of the book leads to the dominance of the mind. 

The individualism of TV leads to the dominance of personality.  (p. 66)  

As Postman suggests, the effects of media on children, adolescents, and adults are very 

influential. It is clear that media producers and power brokers leave a lasting impact on 

our psyches. With respect to education especially, the impact of media on youth and 

how they learn from media are crucial concerns of parents, administrators, and 

educators. Thus, it is important to next clarify the demographic at the center of this 

debate—youth.  

What’s Youth Got To Do With It? 

Defining the terms youth and more specifically youth with disability is important 

when identifying an age group that is so widely affected by media and popular culture 
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(i.e., culture that involves television, music, film, Internet, books). Steinberg (2011) 

pointed out that the notion of youth or “teenager” did not hold much significance for the 

older generation until the later part of the twentieth century. In the earlier part of the 

twentieth century, the lines between adult and youth were blurred by lack of education, 

and many young people were forced to work at a young age. In the 1960s, a revolution 

of popular culture was on the rise. For example, bands like the Beatles and Rolling 

Stones, and rebels like James Dean and Elvis Presley inspired a widening gulf between 

the culture and interests of teenagers and adults (Steinberg, 2011).  

The foundations of education theory is based on the work of theorists like Piaget 

(b. 1896), Freud (b. 1856), and Vygotsky (b. 1896) who all examined the different 

stages of development of children and adolescents. Whereas Piaget (1896) identified 

youth as involving developmental stages beginning around 12 years age, which include 

an ability to conceptualize, understand concepts, and build relationships, Steinberg 

(2012) interprets youth as meaning adolescents ranging in age between 11–21—

moreover, youth is a term that is “culturally and socially defined by the surroundings 

and experience of each young adult” (p. 273). Steinberg’s notions of youth work better 

in a postmodernist era in which the rapid growth of technology and media, and the 

complexities of cultural differences, substantially impact adolescent development. 

Steinberg also pointed out that adults’ references to “older kids” or “teenagers” first 

appeared in the literature of the late 1930s and 40s.   

For the purposes of my study, youth with disability refers to a particular 

population of individuals represented in media. The website www.census.gov reports 

that in 2010, about 2.8 million (5.2 percent) of the 53.9 million school-aged children 
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(aged 5 to 17) in the U.S. civilian non-institutionalized population had a disability. 

Several organizations and policies—for example, The United Nations: Youth Social 

Policy and Development Division,1 The United States Department of Health and Human 

Services,2 and Americans With Disabilities Act 3—have been established to assist youth 

living with disability, but many problem areas still exist, such as unfair representation in 

media, lack of economic opportunities, and accessibility. Thus, in the following 

paragraphs, I continue to examine the theories about how media attracts youth as an 

audience, and the relationship of critical media education and child and adolescent 

development.  

Kellner (2003a) stated that “[p]opular television articulates in allegorical forms 

the fears, fantasies and dreams of a given society at a particular point in time” (p. 50). 

His study examined the way that popular TV allows for greater access to social 

problems and how it functions as a platform in which everyday issues and concerns are 

articulated. The appeal of TV and broadcasters’ ability to reach multitudes of young 

adults (aged 15–25) the world over has encouraged writers, producers, and advertisers 

to tailor television for this demographic. It is essential, therefore, to ask who is 

producing the media that becomes such an important part of popular culture. Thus, 

Halloran (1981) suggested: “If broadcasters are unable to find a way of speaking to the 

needs and interests of young people as the young people themselves perceive these, then 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 http://undesadspd.org/youth/resourcesandpublications/youthwithdisabilities.aspx 
2 http://www.childwelfare.gov/organizations/search.cfm 
3 www.ADA.gov 

2 http://www.childwelfare.gov/organizations/search.cfm 
3 www.ADA.gov 
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there will be no communication” (p. 23). With respect to my research topic, Kellner’s 

observation implies that the emergence of TV characters with disabilities speaks to the 

relatively undeveloped societal consciousness of differently-abled people, which, from 

one perspective, can be interpreted as a positive indication of a society attempting to 

accommodate and accept those with disabilities. 

The success or failure of any form of new media depends largely on the needs of 

its audience. This is especially true for the television genre. In this day and age, it would 

seem that an educational medium is easily overlooked if it does not feature an 

entertainment component, which raises the question of whether TV series are produced 

for the purposes of entertainment or for a deeper educational message. As Halloran 

(1981) suggested: 

It should be widely accepted now that the distinction between information and 

entertainment has only a limited use. Entertainment—particularly television 

drama—may be highly informative. In fact, it has been described as the most 

broadly effective educational fare in any culture, and it has been argued that all 

of us, whatever status or educational background, obtain much of our knowledge 

of the real from fictional presentations. (p. 23)  

It is important to acknowledge the use of television as a tool to teach lessons about 

differences and to expose audiences to a broader range of demographics. For example, 

when a character with Down Syndrome is represented on television (e.g. Glee) for 

millions upon millions of viewers, a tone and awareness is created. The way the 

character is portrayed within a certain type of storyline is the purview of the creators of 
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the show as they lay out their intention. It is undeniable that television is watched and 

interpreted by a large population and that this exposure starts at a very early age.  

Research on youth and media consumption has shown that by age three, children 

are active media users (Kirkorian, Wartella, & Anderson, 2008). As they grow older the 

amount of time they spend watching television increases. As Postman (1985) argued: 

the major educational enterprise now being undertaken in the United States is 

not happening in its classrooms but in the home, in front of the television set, 

and under the jurisdiction not of school administrators and teachers but of 

network executives and entertainers. (p. 145) 

Taking into account Postman’s observation, television is a catalyst for children and 

youth to learn about their world, and it plays a vital role in how they obtain information 

and learn about different cultures and ways of life. 

  A plethora of research exists on the dynamics of the television viewing habits of 

younger audiences (Gebner et al., 2002). These studies have found that each group 

sampled watched significant amounts of television per day, but many situations exist 

where these numbers increase, for example, in single parent homes, with learning or 

emotionally impaired children, and in minority households (Sprafkin, Gadnow, & 

Abelman, 1992). Thus, it becomes clear that the media-saturated culture in which we 

live directly impacts educational practices and has important implications for 

marginalized youth culture. 

Cultural Pedagogy and Education through Critical Media 

In this section, I begin by discussing Lev Vygotsky’s (1896–1934) Zone of 

Proximal Development (ZPD), which is important because it complements the theories 



79 
 

discussed earlier about teaching youth about critical concepts—like disability—through 

the media. The ZPD could be described as, “the distance between the actual 

development level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of 

potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or 

in collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). Basically, it is the 

difference between how a learner performs with and without assistance. In many 

instances, students tend to model their behavior on an adult and then develop the skills 

to do the task on their own. In her book Multiculturalism in Early Childhood Education 

in a Democracy, Victoria Fu (2003) explained that the ZPD extends to electronic forms 

as well. Children are learning to use cultural tools like language, critical thinking, and 

math as they pursue the use of these new forms of technology (Fu, 2003). Children 

already have so much access to information at their fingertips that it is crucial to keep a 

close eye on how to better teach them in this media-saturated environment. Kellner 

(2000) explores this concern more closely in his work on media literacy and pedagogy. 

In relation to Vygotsky and Fu’s work on more student centered learning and 

empowerment media could be used as point of entry for students and give them the 

jump start needed to connect to the topic/lesson. 

Kellner (2000) also explored the importance of media literacy and cultural 

pedagogy:  

Media arts education in turn teaches students to appreciate the aesthetic qualities 

of media and to use various media technologies as tools of self-expression and 

creation. Critical media literacy, as I would advocate it, builds on these 

approaches, analyzing media culture as products of social production and 
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struggle, and teaching students to be critical of media representations and 

discourses, but also stressing the importance of learning to use the media as 

modes of self- expression and social activism. (p. 387)   

These tools and concepts are being continuously developed and used in the classroom 

as alternative possibilities for educating students. As a researcher of media discourse, 

Kellner use of a critical approach to media to analyze the world around us and 

Vygotsky’s work on the ZPD have helped me to understand the implications of 

representation reinforced by dominant culture. Yet, as Kellner (1987) wrote, “Many 

radical theories of ideology have neglected the role of mass-media images and messages 

in the production and transmission of ideology” (p. 473). Theorists similar to Kellner, 

support his views on the media and its ability to influence ideologies and values. As the 

media impacts education and learning, it is crucial to include in the overall approach of 

teaching students.   

In Media Knowledge: Readings in Popular Culture, Pedagogy, and Critical 

Citizenship, Schwoch, White, and Reilly (1992) described media as “a site of perpetual 

pedagogy, hierarchy, status, and knowledge-as-power” (p. xvii). In other words, the 

pedagogy of media involves a ritualistic encoding and evaluation of representation in 

the context of everyday living. They describe critical citizenship as the active 

questioning of the relationship between cultural structures and everyday life inside and 

outside of the classroom. These concepts are important to my study because they enable 

a dialogue to be opened between students and educators to better grasp the differences 

between individuals, with respect to the body/mind connection, gender, sex, religion, 

race, economic status, and so on.  
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To connect the effects of television and disability with education, it is crucial to 

examine popular culture and the education of children. The stranglehold of media on 

children is a central theme in Contemporary Youth Culture that needs to be addressed, 

since media are being used in many ways to educate children both in school and at 

home. As learning migrates into new socio-cultural and political spaces, cultural 

pedagogy seeks to redefine education. Acknowledging culture has become an important 

concept to include that can spin a curriculum into something relevant and interesting for 

students. The seemingly all-encompassing new media has influenced educators to move 

beyond traditional methods of teaching and embrace the world of media and 

communications as their pedagogies for a more productive learning environment. In the 

past, it was possible for parents to have more control over what images and 

representations came into the home, but with the development of new and ever more 

powerful technologies— the Internet, smart phones, and cable television—it has 

become much more difficult to control the information to which children have access. 

To be “in the know” and current with popular culture, children crave all forms of media. 

By looking at the strong engagement of children with media and the implications of this 

attachment for education as a whole, Steinberg (2004) commented that: “The change in 

the social positioning of children holds dramatic implications for education. As age 

boundaries blur, as chronological age becomes less important in shaping human abilities 

and role expectations, the crisis of childhood becomes the crisis of education” (p. 14). 

Taking Steinberg’s comments into account, the inherent need for educators and parents 

to more closely examine popular culture and media studies is an essential point that 
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cannot be ignored as society continues to rapidly evolve, and modern youth are forced 

to keep up with its accelerating pace.  

The Importance of Understanding the Impact of Television 

Gebner et al. (2002) proposed that an individual’s repetitive viewing of a TV 

program had an impact on their overall behavior patterns and mindset. They called this 

cultivation analysis, which focuses on the consequences of long-term exposure to an 

entire system of messages. Gebner et al. defined cultivation analysis as: 

the pattern of settings, casting, social typing, actions, and related outcomes that 

cuts across program types and viewing modes and defined the world of 

television. Viewers are born into that symbolic world and cannot avoid exposure 

to its recurrent patterns, usually many times a day. (p.45)  

With this definition in mind, it is possible to examine how the values, ideologies, 

and messages dispersed by media impact their audiences. Doing educational research 

and teaching in media studies is an alternative approach to schooling, teaching, and 

parenting, which can leave students craving for more as they embrace the new methods 

and teaching styles delivered by their newly empowered educators.  

These points are further emphasized in Doing Educational Research by 

Kincheloe and Tobin (2006):  

Humans come to be who they are and change who they are as a result of their 

interrelationships, their connections to the social sphere. They learn to think and 

talk via socially constructed languages, deport themselves via cultural norms in 

their communities, and take care of themselves by imitating significant others in 

their immediate environment. (p. 6)   
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These authors suggested that it is particularly important for academics to study and 

analyze popular culture and media. The representations of popular characters on 

television, in the movies, in Internet books, and in comics reflect so much of what is 

going on in the mind of the “normal” individual. Although these characters represent 

extremes for the purposes of entertainment, they still embody some truths, which help 

to explain some of the social constructs relevant to contemporary culture.  

Educating students to think critically about the media is fundamental to 

developing their independent thinking abilities, and since critical thinking is evaluative 

in nature, it “consists essentially of judging authenticity, worth, or accuracy of 

something” (Beyer, 1988, p. 61). The importance of reading the media critically was 

brought to the surface nearly three decades ago and has since expanded into a 

theoretically-based academic discipline worthy of further research and exploration.   

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I examined aspects of television viewing by children and 

adolescents, and discussed the significant impact that television has on the development 

of ideas, understanding, and the perceptions of others. Since each student has their own 

distinctive learning profile (e.g., Vygotsky’s [1896–1934] Zone of Proximal 

Development), the use of media as an instrument to “understand how cognitive tasks fit 

into the child’s cultural activities” (Zeuli, 1986, p. 3) is a crucial part of educating 

students and helping them to grasp ideas and concepts. I referred to studies from both 

media and education—Kellner, 2004; Vygotsky (1987); Steinberg, 2012; Postman, 

1985; and Gebner, 1988—to examine the benefits of educating students by using 
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television and the impact it has on their development. In the next chapter, I discuss my 

choice of methodology.  
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Chapter 5: Content Analysis of Data 

Characters and Description of Disability 

Television plays a major pedagogical role in our homes (Steinberg, 2007). It is 

both contemplative and persuasive. Due to its impact on our lives, it is crucial to 

understand the messages it generates on a daily/nightly basis.  

In 2010, the Kaiser Family Foundation, an organization that provides useful 

information on national health issues, tracked the amount of television consumed by 8–

18 year old children/teenagers. Rideout, Foeher, and Roberts (2010), the authors of the 

study, noted that: 

8–18 year-olds devote an average of 7 hours and 38 minutes (7:38) to using 

entertainment media across a typical day (more than 53 hours a week). And 

because they spend so much of that time “media multitasking” (using more than 

one medium at a time), they actually manage to pack a total of 10 hours and 45 

minutes (10:45) worth of media content into those 7½ hours. The amount of 

time spent with media increased by an hour and seventeen minutes a day over 

the past five years, from 6:21 in 2004 to 7:38 today. And because of media 

multitasking, the total amount of media content consumed during that period has 

increased from 8:33 in 2004 to 10:45 today. (Generation M2 section, Para. 1)  

This study reflects a critical aspect of the current media climate. As the viewing 

audience continues to set the direction in which television programming goes, this 

influence helps to determine what is relevant in today’s culture. The three shows I have 

selected for my study are, in a large part, reflective of what is significant in our present 
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day philosophies surrounding representation of marginalized and misrepresented 

individuals. By using television as a mode of transmitting messages and ideologies, they 

work to mirror trends in popular culture and portray topics and storylines that are 

current.  Glee, Parenthood, and Breaking Bad have high numbers in the television 

ratings. In 2012, the finale of Breaking Bad brought in 2.8 million viewers, its highest 

rating ever, a large showing for cable network such as AMC in the adult 18–49 

demographic (Nielson Media Research, 2012). In 2012, Glee ranked number 3 in the 

ratings for adults 18–49 with 5.43 million viewers. As of January 2013, Parenthood led 

NBC in the 10:00 p.m. time slot with 5.37 million viewers in the 18–49 adult 

demographic (Nielson Media Research, 2012). I included this information in my study 

because it is indicative of the wide spectrum of viewership for the three shows I have 

chosen to analyze. It is also necessary to mention that the shows chosen for study come 

at a time where the political discourse surrounding disability has shifted as a result of 

the American with Disabilities Act (ADA) (1990) and representations are more 

widespread and thought provoking then before the ADA passed through to create more 

opportunity for equality and awareness.  

Out of the 131 primetime programs airing on the major cable networks (NBC, 

ABC, CBS, FOX, CW) and on basic cable (AMC) in 2008 and 2009, only 3 of them 

had youth (ages 9–18) with a disability in either a main or supporting role. It also is 

interesting to note that all three of the shows that I examine in the present study 

premiered in the 2008–2009 seasons.  

Following is a Table that is a breakdown of the shows, characters, ages, featured 

disabilities, and real life disability status. 
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Table 1: Breakdown of television programs featuring youth with disability. 

TV Show Character Disability/Condition Age Real life 

Parenthood Max 
Braverman 

Autism Spectrum 
Disorder  

8 Able bodied 

Glee Arty Abrams Paralysis of legs due 
to spinal cord injury  
(uses wheelchair) 

16 Able bodied 

Glee Becky Jackson Down Syndrome 16 Disabled 

Breaking Bad Walt Jr. White Cerebral Palsy 
(uses crutches) 

17 Disabled 

 

Both Arty Abrams from Glee and Walt Jr. White from Breaking Bad, the 

characters with physical impairments, are integrated fully into their classes at school, 

whereas the character Max who has Autism Spectrum Disorder is integrated into his 

school in the beginning, but eventually moves to a private school that deals specifically 

with children who have Autism Spectrum Disorder.  

 It is not clear whether Becky, the character with Down Syndrome (DS), is fully 

integrated into her classes at school because she is mostly shown assisting another 

character (Sue, the school’s cheerleading coach) and participating in extracurricular 

activities organized by the school (i.e., cheerleading). Becky does not discuss nor allude 

to studies, and appears to “float” in and out of scenes. She is a constant reminder to 

Coach Sue of her own sister who had DS, and thus Sue is compassionate and kind, and 

interacts with and speaks to Becky without any acknowledgement of her DS. In Glee, 

no mention is made of Becky’s own family—she acts as Sue’s surrogate sister. 

Although Becky’s character plays an important role on Glee, she does not enter the first 

season until mid-way through, and she is featured in three episodes: “Wheels,” “The 
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Power of Madonna,” and “Home.” Becky does not dwell on her DS, nor does she 

discuss it as a part of her identity.  

Max’s parents are involved in the school, since they are dealing with his	  Autism 

Spectrum Disorder diagnosis and are trying to find the best place for their son to be 

educated. They are grappling with the following question: Would Max be able to fit into 

a mainstream school environment or should he be placed in an alternative school better 

suited to cope with the needs of a child diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder? On 

Breaking Bad, Walt Jr.’s parents also are involved in his school. Walt Jr. attends the 

same school where his father Walt teaches. Indeed, Walt Jr.’s interaction with his 

parents is significant throughout the entire series. Even though no direct discussions are 

held about Cerebral Palsy, clearly his parents are keenly involved in his development. 

He deals with his life in an able-bodied “normalcy” as much as possible, without 

discussing the Cerebral Palsy. Walt Jr. is integrated fully into his high school society, 

drives a car, and insists on getting around on his own. 

On Glee, the parents of Arty Abrams and Becky Jackson never appear and are 

not mentioned. Arty addresses his wheelchair life on his own, and he fantasizes that he 

could become a walking/dancing young man. Yet, he manages to live his life to the 

fullest in his chair, which is constantly a part of his self-image. 

Sampling and Data Collection 

The television programs that I chose for my study are contemporary, primetime 

shows that air on the major cable networks (NBC, Fox, AMC), generally bringing in 

many viewers. According to the Nielson ratings system, which measures audience size 

and the composition of television programs in the United States, Fox and NBC have 
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continuously dominated the television market, in their respective time slots, bringing in 

a high number of viewers on a weekly basis with shows like Glee (Fox).   

I looked specifically at episodes featured in season one, each an hour long, the 

reason for this was for continuity and time. Focusing on the first season of each show 

allowed me the opportunity to see the evolution of the character and growth of each 

show as it premiers on network television. Through a thematic analysis, the major 

themes related to the depictions of contemporary disability emerged in these dramas. 

After rigorous note taking and episode viewing, I sorted through the many themes that I 

found. I chose the themes according to their frequency in the shows in which they 

appeared, and their relevance to disability in educational settings. For example, is 

disability depicted inclusively? Are the images of the disability used stereotypical in 

nature? Is bullying involved, and if so, is it physical or emotional? Are the educators 

and schools integrated into the lives of the disabled characters and how are they 

portrayed? These are the types of questions that started to arise as I became more 

immersed in the analysis of the shows. I also found that these were the topics most 

widely discussed in the media on news programs and on social networking sites (i.e., 

Twitter, Facebook) (Bulkley, 2011).  
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Table 2: Nielson ratings from May 19, 2010 for television programs analyzed    
(demographic 18–49 years of age). 

Time Network Program Viewer Share 
(Millions) 

8:00 p.m. Fox American Idol 6.6 

 CBS NCIS 3.2 

 NBC The Biggest Loser 2.7 

 ABC Dancing with the 
Stars (results) 

2.5 

 CW 90210 (finale) 0.8 

9:00 p.m. Fox Glee 4.8 

 ABC Lost 4.1 

 NBC The Biggest Loser 3.5 

 CBS NCIS: LA 3.1 

 CW Life Unexpected 
(repeat) 

0.4 

10 p.m. NBC Parenthood 2.6 

 CBS The Good Wife 2.3 

 ABC V (finale) 2.3 

Note: As this Table indicates, the top television programs in their time slot were Glee 

(Fox 9:00 p.m.) and Parenthood (NBC 10:00 p.m.). 

For the purposes of this analysis, it is useful to emphasize the ratings that these 

shows brought to the networks. The overall ratings of a television program reflects its 

popularity and importance to its intended audience, thus reiterating the significance of 

studying the particular shows I chose and their part in distributing representations of 

disability to a wide audience.  

I concentrated on the first season of each of the shows I analyzed to keep a more 

focused sample size and so I could examine the early writing of the disabled characters 

and watch their progression or regression as the show developed. The shows had 
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various numbers of episodes in their first season due either to a writer’s strike  [Handel, 

2011])	  3	  or because of the uncertainty of the networks about whether the show would be 

successful enough to merit subsequent episodes. Even with the writers’ strike, the 

programs still had a significant amount of episodes in which to study and produce a 

thorough analysis.  

I looked at dramatic television series airing for 60-minute intervals. This format 

allowed me to more deeply examine the development of plot devices. I did not look at 

sitcoms, e.g., Malcom in the Middle or cartoons e.g., Family Guy or South Park because 

of the satirical nature of their characters and storylines with respect to disability. Often, 

these shows use explicit language and poke fun at disabled characters, creating more of 

a caricature than an “accurate” portrayal of a character. 

Through my general research of disability in the media, Internet searches, 

observations and multiple views of the television programs, I found that many studies 

on the representations of disability in the media were done in Great Britain (Haller, 

2001; Shakespeare, 2002). Although academic analysis from a North American 

perspective on this particular topic is scarce, especially with respect to TV shows that 

are now current and considered popular by Nielson ratings standards.4	  It therefore 

became significant for me to approach the topic of disability and representation of youth 

in the media in a detailed and critical study. It cannot just be a coincidence that 

contemporary television programs are integrating storylines and characters with various 

forms of disability. Through an analysis of the television programs and a review of the 

literature both past and present, a richer understanding surrounding the misconceptions, 
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ideologies, negative and positive representations and perceptions of the social disability 

construct could be realized.	   

This study does not attempt to cover the whole spectrum of disability and its 

representations on television; rather, it looks at some selected current images and how 

they have evolved to include characters with disability more inclusively. In essence, this 

means that some television programs have attempted to integrate characters with 

differences, in this case disabilities, as part of their storylines. On the shows I examined 

for my study, characters living with disabilities play supporting roles. I viewed the 

episodes on DVD and made transcriptions from this same source. I watched and re-

watched each episode to pick up the verbal and nonverbal cues expressed by the 

characters. In particular, I focused on the scenes featuring disabled characters or a 

discussion of disabled characters.  

Units of Analysis 

Based on the research questions I posed, I focused on the following units of 

analysis:  

• The television programs  

• The characters with disability  

• The age range of the characters 

• The types of disability addressed  

The three shows I sampled for the study—Glee, Parenthood, and Breaking Bad— 

developed characters and storylines that involved aspects of disability and a specific age 

bracket that were significant for the chosen areas. Keeping in mind that this study deals 

with a range of disabilities, as I viewed each television show I was able to get a sense of 
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what types of storylines were important to include as well as the amount that disability 

was actually included and made central to the shows overall flow.  

The Programs 

In this section, the television programs chosen for analysis will be looked at more in 

depth and broken down with more detail as to why they were significant for this 

particular study. 

Background: Parenthood. Parenthood on NBC focuses on three generations of 

the Braverman’s, although most of the attention is on Adam Braverman’s family. He is 

considered the “patriarch” of the family as his father Zeek is fading out due to his age. 

Adam is the oldest sibling, followed by his sister Sarah, another sister Julia, and a 

younger brother Crosby. The four range in ages from 30–40. All the characters have 

children ranging in ages from 5–16. I specifically focused on Adam Braverman’s family. 

He is married with a teenage daughter Haddie and an eight year old son Max. Within 

the first few minutes of the pilot episode, the audience learns about the struggles the 

Braverman’s are facing because of the “odd” and “eccentric” behaviors their son Max is 

displaying. As they grapple with their suspicions, eventually a diagnosis of Autism 

Spectrum Disorder Syndrome is made, and the family is thrown onto an emotional 

rollercoaster ride as they attempt to figure out how to deal with this new information 

about their son. There is a misconception about the definition of Asperger’s syndrome 

and what it implies, which plays into society’s notion of what it means to be on the 

Autistic Spectrum. The National Institute of Child Health and Human Development 

(2014) defines Autism Spectrum Disorder as:  
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• Persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction across multiple 

contexts; 

• Restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities; 

• Symptoms must be present in the early developmental period (typically 

recognized in the first two years of life); and, 

• Symptoms cause clinically significant impairment in social, occupational, or 

other important areas of current functioning. 

(http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/autism-spectrum-disorders-

asd/index.shtml).  

In a study about the coping mechanisms of parents of children with Autism 

Spectrum Disorder (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth 

Edition), Hastings, Kovshoff, Ward, degli Espinosa, Brown, Remington, (2005) state: 

“Parents of children with Asperger’s (now referred to as Autism Spectrum Disorder) 

often report more parenting stress than either parents of children with other disabilities 

such as Down’s Syndrome” (e.g., Dumas et al., 1991; Rodrigue, Morgan, Geffken, 

1990; Sanders & Morgan, 1997).  

Background: Breaking Bad. This series first premiered on the cable network 

AMC in January 2008. It focuses on protagonist Walter White, an ordinary high school 

chemistry teacher who lives in New Mexico with his pregnant wife and teenage son 

who has Cerebral Palsy. Early on in the show, White is diagnosed with Stage III cancer 

and given a prognosis of 2 years to live. With a new sense of fearlessness based on his 

medical prognosis and a desire to gain financial security for his family, White wearily 

chooses to enter the perilous world of drugs and crime and ascends to power in this 
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world. The series follows White’s exploits as he transforms from an ordinary family 

man to a risk-taking drug lord who seeks power and control in a very dangerous and 

treacherous environment.  

Throughout the show’s first season, White tries to stay true to his family and 

goes about his everyday life as if nothing major is happening. It takes many episodes 

before he reveals his cancer diagnosis to his wife and son. The relationship between 

White and his son Walt Jr. who has cerebral palsy is strained at times because of 

White’s private battles. Walt Jr. looks up to his father but often is frustrated with his 

father’s secrecy and reserve. 

Background: Glee. Glee features a group of high school students (the majority 

are outsiders) who have a love of singing and performance. The focus stays primarily 

on the glee club students—The New Directions. These students experience many trials 

and tribulations competing in the choir competition circuit. As the show weaves in 

musical performances of everything from old standards, popular/contemporary music, 

and Broadway tunes, its members deal with disabilities, relationships, race, sexuality 

and social issues. Glee features two characters (high school students) with different 

disabilities—Artie who has paralysis and uses a wheelchair and Becky who had Down’s 

Syndrome. The first season officially ran from September 9, 2009 to June 8, 2010. 

Conclusion 

This chapter discussed the chosen content for this study and provided an outline 

and background of the featured shows and the reasons why they were chosen. First, I 

searched for television programs that featured characters with disability. Second, I made 

sure that a chosen show had at least one character between the ages of 9–18. Third, I 
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investigated the types of disabilities included on each show (physical, emotional, 

educational). I referred to Nielson ratings to determine the popularity associated with all 

three shows that I chose to examine. The purpose of using content analysis in a study of 

this nature is to better deconstruct aspects of (dis) ability while also looking at race, 

gender, age, socio-economic background, sexual preference amongst other significant 

diversity traits. This becomes useful to see where popular culture and attitudes 

regarding representation of youth with disability currently stand.  

Whereas some scholars approach mass communication messages from 

perspectives associated with the humanities (e.g., as literature or art), many 

others employs social science approach based in empirical observation and 

measurement. Typically that means that these researchers identify questions or 

problems (either derived from scholarly literature or occurring in applied mass 

communication), identify concepts that “in theory” may be involved or at work, 

and propose possible explanations or relationships among concepts. (Riffe, Lacy, 

Fico, 2014, p. 3) 

Using content analysis to study the media is a discreet, yet comprehensive way to 

analyze communications and provide an insight into complex models of human thought 

and use of language. From the data I examined, I developed a detailed thematic analysis 

of reoccurring themes, situations, educational contexts, and other significant portrayals 

of disability, which I examine in the next chapter.   

This study is important because, as Kellner (2003a) addresses, popular media is 

influential in deciding which discourses become dominant and which discourses are 

marginalized. In an effort to bring attention to the dominant discourses surrounding 
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representations of disability in the media, we may be able to oppose or confront these 

discourses and bring a greater awareness to and eventually lessen the misinterpretations 

and disregarding in which people with disability are often subject.  
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Chapter 6: Thematic Analysis of Data 

 

Focusing on the roles that youth with disabilities (9–18 years of age) play on 

Parenthood, Breaking Bad, and Glee, I used a thematic analysis approach to determine 

the recurring themes, sub-themes, and patterns that may impact audience perceptions of 

youth living with disabilities. To accomplish an analysis of this nature, I moved away 

from descriptions, to a more categorical, analytic, and theoretical level of coding. The 

intention of this analysis is to discover where and how youth with disabilities are being 

represented within contemporary network and cable television and to what effects.  

Influenced by postmodern philosophies on deconstructing messages, semiotics, 

and language (McLuhan, 1964; Derrida, 1967; Barthes, 1975), and using Hall’s (2006) 

theory on encoding and decoding, I examined the limits and parameters of the 

encoding/decoding process that the audiences of these shows might perform. According 

to Hall (2006), one of the key characteristics of the process of encoding the “receiver’s” 

acceptance of the message as meaningful discourse, which can then be decoded. The 

decoded message and its associated meanings “‘have an effect’, influence, entertain, 

instruct or persuade, with very complex perceptual, cognitive, emotional, ideological or 

behavioral consequences” (Hall, 2006, p. 165). Within this coding system, individuals 

might arrive at multiple, oppositional meanings. The coding system serves to condense 

possible meanings by encouraging an audience to arrive at dominant or preferred 

meanings, which are secured through multiple viewings, observations, and 

interpretations (Hall, 2006). However, there are no fixed meanings, since readings can 
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be constantly modified or reinterpreted. This type of decoding is not looked at favorably 

by television producers and chiefs of marketing (Hall, 2006). Hall goes on to say: 

The consumption or reception of the television message is thus also itself a 

“moment” of the production process in its larger sense, though the latter is 

“predominant” because it is the “point of departure for the realization” of the 

message. Production and reception of the television message are not, therefore, 

identical, but they are related: they are differentiated moments within the totality 

formed by the social relations of the communicative process as a whole. (p. 165) 

Thus, while multiple meanings can exist, codes can guide the audience as they decode 

the messages they are receiving. As individuals/audiences continuously deconstruct 

meaning, relations of power and language allow for associations and assumptions to 

take place.  

The social model of disability is directly concerned with the deconstructive 

process. Hall discusses the concept that audience members can participate in decoding 

messages as they refer to their individual social contexts and experiences, and with that 

messages may shift mutually. 

The thematic tables used to analyze the television programs for this study are for 

the very purposes of deconstruction and assessing the relationship between language, 

images and meaning within the framework of disability. 	  They begin to decode the 

messages set forth in the media regarding youth with disability.	  The three television 

programs are the point of entrance for providing information to better assess the current 

state of disability in the media and popular culture.	   
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This will be assessed at the conclusion of the study when a summary of the 

types of storylines displaying both the positive and negative traits associated disability 

are organized and interpreted as well as the previous literature discussing notions of 

disability as represented in the media. An important aspect of organizing this analysis 

was breaking up each theme into a type. Specifically, I identified three distinct theme 

types—physical, emotional, and academic—which eventually gave way to the color-

coded sub-themes of each show. The sub-themes provide a more elaborate description 

and are grouped together based on the specific dialogue relating to disability and 

representation. 

I chose to describe a theme as physical as to encompasses both the 

look/appearance of an individual and their reaction to something (Hahn, 2010). Many 

connotations can arise from encounters with the physical differences—for example, 

wheelchairs, crutches, facial features, behaviors—of people living with disabilities. In 

relation to representations of disability on television, the physical aspect is arguably the 

most critical, since so much is assumed about a disability just by its physical 

characteristics. 

Rooted in psychology, the term emotional (derived from emotion) is subjective, 

bringing together aspects of motivation, reciprocating moods, temperaments, 

personality, and disposition (Schacter, 2011). The emotional aspect of my thematic 

analysis was important because of the various emotional responses, feelings, and 

opinions of the person/people involved with hearing a diagnosis or facing some of the 

physical obstacles of disability. 
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I take the term academic to mean anything related to education, schooling, 

administration, and decisions with respect to providing appropriate schooling for 

students with disabilities. Since schooling is at the core of an adolescent’s daily life and 

the focus and concern of the storylines of three shows analyzed, this was another 

important theme to examine. 

Last, throughout the analysis, I relate each of the scenes featured in the 

appendices to the medical and social models of disability, which I discussed in Chapter	  

2	  the medical model refers disability as a sickness, so individuals living with disability 

need to be treated and rehabilitated (Hughes, 2005). The social model attempts to move 

away from the medical model and so is more concerned with the social construction of 

terms (e.g., the differences between impairment and disability) and the shared 

beliefs/meanings of the society’s view of disability as a whole (Oliver, 1990; Clogston, 

1990; Haller, 1995). By creating an awareness of the impact of these two models, I hope 

to provide a clearer view of how youth with disability are represented and how the 

physical setting, terminology, and dialogue used in the three shows analyzed are 

connected to these two models.  

Following is a thematic breakdown for Parenthood, Breaking Bad, and Glee: 
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Parenthood 

Theme Type Sub-Themes 

Emotional Stereotyping 
Emotional  “The Norm” 
Academic Administration 
Academic Questions of Education 
Emotional/Physical Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
Emotional Disconnection/Social Gaps 
Emotional Behavioral Problems 
Emotional Effect on Others 
Emotional/Physical Financial Burden 
Academic Questions of Intelligence 
Physical Characteristics 
Emotional Internal struggle 
Emotional Empathy from Others 
Academic Educational Institutions 
Physical No Mention of Disability 
Emotional Emotional Acceptance 
Emotional Emotional Denial 
Emotional Emotional Bullying 
Emotional Emotional Denial 
Emotional Emotional Angst 
Emotional Parents: Emotional Angst 
Emotional Parents: Emotional Optimism 
Emotional Emotional Optimism 
Emotional Positive Self-Efficacy  
Emotional Indifference 
Emotional Resistance 
Physical Intervention 
Emotional Parental Conflict 
Physical Disability Mentioned 
Emotional/Physical Relating to others 
Emotional Parents: Relating to others 
Emotional/Physical Made for Television 
Emotional Seeking Help (other family members) 
Emotional/Physical Seeking Help 
Emotional/Physical Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
Emotional Family Acceptance 
Emotional/Physical Associated Disability/Implicit 
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Breaking Bad 

Theme Type Sub-Themes 

Emotional Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
Physical Disability Not Visible but Audible 
Physical Disability Partially Visible 
Physical Disability Not Visible 
Physical Visible Disability portrayed 
Physical No Disability Mentioned For Remainder 

of Episode 
Physical Requiring Assistance from Others 
Emotional Sense of Belonging 
Emotional Emotional Bullying 
Emotional Relating to others 
Emotional Racial Discrimination 
Emotional Acceptance from peers 
Emotional Acknowledgment of Struggle 
Emotional Inauthentic peers 
Emotional Effect on Family from Cancer  
Emotional Americana 
Emotional Class struggle 
Emotional Family Acceptance 
Emotional Emotional Angst 
Emotional Emotional Angst (not related to 

disability) 
Emotional Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
Emotional Internal struggle 
Emotional Demeaning 
Emotional Stereotyping 
 

  



104 
 

Glee 

Theme Type  Sub-Themes 

Physical Visible Disability portrayed 
Physical Associated Disability portrayed 
Physical No Mention of Disability 
Physical Negative View of Disability 
Physical Other Disabilities Mentioned 
Emotional Demeaning 
Emotional Sense of Belonging 
Physical/Emotional Effect of Music 
Emotional Creating Awareness 
Emotional Negative Association  
Emotional Discrimination 
Emotional Stereotyping 
Emotional/Physical Fear of being bullied 
Emotional Peers’ Insensitivity  
Physical/Emotional Misusing Disability 
Academic Role of Educator 
Academic Administration 
Emotional Submitting to Negativity  
Academic Educator: Submitting to Negativity  
Emotional Integration 
Emotional Submitting to Negativity  
Emotional Empathy from others 
Emotional Confidence Builds 
Emotional/Physical Needs Rescuing 
Emotional Personal Connection 
Emotional Frustration 
 
 

Following is an analysis of the themes and topics that continuously emerged 

throughout the study. It was important to include a detailed synopsis of each of the areas 

relating to disability and representation.  
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Bullying and Stereotypes 

Parenthood. In Parenthood, the theme of bullying emerges at certain points 

during the first season. Eight year old Max Braverman is periodically bullied by the 

boys on his baseball team and in his classroom (see4 Appendix A, Parenthood, Bullying 

Scenes, Scene 1). In the pilot episode, Max is shown in his school classroom attempting 

to cut a piece of paper. This task is difficult for him, since his fine motor skills are not 

as well developed because of his yet to be diagnosed autism spectrum disorder. Max 

becomes easily frustrated by his inability to perform the task, and he is pushed to his 

limit when Amos, one of his classmates, calls him a “freak” (see Appendix A, 

Parenthood, Bullying Scenes, Scene 2). The two bullying scenes that are played out 

early in season 1 (the classroom and the baseball field) do an adequate job of preparing 

the audience for what lies ahead for Max and his parents regarding the confusion over 

Max’s behaviour, the uncertainty about where he belongs in the school system, and the 

attitudes and intolerance of his peers and administration in his mainstream elementary 

school. These various factors are all concerns of the social model of disability (Clogston, 

1990; Haller, 1995), since it deals with the adverse attitudes and obstacles that get in the 

way of a child who may share Max’s diagnosis. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4	  To	  easily	  move	  back	  and	  forth	  between	  the	  Appendix	  and	  the	  page	  on	  which	  the	  hyperlink	  
appears	  (for	  example,	  this	  page),	  use	  the	  “Back	  Button.”	  If	  this	  button	  isn’t	  visible	  in	  the	  menu	  at	  the	  
top	  of	  your	  Word	  document,	  you	  can	  use	  the	  following	  procedure	  to	  install	  it:	  1)	  In	  the	  Main	  Menu	  
at	  the	  top	  of	  the	  screen,	  click	  File	  and	  then	  click	  Options.	  2)	  In	  the	  far	  left	  navigation	  bar,	  click	  
Quick	  Access	  Tool	  Bar.	  3)	  To	  the	  right	  of	  the	  navigation	  bar	  under	  Choose	  commands	  from:	  ,	  
choose	  Commands	  not	  in	  the	  Ribbon.	  4)	  Scroll	  down	  and	  highlight	  Back	  and	  click	  Add,	  which	  
will	  install	  the	  “Back	  Button”	  at	  the	  top	  of	  your	  Word	  document	  above	  the	  Main	  Menu.	  	  
To	  install	  the	  “Back	  Button”	  on	  Adobe	  Reader,	  use	  the	  following	  procedure:	  1)	  Right	  click	  anywhere	  
on	  the	  Tool	  bar	  at	  the	  top	  of	  the	  screen.	  2)	  Hover	  your	  mouse	  over	  Page	  Navigation	  and	  in	  the	  drop	  
down	  menu,	  click	  Previous	  View;	  a	  “Back	  Button”	  will	  be	  installed	  in	  the	  menu	  at	  the	  top	  of	  the	  
Reader	  screen.	  	  	  	  	  
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Thus, Max’s parents Adam and Kristina are forced to have a conversation about 

Max, since he has just been asked to leave his “mainstream” elementary school due to 

his behaviour—he was provoked by another classmate (Amos), and so he bit him. At 

this point in the storyline, the administration is unsure whether Max fits their school 

profile. These questions about the role of education for students living with a disability, 

and how to deal with the unpredictable nature of Max’s behaviour, cause conflict 

between his parents, the administration, and school policy. In later sections, I will do a 

more in depth analysis of the reaction of Max’s parents related to his behaviour at 

school and the consequences for him and his educational future.  

Glee. During Season 1, bullying and stereotyping are prevalent in the first few 

episodes. In the Pilot, the audience is introduced to Arty Abram’s character, a 

submissive, quiet 16 year old adolescent who is confined to a wheelchair. Intellectually, 

Arty performs equally alongside his peers, and his love for music and performing helps 

him to integrate into the mix with the other students.  

Overall, the status of the glee club students is low, and they are not received 

well by the other students at the school (i.e., football players, cheerleaders, “popular” 

students). Therefore, bullying is prevalent for all the students involved in the club, 

which includes marginalized groups like homosexuals and African-Americans. In 

addition, the glee club students are constantly bombarded by bullies, for example, by 

having slushy drinks thrown in their faces. The bullying theme is used as a springboard 

to reinforce the many issues and difficulties facing students with disabilities and their 

perceptions of how they should be treated in school. The representation of differences 

and the reactions of the other non-disabled students paints a picture of intolerance and 
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ignorance. Since Glee is considered to be a mainstream show, which attracts millions of 

viewers, its influence on young audiences is significant as it creates an ideology that 

disability equals weakness and disrespect.  

In the next scene, the analysis of the dialogue/scene shows how Arty is at the 

center of a bullying tirade by Puck, one of the stars of the football team, and his posse. 

The scene creates a strong sense of helplessness and entrapment as Arty is being 

violently held inside a port-a-potty. The basis for the bullying stems from Puck’s anger 

towards Finn, a former teammate of Puck’s, who quit the football team to join the glee 

club—the rest of the team looks at Finn’s behaviour as weak and effeminate. Arty is 

used as the bait because he is in the most vulnerable position physically. When Puck 

tells Finn that they have the “wheelchair kid inside” the porta-potty and that he plans to 

flip it over with Arty still inside, Finn recognizes the danger and tries to convince Puck 

not to do it, but Puck ignorantly makes the statement: “He’s already in a wheelchair.” 

The exchange between Puck and Finn over Arty’s well-being puts them in positions of 

power and authority over Arty because he is in a wheelchair and unable to break free of 

confinement. Ignoring Puck’s threats, Finn finally opens the door to an extremely 

grateful Arty. Arty is overwhelmed with fear and disgust at the smell of the toilet where 

he was trapped. Puck continuously refers to Arty and the other glee club members as 

losers and the club as a “homoexplosion.” The scene is laced with derogatory slurs and 

intolerance, a bullying tactic often used in relation to disability (Haller et al., 2006). 

Once again this behaviour is influenced or supported by the medical model of disability, 

which leads to harsh and explicit language targeting individuals living with impairments. 

Arty feels a sense of empowerment with Finn by his side, and as the scene ends, he 
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hisses at Puck and the other members of the football team, finally able to retaliate now 

that he has the support of an able-bodied person by his side after being “rescued” (see 

Appendix C, Glee, Bullying Scenes, Scene 1).    

 Breaking Bad. The bullying theme runs rampant on all of the three shows that I 

analyzed. In Breaking Bad, the first episode of the series captured this particular theme 

in a powerful way. The major difference between the bullying scene in Breaking Bad 

and those in Glee and Parenthood is that the parents are present when the verbal abuse 

occurs, and they intervene to protect their son. As a result, Walt Jr. is left powerless and 

his personal agency is undermined when his father steps forward in an attempt to 

glamorize his role as the patriarch of the family and to regain control of it and his 

manhood.  

This scene is one of the last of the pilot episode. Walt Jr. is in a dressing room 

with his parents trying on jeans, and clearly he is having some difficulty pulling them 

on and off. His mother asks if he needs help from his father to which he hesitantly 

replies, “Yes.” White enters his son’s dressing room and begins to help him pull up his 

pants. An intimate father-son moment occurs, and the audience is offered some insight 

into the difficulties Walt Jr. has faced over the years due to his cerebral palsy. Walt Sr. 

acknowledges his son’s struggles and lets himself be vulnerable to the situation. When 

Walt Jr. finally is able to pull his jeans on, he steps outside of the dressing room to show 

his mother and to look in the mirror to see if he likes them. This is the moment when the 

themes of bullying, emotional angst, and stereotyping enter the storyline. A group of 

teenage boys make loud comments in a derogatory tone meant to mimic the speech 
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impediments of both Walt senior and junior. Walt Jr. and his parents try to ignore the 

boys, but they become more and more inappropriate as the scene continues.  

Walt Jr’s mom Skylar wants to go over to speak to the boys and ask them to stop, 

but in a quiet fit of rage, Walt Senior tells her to stay put, and he walks out of the store 

leaving both Skylar and Jr. in a confused state. As the scene focuses in on the boys 

continuing to degrade Walt Jr., White enters the store and walks directly over to the 

main bully and begins kicking him in the leg. He is furious:, “What’s wrong chief 

having a little trouble walking?” Clearly, this is done for the purposes of being made 

to—pardon the expression—“walk in someone else’s shoes”. The boy who Walt Senior 

attacks is shocked and angry, and his two cohorts watch in a frozen panic. The mood of 

the scene shifts to Walt Senior becoming a hero of sorts and truly acting like the 

patriarch of his family, displaying “authentic” masculinity in his defense of his son (see 

Appendix B, Breaking Bad, Bullying Scene, Scene 1).  

In this bullying scene, the depiction of Walt Jr. is focused on his physical 

limitations, which the medical model of disability stereotypically supports. Often, “non-

disabled” individuals use negative language and labels to stereotype people living with 

disabilities (e.g., Walt Jr. is a baby in need of his mother’s help to try on his pants 

because of his cerebral palsy), labels which are derived from the medical model still so 

widely associated with disability (Swain, Barnes, French, & Thomas, 1993). Thus, Walt 

Jr. is approached outside of a school setting in a public forum with his parents present, 

where he could be rescued from the deliberate name calling and belittling. The bullies 

are a group of boys around Jr.’s age, and they do not acknowledge Skylar even though 

she is standing right next to her son the whole time. In her matriarch/peacemaker role, 
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she tries to quietly defuse the situation by advising Jr. to ignore them, but once Walt 

Senior gets wind of the situation, he steps in and acts out in violence and aggression 

because of his frustration with his recent diagnosis of terminal cancer and his son’s 

daily limitations due to his cerebral palsy. Throughout the first season, Walt Jr. plays an 

important role in the show, but the only blatant scene that openly reflects bullying is the 

one described in Appendix B.  In Breaking Bad, Walt Jr.’s character is bullied because 

of his physical disability.  

Comparison of Bullying Scenes 

In all three shows researched for this study, at least one scene involved the 

bullying of a disabled character. In Breaking Bad and Glee, the characters are rescued 

by an able-bodied individual, and the bullying starts off with slurs. The disabled 

character is already in a weakened position because he is either caught off guard or 

physically unable to defend himself.  

The bullying scenarios in Breaking Bad and Glee differ from that of Parenthood 

because of the acute awareness the characters have of how they are treated when they 

are being targeted. Max’s autism spectrum diagnosis causes him to be more removed 

and unaware of his surroundings socially. Therefore, he is not directly implicated in the 

hostile words directed towards him by his peers.  

Seeking Help, Intelligence, Diagnosis 

The differences between Max and his peers are reflected in one of the opening 

scenes of the Pilot episode. In that scene, Max is on the little league field while his 

father and grandfather are shouting from the sidelines. It is apparent throughout the 

scene that Max is uncomfortable and disconnected from the team and the game; he is 
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out there for the sake of his parents. While being pushed to participate, the echoing of 

the other children and the adults is overpowering to Max and causes him to be very 

distraught. 

Another sub-theme in Parenthood is the patriarch/masculinity role taken on by 

Adam, the father . After hearing about his son’s potential diagnosis of autism spectrum 

disorder, he becomes protective and lost in denial. The burden of work, finances, 

supporting other family members, and intimacy with his wife all add to the stress of his 

situation, which fits with the theme of emotional angst. In addition, the news of Max’s 

diagnosis creates conflict between his parents (see Appendix A, Parenthood, Scene 3 

“Seeking Help, Intelligence, Diagnosis”).  

The emphasis of this scene on the man/father acting out his emotions in a 

hostile/uncomfortable manner verses the woman/mother being an understanding 

caregiver willing to work out the issue in a way that will best suit her son. This also 

brings up the role of gender and acceptance by the parents and makes the audience 

connect from the internal conflict facing Max’s parents rather then what Max is dealing 

with.  

In Parenthood’s Episode 2, Season 1 “Man Versus Possum,” the Braverman 

family seeks an intervention and explanation for the characteristic behaviors of autism 

spectrum disorder that are causing the difficulties that Max is experiencing with respect 

to connecting to others. Questions arise regarding Max’s intelligence, and a specialist, 

Dr. Pelikan, does an assessment to provide a proper diagnosis. In the scene, Max seems 

to have connected well with the doctor, and the parents are optimistic about the results. 

At the end of the session, the doctor concludes that Max is highly intelligent but has  
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characteristics associated with autism spectrum disorder syndrome. After receiving this 

diagnosis, Adam and Kristina are obliged to find a suitable school for their son, one that 

will properly accommodate his learning differences. They are shocked by this 

information, but Adam quickly takes on the role of patriarch, since he wants to find the 

solution to the problem and help Max to “get better,” although this type of behaviour 

may be a way to try to make the diagnosis go away by denying it exists (see Appendix 

B, Parenthood, Scene 4 “Seeking Help, Intelligence, Diagnosis”). Again, the audience 

senses the difficulty and helplessness expressed by Max’s parents (especially Max’s 

father) after they hear the diagnosis and after they realize that Max no longer fits in a 

“traditional” learning environment. Thus, the social model of disability is an important 

tool for creating an awareness about the difficulties of individuals who are thought to be 

outside the “norms” of society and are labeled as such.  

The Role of Education/Educators 

In one of the bullying scenes in Parenthood, an action is played out by Max in 

the classroom, and a decision regarding his future at his current school is made. As a 

child diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder, where does Max fit into the overall 

structure of the school?  

Lukes (1974) work on power and dominance posits that: 

the bias of the system is not sustained simply by a series of individually chosen 

acts, but also, more importantly, by the socially structured and culturally 

patterned behaviour of groups, and practices of institutions, which may indeed 

be manifested by individual inaction. (pp. 21–22) 
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 Although, Lukes’ argument regarding power, policy, and decision making is 

complex and multidimensional, his overall message is critical in relation to the 

dominant structures already put in place by those in power positions. This argument 

supports my analysis of the portrayals of youth with disabilities and the power struggles 

they face regarding education, access, acceptance, and society’s overall understanding 

of disability. Often, many of the misconceptions regarding disability are perpetuated by 

those in powerful positions who make decisions on behalf of a disabled individual, 

which leave him/her powerless and marginalized.  

The scene featured in Appendix A addressing Max’s imminent schooling and 

educational ability is indicative of limitations put on those individuals dealing with 

disability in a mainstream school. It is important to note that in Appendix A, 

Parenthood, Scene 5 “The Role of Education/Educators” technically airs during the 

season before Scenes 3 and 4 listed in the analysis. It is discussed later because of the 

thematic flow of the analysis, since I am dividing up the topics to reflect the most 

relevant and frequent storylines appearing on the selected shows.) Often, the disabled 

are misunderstood and misplaced, so the only viable option seems to be to banish them 

to another more expensive or overcrowded institution. The batteries of tests and 

assessments required for the ultimate decision about the future of the disabled 

individual box them in and create a stigma (see Appendix A, Parenthood, Scene 5 “The 

Role of Education/Educators”).  

Scene 5 in Appendix A is indicative of the role that a school administration 

plays in the future of a disabled child. The parents are unclear of their son’s status and 

are forced to seek outside help to assess Max and help determine where he fits into the 



114 
 

narrow structure of the education system, this could be directly related to how the social 

model relates to disability. This ambiguity is a common barrier felt by many educators 

and parents. So, the question arises: Is inclusion an effective mode for educating 

students with learning differences and at what cost? 

At this point in the storyline, Max’s parents seem to be given only one 

alternative—to send Max to a costly specialized school called Footpath Elementary. As 

white, middle-class, educated individuals, they are fortunate enough to be able to 

consider this option for their son. However, the school has an extremely long waiting 

list and with the uncertainty about whether he will get in with such short notice, the 

parents feel a great deal of anxiety about their son’s future. This fictional situation is 

reflective of the real role that powerful institutions fail to play with respect to special 

needs education. A “proper” diagnosis is needed for services, which the parents must 

often seek out on their own and assume financial responsibility for; and after the 

diagnosis, it is the parent’s responsibility to find a facility that best suits the needs of 

his/her child. Finally, a school has to be willing to accept the child into its structure 

(Smith & Tyler, 2009).  

The overarching ideology of the school system can be related to the scene in 

Parenthood that focuses on the choice Max’s parents must make regarding his 

schooling, which can be understood through Gramsci’s (1971) theories regarding 

schooling and education. Briefly, Gramsci’s views on education are still at the center of 

the educational debate today with respect to the relationships between education and 

class, vocationalism, and the ideology of the “comprehensive” school. Gramsci 

described schools as socially driven institutions with their own characteristics and set of 
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guidelines based on the social group that administers them. Schools are “intended to 

perpetuate a specific traditional function, ruling or subordinate” (p. 40). Gramsci’s 

theories on education have also influenced the research on conventional schooling and 

education through the work of Giroux (2001), Sandlin (2011), Kincheloe (2008) and 

McLaren (2006).  

In this scene (see Appendix A, Parenthood, Scene 6 “The Role of 

Education/Educators”), Max’s parents are speaking to the principal in charge of 

Footpath Elementary School. They are desperate to get their son into this school and are 

pleading with the administrator to allow him in.  

In a made-for-television moment, the phone call and answer they have been 

waiting for comes to fruition and the family optimistically celebrates the acceptance of 

Max into an institution equipped to deal with his autism spectrum disorder. This 

moment of triumph emphasizes the intolerance of the public system regarding students 

living with disabilities and alludes to the difficulties that families often face when trying 

to find the right school for their child/children (see Appendix A, Parenthood, Scene 7 

“The Role of Education/Educators”).  

While Parenthood deals primarily with Max’s intellectual disability—his autism 

spectrum disorder—and his family’s attempt to find the proper schooling for him, Glee 

and Breaking Bad are driven by the physical disabilities (cerebral palsy and paralysis) 

of their characters. Although Glee includes Becky, a character with Downs syndrome, 

she is only in three episodes of the first season. Nothing is explained regarding her 

differences or what types of challenges she faces when attending a mainstream public 

school. She appears and while assumptions are made by her teachers regarding her 
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overall appearance and stature, they are dealt with in a safe manner by ignoring her 

differences. There are more significant links to Coach Sylvester and Becky in later 

seasons.  

In Season 1 of Glee, Episode 9 “Wheels” focuses on disability and the lack of 

adaptive equipment for individuals with physical difficulties. In this episode, the glee 

club is trying to raise money for a bus that can accommodate Arty’s wheelchair, so he 

can join the rest of club at their upcoming performance at the sectionals. This episode in 

particular is a stellar example of the types of situations with which the social model of 

disability is concerned (Clogston, 1990; Haller, 1995). Often people living with 

disabilities face hardships that are generated by the lack of support and access within 

certain public spaces (in this case, the need to find a special vehicle that could transport 

Arty to his performance with his peers), which lead to isolation and feelings of being a 

burden to others.   

In the beginning of the episode, Will (the glee club director) and Principal 

Figgins argue about the unfair nature of the school for not providing Arty with 

transportation to the event due to budget cuts. Many of Principal Figgins’ statements are 

ignorant and insensitive (see Appendix C, Glee, Scene 2 “The Role of 

Education/Educators”). 

             The inner turmoil and frustration that Arty must suffer from being in a 

wheelchair is a key theme developed throughout the episode. Arty expresses himself 

best through music and movement, and there is a powerful scene where he is on stage 

by himself, which represents how he internalizes his disability. Arty moves about on the 

stage while in his wheelchair, dancing to the music. The scene draws on the empathy of 
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the audience and is part of the dramatic arc that moves toward an understanding of 

differences between individuals utilizing wheelchairs due to paralysis or other situations 

to individuals who do not require or have not experienced using wheelchairs.  

During the episode, some of the glee club students use borrowed wheelchairs for 

a few days to gain a better of understanding of what it is like to be confined to a 

wheelchair. They experience the difficulties of reaching for things and have food 

thrown in their faces, but overall, they seem to adapt fairly well to their temporary 

situations, and act as though nothing much has changed.  

The glee club goes even further by putting together a “Handicapable Bus Bake 

Sale” to raise money for the adaptive bus for Arty. This is the scene in which Becky 

Jackson’s character is finally introduced. She joins the bake sale scene with Brittany, 

one of the glee club students who is perceived as having a low IQ, and plays the role of 

the dumb blonde not very aware of the world around her. The other students are 

surprised by Brittany’s comfort while walking through the crowded cafeteria with 

Becky, a young girl with Downs syndrome who is clearly different from the others. The 

students are confused, particularly Santana, one of the tough, popular, promiscuous girls 

at the school. Brittany comes across as unaware and unaffected by Becky’s syndrome, 

which helps to establish  an atmosphere of inclusion and a sense of belonging for Becky 

(see Appendix C, Glee, Scene 3 “The Role of Education/Educators”). 

While the majority of the “Wheels” episode deals with acceptance and 

understanding, some of its scenes contribute to negativity and stereotyping. Since the 

nature of Glee is at times farcical and blunt, many of its marginalized groups are not 

treated fairly. Everyone is a target at some point or another.  
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In Glee, Scene 4 “The Role of Education/Educators” (see Appendix C), the 

educators and administration are discussing the positive actions taken by the glee club 

students to raise money and awareness for their peers with disabilities. However, Sue 

Sylvester, the strong willed cheerleading coach, is not impressed and makes some very 

insensitive comments about the time being wasted on this cause. In the formulaic 

tradition of television, “good” and “bad” characters are developed, so the audience is 

able to root for the “good guy.” The remarks that Sylvester makes are so extreme that 

her words become nonsensical when contrasted with the attempts the episode makes at 

being inclusive through the constructive actions taken by the glee club students. 

Nevertheless, overall, the episode divides the educators and the students (excluding 

Will Schuster, the glee club director, who is trying to encourage the students and 

advocate for them). Whereas the students make the effort to raise money for Arty’s bus, 

the administration tries to undermine their efforts. The dynamic being played out 

portrays the students as the compassionate group and the educators as insensitive and 

uncaring with no regard to the progress made regarding disability over the last 20 years 

(e.g., Americans With Disabilities Act of 1990). 

  Sue Sylvester—the sarcastic, demeaning cheerleading coach—runs auditions 

alongside Will Schuster, who is known for being fair and balanced with his students 

(see Appendix C, Glee, Scene 4 cont. “The Role of Education/Educators”). The purpose 

of the audition is to find students who want to join the cheerleading squad. Throughout 

the scene, Sue is incredibly blunt and critical of all the students who are auditioning, 

until Becky Jackson enters the scene with a jump rope. Will begs Sue to “be nice” and 

to give Becky a fair chance as she puts herself out there.   
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In general, this scene featuring Becky is laced with many different meanings. 

The audience knows Becky has Downs syndrome by the way she appears physically 

and her struggles with the jumps and overall routine. However, the fears that Will (and 

the viewing audience) may have that Sue will dismiss Becky and treat her more harshly 

because of her disability are relinquished when she picks her to be on the team with 

other able-bodied students. Although this unexpected shift in attitude from Sue 

Sylvester may leave the audience questioning her intentions, it also turns the scene into 

a positive and optimistic movement Toward Inclusion And Equality. 

Building Towards Inclusion  

In an interesting turn of events, before Becky makes the cheerleading squad, she 

is shown practicing with Sue (see Appendix C, Glee, Scene 5 “Building Towards 

Inclusion”). She has a jump rope in her hand and is struggling with the movements. Sue 

is berating Becky, the way she would any student at the school. As Will looks on, he is 

disgruntled and upset about how Sue is speaking to Becky’s disability. Sue explains to 

Will that her treatment of Becky is no different than how she would treat any other 

student and that Will’s statement about her being “different” is exactly the problem with 

how society treats individuals with disabilities.  

Later in the episode, we learn that Sue has a personal connection to Downs 

syndrome. Her older sister, who is in an assisted living home, has Downs syndrome, 

and Sue looks up to her and admires her greatly. In general, the “Wheels” episode was 

pivotal to the first season because of how it took on the following controversial 

themes—inclusion, empathy for others, portrayals of disability, role of educators with 

respect to disability, stereotyping, and discrimination.  
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Acceptance, Tolerance, Inclusion 

Although the “Wheels” episode centers on Arty’s disability, his character is 

finally given a platform for growth. Arty begins to have a romantic relationship, and his 

peers gain a sense of awareness about what it’s like for him to be confined to a 

wheelchair day after day. Nevertheless, disabled viewers in the audience may question 

the “truthfulness” of the episode, and Glee in general, because Arty’s character—

paralyzed from the waist down and restricted to a wheelchair—is played by an able-

bodied actor, which perpetuates the stereotype of disabled actors not being hired to play 

major television roles because of their limitations.  

On the other hand, this episode also introduces Becky Jackson’s character (a real 

person with Downs syndrome playing the role), which brings authenticity to the show. 

Although there is not much explanation about how her character fits into the overall 

trajectory of the school, the producers are trying to take a well-rounded approach 

toward inclusion and acceptance.  

Building Relationships 

As the episode continues, Arty’s character grows more and more. He is given 

the task of choreographing a dance number with wheelchairs, and he begins to have a 

romantic connection with Tina, another glee club member who has her own insecurities 

and perceived difficulties (stuttering). It is unclear whether Tina and Arty are 

connecting because they are dealing with their different adversities, or if they are 

genuinely attracted to one another. Arty wants to make it apparent that his physical 

disability does not impede his ability to be sexually active. Just because he is paralyzed 
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from the waist down, he still has use of his penis. The episode attempts to explore his 

“normal” wants and desires towards other girls his age.  

In Glee, Scene 6 “Building Relationships” (see Appendix C), the dialogue 

between Arty and Tina about their feelings towards one another and Arty’s ability to 

teach a dance routine to the other students are attempts to teach empathy for and 

understanding about how difficult it is to manipulate a wheelchair and to be part of the 

mainstream school culture.  

The theme of building relationships attempts to portray disability in a positive 

light, with an emphasis on the inclusive attitudes of the students. The romantic 

relationship between Arty and Tina is used to show how characters with differences due 

to disability can take on a central role in the life of a mainstream school and to display 

the everyday difficulties and situations that the “typical” high school teenager faces on a 

daily basis. Scene 6 has many characteristics that are the concern of both the medical 

model and social model (Clogston, 1990; Haller, 1995) of disability.  Arty’s concern 

with his paralysis from the waist down and his apprehension about his ability to perform 

sexually with a partner is within the purview of medical model. The social model of 

disability can be used to better understand the barriers that make it difficult for Arty to 

participate in certain situations at the school, which make him feel isolated and distant. 

The acknowledgment of the bond between Arty and Tina helps the storyline to become 

relatable and meaningful to an audience.  

Misusing Disability for the Purposes of Gaining 

In Scene 6, the audience is made aware that Tina has a stutter and that the other 

students are beginning to notice the extra attention and privileges that are gained by 
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exploiting their temporary confinement to a wheelchair. Although it seems that Tina 

and Arty are connecting, as a result of their differences (paralysis and stuttering), later 

the audience learns (see Appendix C, Glee, Scene 7 “Misusing Disability for the 

Purposes of Gaining”) that Tina was faking her stutter the whole time in an attempt to 

get attention and empathy from others.  

In another scene from the episode “Wheels,” involves faking or misusing 

disability, Finn, one of the jocks, uses his wheelchair to obtain a job that previously was 

unavailable to him. When another glee club member learns of this, she takes the 

initiative to go into the restaurant with Finn in his wheelchair and angrily express her 

disappointment that the restaurant is not being fair to “handicapable” Finn.  

The dialogue picks up in the middle of a scene already in progress (see Appendix C, 

Glee, Scene 8 “Misusing Disability for the Purposes of Gaining”). The social model of 

disability can be used to understand their significance (Clogston, 1990; Haller, 1995). 

In Glee, Scene 8 “Misusing Disability for the Purposes of Gaining”	  (see 

Appendix C), disability is represented negatively when Puck, another jock, explains to 

the other students in the glee club how he managed to get access to medicinal marijuana 

from Sandy Ryerson, a teacher. Puck tells Ryerson that he injured his spinal cord as a 

result of a shark attack at an aquarium. Feeling great empathy for him and his 

“disability,” Ryerson passes on the marijuana to him without blinking an eye. This is an 

obvious slapstick made-for-TV moment.  

After viewing this scene, it is clear that Puck’s character is turning a physical 

disability into a punch line. The scene is meant to be comedic and show the dark, 

thoughtless side of Puck’s character. The seriousness and emotional distress associated 
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with a spinal cord injury is not the meant to be the focus; rather, it is turned into 

something playful. Puck’s character wants to obtain marijuana, and so he fakes a major 

injury, and Ryerson fails to respond as a responsible educator. Ryerson plays into the 

stereotypical attitude discussed by the social model of disability (Clogston, 1990; Haller, 

1995) of feeling sorry for Puck because of his disability (which the audience knows is 

fake). 

In a final scene in “Wheels” (see Appendix C, Glee, Scene 9 “Misusing 

Disability for the Purposes of Gaining”) relating to the misuse of disability to gain 

something, Tina goes out on a date with Arty. Initially, they connect because Tina has a 

“stutter” and Arty feels comfortable around her. However, after their first date, Tina 

admits to Arty that she has been faking her stutter since the sixth grade because she 

wanted to get out of a speech assignment. Arty is extremely disappointed and 

automatically retreats from Tina’s explanation as to why she felt the need to fake 

stuttering for so long. After hearing Tina’s apology, Arty makes a critical statement: “I 

am too… I am sorry that you get to be normal and I am stuck in this chair for the rest of 

my life. And that’s not something I can fake.” Once again, Arty’s statement 

acknowledges the difficulties of being bound to a wheelchair and feeling a constant 

sense of disconnection from others. The behaviour of some of the able-bodied 

characters who used their wheelchairs to learn a life lesson but took  advantage of their 

situation demonstrates a lack of compassion and selfishness in order to gain. 

Nevertheless, the Baudrillardian notion of hyperreality also haunts these multi-layered 

interpretations, since, of course, Arty, in real life, is not in a wheelchair.  
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Breaking Bad also features scenarios in which disability is misused or is used 

for the purposes of gaining empathy from others. Similar to Glee, a character with a 

disability uses it to gain things because he is visibly different (wheelchair, crutches, 

etc.) In Season 1, Episode 5 “Gray Matter”, Walt Jr.’s frustration towards his father 

grows more profound. The audience learns that Walt Senior is refusing treatment for his 

cancer and has grown distant from his family. As Walt Jr. tries to cope with his family’s 

situation and make some sense of his life, he resorts to behaviors typical of a teenager 

who is acting out.   

In Breaking Bad, Scene 2 “Misusing Disability for the Purposes of Gaining” 

(see Appendix B), Walt Jr. is outside of a convenience store with two other boys. He is 

visibly disabled, using his crutches for support, while the other boys have no visible 

disability. They all seem to be friends. The three are trying to score alcohol from a store 

patron who is willing to take their money and buy them the drinks. When the group 

finally finds the person they think will get them the alcohol, they ask Jr. to approach 

him. When Jr. asks why he should be the one, another boy replies, “Give me the 

crutches, I’ll do it.” Clearly, Walt Jr. is the person who would gain the most compassion 

from an older person in a position to buy them illegal liquor. Since Walt Jr. wants to 

look cool, he makes the move towards asking the customer, and subsequently gets 

caught for possessing alcohol while underage.  

In this scene, Walt Jr.’s disability is glorified for the purposes of gaining alcohol. 

Although teenagers have a tendency to display adverse types of behaviour toward one 

another in times of distress, the viewer is left questioning the motives of the friendship 

between the boys. When faced with disciplinary measures after the police catch Walt Jr., 
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the boys seem to abandon their friendship with him, Many aspects of this scene 

perpetuate the stereotypes regarding the relationships between the characters with a 

disability and those without. Is Walt Jr.’s friendship with the other boys based on their 

pitying him and wanting to use his visible physical differences to obtain illegal 

substances or do they have common interests and respect for one another?       

 

Additional Critical Scenes Featuring Disability  

Although it is apparent from Episode 1 that Walt Jr. is physically disabled (he 

walks with crutches and has some speech impediments), it never becomes the main 

topic of conversation. Even when Skylar, Walt Jr.’s mom, is pregnant, the storyline 

doesn’t mention of the possibility of the new baby having cerebral palsy, which to this 

viewer, seems somewhat unrealistic.   

Many pivotal familial moments occur between Walt Senior and Walt Jr. before 

the father becomes a chemist turned methamphetamine producer. Walt Senior deals 

with his bleak cancer diagnosis and grows more and more hopeless and depressed. 

During a scene in Season 1, Episode 5 “Gray Matter” (see Appendix B,	  Breaking Bad, 

Scene 3 “Critical Scenes Featuring Disability”), a family intervention is staged to figure 

out why Walt is refusing to chemotherapy to fight his cancer. The characters featured 

are Skylar, Walt Jr., Hank and Marie (Walt’s very involved brother- and sister-in-law). 

Walt Jr. steps in as the voice of reason, comparing his day-to-day struggles with 

cerebral palsy as something he and his family have overcome together. He specifically 

mentions his family’s strength in sticking by him and never giving up (explicitly 

referring to his crutches). The scene between family members plays out as Walt Jr. 
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expresses his frustration with his father for chickening out of taking the chemotherapy; 

he reminds his father that he has no choice and needs to work with the situation with 

which he has been dealt—cancer.  

This scene attempts to balance the hardships faced by Walt Senior due to his 

cancer diagnosis with what Walt Jr. has faced since birth, thus personifying the positive 

aspects of a family joining together to create a better environment for their son and 

instill a positive outlook when faced with a challenging situation. These moments in 

Breaking Bad illustrate that Walt Jr.’s character has an awareness of and a strength to 

overcome his disability. He is not defeated by the physical difficulties often associated 

with cerebral palsy.  

Conclusion 

This thematic analysis has been used to investigate the three programs chosen 

for the present study with respect to their representations of youth with disabilities. It is 

a tool used to code for the purposes of qualitative research. “In providing access to 

discoveries and insights generated through qualitative methods, thematic analysis 

expands the possible audience for the communication and dissemination of ideas and 

results.”(Boyatz, 1998, vii) Through color-coding and organization of topics, many 

recurrent themes emerged dealing with disability, stereotypes, relationships (parental 

and peer), and education. From the analysis, I found that some of the themes overlapped 

and some stood on their own and have expanded on what has been discussed in Chapter 

5, contextualizing the content analysis and enriching the body of research. The next 

chapter summarizes and discusses the content studied and in more explicit detail. The 

themes that will be addressed more closely are:  
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• Bullying/stereotyping  

• How education and educators are implemented in identity construction of 

individuals with disability  

• Seeking help, intelligence and diagnosis  

• Building relationships and inclusion  

• Misuse of disability for the purposes of gaining, the disabled actor vs. the non-

disabled actor playing the role. 

The analysis will be grounded with methodological support from theorists like Hall 

(1996) and Baudrillard (1995) in order to enrich the text and basis for research of this 

topic.  
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Chapter 7: Discussion of Content Analyzed 

The purpose of this study was to examine the various themes related to disability, 

particularly youth with disability, in three TV series—Glee, Parenthood, and Breaking 

Bad—so to get a better sense of how these popular television programs include this 

population in their repertoire. This work builds upon previous research in the field of 

disability, media, and critical youth studies.  

I chose to examine the representations of youth living with disabilities in three 

prime time television programs on two major networks (NBC, Fox) and one cable 

network (AMC). Specifically, I looked at episodes featured in season one, each an hour 

long. Through a thematic analysis, I found major themes related to the depictions of 

contemporary disability in these dramas. I decided whether a pattern was a theme based 

on its frequency and relevance to disability as it exists in the educational environment of 

the high schools of these programs. For example, was disability depicted inclusively? 

Are the images used to represent disability stereotypical? Is bullying involved in these 

representations, and if so, is it physical or emotional? Are the educators and schools 

integrated into the lives of the disabled characters and how are they portrayed? These 

are the types of questions that started to form as I became more immersed in the 

examining the shows. I also found that these were the topics most widely discussed in 

the media on news programs and on social networking sites (i.e., Twitter, Facebook).   

The first of the major themes focused on the bullying and stereotyping present in 

all three shows, which were depictions of situations involving disabled adolescents.  

Briefly, the American Psychological Association (APA) (2014) defines bullying as 

“aggressive behaviour that is intended to cause distress or harm, involves an imbalance 
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of power or strength between the aggressor and the victim, and occurs repeatedly over 

time. Bullying may take many forms, including physical, verbal, relational and 

cyber”(Bullying and School Climate section, para. 1). The APA also pinpoints specific 

types of groups that are more bullied then others, and individuals living with disability 

(physical or emotional) are amongst the most targeted.  Keeping this in mind, below I 

list the subthemes that emerged from the 3 shows I examined. Using Hall’s (2006) 

encoding/decoding theory, I found that an overarching emotional tone of dominance 

and masculinity was being developed through the codes used to portray the characters 

doing the bullying: “Moreover, they emerge within the play of specific modalities of 

power, and thus are more the marking of difference and exclusion, than they are the 

sign of an identical naturally constituted unity” (Hall, 1996, p. 4). The theme types—

academic, emotional, and physical—have been decoded to reveal the power struggles 

and representations of the other. I include the more explicit subthemes by show and 

group them together according to their relationship to the central themes, since they are 

the fundamental basis for decoding the relationships between disability and bullying.   

The bullying subthemes in the three shows are as follows: Parenthood—internal 

struggle, emotional bullying, behavioral problems, role of teacher, emotional denial, 

role of mother/wife (femininity), patriarch/role of gender (masculinity), educational 

institutions; Breaking Bad—visible disability portrayed, relating to others, requiring 

assistance from others, emotional angst, internal struggle, stereotyping, emotional 

acceptance, empathy from others; and Glee—discrimination, peer’s insensitivity, 

helplessness, needs rescuing, demeaning, confidence building.  
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The one common thread in each of the bullying subthemes is the internal 

struggle of the character being bullied. Their sense of helplessness and emotional angst 

is visible through their facial expressions and body language. Arty (Glee) and Walt Jr. 

(Breaking Bad) who have visible disabilities for which they are being ridiculed, share a 

common experience. Both characters are assisted by an able bodied third party who 

helps them get out of their toxic situation. A peer from the glee club helps Arty, and 

Walt Jr. is helped by his father. In Parenthood, Max has no visible signs of disability 

but displays behaviour that causes his peers to react negatively toward him. All three 

shows clearly articulate the effect bullying has on the ability of these characters living 

with disability to develop peer relationships and to feel secure and confident.  

Another common theme in these shows is the role played by education and 

educators in the problems faced by disabled individuals. The subthemes are: 

Parenthood—educational institutions, patriarch/role of gender (masculinity), role of 

mother/wife (femininity), emotional denial, questions of education, seeking help; 

Glee— role of educator, administration, negative view of disability, stereotyping, 

discrimination, integration, visible disability portrayed, helplessness, insensitivity, 

submitting to negativity. As the bullying themes from Parenthood, Breaking Bad and 

Glee mentioned above are decoded and analyzed more closely, patterns of the “other” 

begin to appear more clearly, which can be understood in the context of Hall's (1996, 

2000) theory regarding the representation and the construction of identities:  

Precisely, because identities are constructed within, not outside, discourse, we 

need to understand them as produced in specific historical and institutional sites 

within specific discursive formations and practices, by specific enunciative 
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strategies. Moreover, they emerge within the play of specific modalities of 

power, and thus are the sign of identical, naturally constructed unity—an 

‘identity,’ in its traditional meaning (that is, an all inclusive sameness, seamless 

without internal differentiation).  (p. 17) 

 In essence, the identity of the other is constructed on an association with anything 

outside of the norm: “Identities are constructed through, not outside of difference” 

(Hall, 2000, p. 17). Thus, as I mapped out the constructions of identity, I began to see 

the importance of the reactions of parents, educators, peers, and other family members 

towards these young people living with disability in the educational environments of the 

three programs.  

            In both Parenthood and Glee, the characters Max and Arty are not only being 

mistreated by their peers, but at times, the school administration is responsible for the 

injustices in the school. In Parenthood, the principal alerts Max’s parents that she does 

not feel that their school is the right fit for Max based on the behaviors he has displayed 

and that he needs to be assessed. In Glee, the school does not have the proper 

accommodations for Arty and his wheelchair, and so a concerned teacher approaches 

the principal to request that something be done to rectify this problem. According to the 

principal, due to lack of funds, proper ramps cannot be provided for Arty to comfortably 

access certain areas of the school, and more importantly, to ride on the bus with the 

other students in the glee club.  

This theme also represents the way that the educators in Glee (Will, Sue, and 

Sylvester) and Parenthood (principal, teacher) can impact the future of a student living 

with disability. In Glee, Arty has a personal connection with Will, a connection that 
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cultivates advocacy for Arty and his condition. Sue Sylvester’s relationship with Becky 

Jackson also stems from a personal connection (the connection she has with her older 

sister who has Down syndrome), which leads to inclusion and tolerance. 

In Parenthood, on the other hand, Max’s behavioral difficulties and learning 

differences create an environment for which the educators are not equipped to respond 

appropriately. Therefore, they play a significant part in evicting Max from his current 

school, but little in the way of support to help him find a school better suited to deal 

with his autistic spectrum disorder.   

Another theme falling under the umbrella of education—seeking help, 

intelligence, diagnosis—once again deals with the issue of displacement and feelings of 

uncertainty in regard to where a disabled student could be best educated. This theme 

emerges primarily in Parenthood, but it was an important one to include because it 

raises many important concerns related to the education of those students living with 

disability. The subthemes were: seeking help, behavioral problems, relating to others, 

role of mother/wife (femininity), patriarch/role of gender, disability mentioned, 

questions of intelligence, questions of education, emotional acceptance, parents: 

emotional angst, parental conflict.  

Human differences and displacement are areas discussed by Hall (1997) as 

signifiers, related to social constructions of language. As individuals are classified and 

grouped together into various molds, they are acting upon society’s need to create order 

and a sense of positionality and dominance (Hiles, 2006; Hall, 1997). Placement of 

individuals living with disability into alternative schools and classrooms creates the 

divide between ability and dis-ability, once again emphasizing the importance that the 
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social model of disability brings to the overall analysis of characterizing youth with 

disability on television (Oliver, 1990; Shapiro, 1993; Shakespeare and Watson, 1997;). 

It is important to note, that the social construction of differences is not something 

permanently set in place as conditions change over time, circumstance and 

understanding. Thus, Max’s diagnosis of autistic spectrum disorder leaves him 

vulnerable to its many negative connotations. His parents are unsure where to turn for 

help and are forced to go outside the mainstream school system to figure out the best 

course of action for their son’s future.    

The third theme running through all three shows is inclusion and the building of 

relationships between the disabled characters and their “able” bodied peers. All three 

shows explored this theme in different forms. In addition, the subthemes overlap to 

some extent with the themes that focus on the role of education and educational 

institutions. In Glee, the character Becky Jackson is played by an actress who has 

Downs syndrome. The topic of inclusion is best exhibited during the scene where Becky 

is trying out for the cheerleading squad. She does not receive special treatment from the 

coach, which at first upsets one of the teachers sitting in on the auditions. The teacher’s 

initial reaction is that the coach is insensitive and unfeeling, but the audience later 

learns that the coach has a sister also living with Downs syndrome, who she adores and 

looks up to. Glee never addresses Becky’s Downs syndrome as a negative thing nor 

does it go into any depth as to how living with Downs syndrome in a mainstream school 

may affect her ability to fit in or learn.  

In Parenthood, Max is included in the mainstream high school until he is 

assessed for his behavioral difficulties. This inclusion is short lived, since Max is 
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subsequently transferred to an alternative school for students with autism spectrum 

disorder. Before Max transfers to the alternative school, he is ridiculed and bullied by 

the other students in his school. His teachers are unable to deal with his behaviour, and 

his learning differences are not addressed appropriately. 

In Breaking Bad, Walt Jr. attends a mainstream school and has no known 

learning problems. Due to his cerebral palsy, he must walk with crutches, and he has 

some facial disfigurement when he speaks. The show provides little discussion about 

his disability, except for one scene in which his family is meeting to talk about his 

father’s cancer diagnosis. Other than that, Walt Jr.’s character has an inclusive role in 

the show where his disability is not the main focus.  

 As the subthemes are listed through the emergence of fourth theme, misuse of 

disability for the purposes of gaining, the theoretical model of social disability as well 

as Hall’s (2006) encoding/decoding theory are noted. In Glee and Breaking Bad , the 

theme can be broken down into the following subthemes: Glee—role of educator, 

misusing disability, educating (teachable moments); Breaking Bad—visible disability 

portrayed, sense of belonging, acceptance from peers, stereotyping, demeaning, 

inauthentic peers, power struggle. The students/peers of the characters with disability 

are seemingly unaware of what it is like to live with a disability whether it be physical 

or emotional. The treatment of disability as a disease and or an impairment still runs 

rampant in the way it is socially constructed or addressed. Disability rights activists are 

still working hard to break the cycle of misrepresentation and mistreatment of 

individuals living with disability (Charlton, 2000; Stone, 1997). In both the episodes 
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deconstructed, disability is glorified and misused for the benefit of able-bodied 

individuals. Wasserman, Asch, Blustein, and Putnam (2013) argue that:  

Most nondisabled people, after all, are not told that they are inspirations simply 

for giving the correct change at the drugstore. Perhaps there would not even be a 

“disability experience” in a world without the daily indignities, barriers, and 

prejudices that characterize life with disability almost anywhere. (Disability: 

Definitions, Models, Experience section, Para 30) 

The distinction between disabled and able bodied individuals is more noticeable in the 

episodes discussed in the following paragraphs, since a certain dimension of power and 

authority colour the actions of the characters who misuse disability for their own benefit.  

In Glee, the students in the glee club decide to come together in the episode 

“Wheels” to help raise money for a wheelchair friendly bus that would allow Arty to 

ride to the sectionals with his fellow classmates, instead of traveling separately. Will, 

the glee club teacher, attempts to make this a teachable moment, instructing his students 

to try getting around in a wheelchair for a week to get a sense of what Arty goes 

through on a daily basis. This episode addresses the issue of inaccessibility in public 

space. Finn takes advantage of being temporarily in a wheelchair when he demands a 

job that was not available to him as an able bodied person; he uses the wheelchair as a 

ploy to get the manager to agree to hire him, exploiting his temporary handicap to gain 

a job and empathy from others.  

In the same episode, a similar situation occurs when the character Puck fakes a 

spinal cord injury and uses his wheelchair to get medical marijuana from a teacher. 

Once again, this behaviour takes advantage of people’s positive compassion so as to 
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benefit from a temporary disability.  

 The theme focused on building relationships ties in with the misuse of disability 

theme. Once again, Glee presents an able bodied student who fakes a disability to get 

attention. The character Tina fakes a stutter to push others away so they won’t judge her 

for being a “weird” person. Yet, her fake stutter gives some of her peers an excuse to 

make fun of her.    

 In Breaking Bad, Walt Jr. is standing outside of a convenience store with two 

“friends.” The boys are underage and scoping out a willing adult to buy them alcohol. 

As the boys are repeatedly turned down, Walt Jr.’s visible crutches become a potential 

source of gaining sympathy. The boys seek to misuse Jr.’s disability as their source of 

power to obtain their desired outcome. When one of the store patrons tricks them into 

thinking he is on board, but is really an undercover police officer, the able bodied boys 

let Walt Jr. take the fall, not caring about what might happen to him.  

 In both Glee and Breaking Bad, the misuse of disability for the purposes of 

gaining, exposes the many injustices towards disabled individuals who do not have the 

luxury of turning their disability on and off.  

Another aspect that warrants mentioning is the issue of a disabled actor versus a 

non-disabled actor playing the characters in these three shows, and the degree of 

attention paid to the actual disability of these characters. In Baudrillardian terms this is 

the non-real becoming the real. For example, in Glee, Kevin McHale, an able bodied 

actor, plays Arty, a paralyzed, wheelchair-bound student whose disability is featured in 

many of the storylines surrounding his character, making it the central focus of what he 

represents on the show. Also on Glee, the character Becky, on the other hand, is played 
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by actress Lauren Potter, who clearly has Downs syndrome. However, an actual 

discussion about her disability and what it entails never comes up as an issue or 

difficulty on the show. She represents a disability based purely on her physical 

appearance. In Breaking Bad, the actor R. J. Mitte, who plays Walt Jr., has a mild form 

of cerebral palsy in real life, but for the purposes of characterization, he exaggerates his 

disability to the degree that he needs crutches and has a more pronounced speech 

impediment. During the course of the show, Walt Jr.’s character’s disability is largely 

ignored—only the pilot episode directly represents it when Walt Jr. is made fun of in 

the dressing room of a clothing store while being accompanied by his parents. Finally, 

the character Max on Parenthood played by actor Max Burkholder is represented as 

having autistic spectrum disorder. Max Burkholder does not actually have this disorder, 

yet the storyline surrounding Max’s character primarily deals with his disability and the 

effect it has on his family and education. A great irony is revealed when this 

observation is considered in the wake of Baudrillard’s (1995) theory of “hyperreality.” 

That a non-disabled actor is portraying disability as the central theme of his character 

and that his storyline is mainly focused on disability is a kind of hyperreality. On the 

other hand, the actors that are actually living with disability are not pressed to 

emphasize their disability on their respective shows— their disabilities are downplayed 

or brushed over. This state of affairs encourages the audience to believe that the non-

real disabled are the real disabled and confuses the distinction between a character 

playing a made up role of disability for the purposes of television with authentic 

disability. Baudrillard discusses “maps” and how individuals map out television, film 

and other media are more realistic then real life. The characters featured on a television 
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show become our friends and family and are thus copies of our real selves (Baudrillard, 

1981/1994). He goes on to say it is, “now impossible to isolate the process of the real, 

or to prove the real” (Baudrillard, 1981/1994, p.21). From the perspective of including 

characters with disability on contemporary television, Baudrillard’s interpretation of 

reality and how representation is implemented in these false ideologies is critical in 

understanding the impact that images and semiotics has on individuals.  

In Appendix E, I have included short interviews with the actors portraying Walt 

Jr. (Breaking Bad), Becky (Glee), and Max (Parenthood) to enrichen or complicate the 

notions of reality and simulation as described by Baudrillard. Each actor mentions his or 

her disability in regards to the show and how they perceive the impact of playing their 

character. As part of a deeper analysis using bricolage, and keeping in mind authenticity, 

these interviews provide a glimpse into the process behind character development and 

portrayal. These interviews are a mix of able bodied and non-able bodied actors 

discussing their relationships with their characters and the significance of playing a 

character with disability on television. Including these interviews in the analysis 

provides some insight into whether these actors realized the impact of their characters 

on the representation of a marginalized group of people—for example, were their 

character portrayals simply caricatures, and if so, did they influence the self-image of 

those real people in the audience who are living with a disability? With respect to Hall’s 

(2006) encoding/decoding theory, the interviews help to contextualize the messages 

being delivered by the characters of the shows and interpreted by their audiences:   

Reality exists outside language, but it is constantly mediated by and through 

language: and what we can know and say has to be produced in and through dis-
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course. Discursive “knowledge” is the product not of the transparent 

representation of the “real” in language but of the articulation of language on 

real relations and conditions. (pp. 166–167) 

The interviews give the reader of this thesis a sense of how the actors interpret the 

language of disability and the responsibility of playing a character with a disability on a 

popular television program. 

It is significant to note, that in the three shows I analyzed, disability was not a 

mainstay of their storylines. This information is important to include because it 

highlights the fact that characters with disability are placed around the main, able-

bodied characters and while the characters with disability play a somewhat considerable 

role in the shows’ content, they are not central to the plot lines; they play supporting 

roles and are featured intermittently throughout season one.  

Limitations of Particularizing a Study 

While conducting any type of study, limitations will arise, and one of the first 

drawbacks I encountered was my limited ability to make a general assumption about the 

quality of the three shows I examined because my focus was specific to youth with 

disability (ages 9–18 years). For the purposes of time and continuity, I only examined 

the content of the first season of each show; therefore, the storylines in subsequent 

seasons featuring those characters living with disability are not included in this analysis. 

The main purpose of this study is to provide a substantial overview of the overarching 

themes, messages, and representations of youth living with disability on television. This 

study also delves deeper into how television transmits messages about disability during 

a short period of time (a season lasting a few months), which gives the audience a brief, 
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albeit ample, look at disability and the many issues that arise for young individuals 

(ages 9–18) living with disability. The television programs I chose were hour-long 

dramas with the exception of Glee, which is considered a musical comedy-drama. My 

focus on youth with disability eliminated other television programs with characters in 

different age ranges living with disability.  

The popular genre of reality television was not included in this study, which 

could be considered a limitation in that it ignored some potentially important trends 

associated with real youth living with disability. For example, individuals on programs 

like Little People Big World, The Littlest Couple, and The Biggest Loser are living with 

disability and would be able to provide a more accurate and authentic view of living 

with disability on a daily basis. Future research could analyze the portrayal of disability 

across a wide variety of programming types, including depictions from other countries. 

Another aspect of future research that could be conducted is character development in 

the subsequent seasons of Glee, Parenthood, and Breaking Bad. It is imperative to note 

that a global view of disability is not a stated goal of qualitative research, which seeks 

instead to provide an in-depth analysis of a situation. This study does not intend to 

provide a generalized understanding of how disability is portrayed on television; rather, 

it provides an analysis of how youth with disability are presented at one distinct point in 

time in one popular genre of TV shows. 
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Conclusion 

My analysis of the content of the three shows looked at who, what, and how 

much disability was represented in popular media. Using theoretical frameworks from 

Hall (1997, 2006), Baudrillard (1994), Oliver, (1990), Shakespeare (1999) and other 

pioneers in cultural and critical disability studies in education I was able to navigate 

some of the social and cultural nuances found within representation and perception of 

individuals featured with disability on television. It was crucial for me to analyze these 

representations of disability on television that is so often misjudged and misrepresented 

in the media. This study is important at a time when so much of how we identify 

ourselves comes from the images we see on television and other forms of media.  

The current study identified multiple themes and character-driven situations 

related to disability on three popular prime-time television programs. By doing the 

analysis, it became clear that these representations of disabled youth are sending both 

positive and negative messages about their place in society. These messages are 

consistent with the difficulty producers and writers are faced with when attempting to 

fairly and accurately represent a marginalized group of individuals in the mainstream 

media. It is important to note that the television programs examined in this study are 

doing their best to highlight recurring issues like the ones described above. Perhaps 

these flawed representations are the most obvious forms of dealing with a subject matter 

as sensitive as disability in the mainstream, but at least some attempt is being made.  

Throughout this chapter I have outlined areas that deal directly with disability 

issues in a larger social-political-cultural context, which include: 

1) Types of disabilities represented 
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2) Bullying issues  

3) Decisions regarding education and schooling  

4) Inclusion, equity 

5)  Parental and administrative involvement  

These aspects as well as taking note of what types of actors (i.e. whether or not 

the actor is actually living with disability) are chosen to play the role of the 

featured disabled character have contributed to a topic that so often falls under 

the radar (Darke, 2004).  

 Mainstream television has come a long way from the days of the telethon. 

Although negative images of disability still exist in characters like the wheelchair-

bound Timmy with a speech impediment on South Park, a more concerted effort has 

been made to start a dialogue about disability and to represent youth living with 

disability. The inclusion of characters with various disabilities in mainstream television 

programs is a concerted effort to balance a usually marginalized group and illustrate a 

type of acceptance.  

In the concluding chapter, I will attempt to clarify the analysis of the television 

programs, Glee, Parenthood and Breaking Bad and discuss the connection this research 

has to CDSE and areas of critical youth studies in education. I will also look toward 

opportunities for future research and need for continued studies in this area.  

  



143 
 

Chapter 8: Findings and Implications for Critical Pedagogy 

 

This study was created to bring awareness to an important aspect of critical 

pedagogy in disability and media studies, acknowledging a void in the “big picture” and 

working to provoke a conversation.  Linton (1998) writes that disability studies is: 

A location and a means to think critically about disability, a juncture that can 

serve both academic discourse and social change. Disability studies provides the 

means to hold academics accountable for the veracity and the social 

consequences of their work, just as activism has served to hold the community, 

the education system, and the legislature accountable for disabled peoples 

compromised social position. (pp. 1–2) 

By examining how three selected television programs—Glee, Breaking Bad, and 

Parenthood—represent youth living with disability in an educational context, the 

present study offers some initial insight into the overwhelming impact that visual 

images, television, and popular culture has on our values and thus our everyday lives 

(Kellner, 1995). In part, the value of this study is its concern with connecting critical 

questions of justice and disability (e.g., how youth with disability are represented on 

mainstream television), the social context (television) that helps to produce our attitudes 

towards youth living with disability, and whether we are, or can become, critically 

conscious about the representations of disability that we consume while watching 

television programs focused on the representations of youth living with disability in an 

educational context (Kincheloe & Berry, 2004). 

With respect to critical pedagogy, I am specifically concerned with what 
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influences education from a media standpoint, how cultural norms are formulated, and 

what—over time—leads to unfair stereotypes or treatment of the disenfranchised in a 

harmful or unjust way (Freire, 1968).  

The Emerging Field of Disability Pedagogy 

As this study draws to a close, it is important to mention disability pedagogy, a 

relatively new area of study that goes deeper and looks more succinctly at disability as a 

social construct. Spring boarding from disability studies, it is rooted in social justice, 

politics, and other postmodern discourses (feminist, queer, race theory). Disability 

pedagogy is a field that is starting to be recognized as important and worthy of attention 

from academics. Although it is still emerging, it is more radical in nature then disability 

studies, since it seeks to be more critical and raises challenges to current positions and 

definitions existing in the field. As much as the social model of disability and the 

disability Acts of the 1990s raised awareness and started the discussion, disability 

pedagogy pushes to be more salient and eye opening.  To more clearly outline the 

differences between the medical and social models of disability and disability pedagogy, 

I have adapted a chart from the worldofinclusion.com (Rieser, 2014) that focuses 

specifically on a school setting: 
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Table 3: Medical and social model thinking in schools.  

Medical Model 

Thinking 

Social Model Thinking Disability Pedagogy 

Model Thinking 

Child is faulty Child is valued Child is approached 
through a critical pedagogy 
lens 

Diagnosis Strengths and needs defined by 

self and others 

Influenced by critical 

theory, feminism, queer 

theory, critical race theory 

Labeling Identify barriers and develop 

solutions 

Critiques social issues and 

injustices 

Impairment becomes 

focus of attention 

Outcome-based program 

designed 

Promotes closer 

relationships to critical 

pedagogy and is 

fundamental to social 

justice 

Assessment, monitoring, 

programs of therapy 

imposed 

Resources are made available 

to ordinary services 

Does not normalize or try 

to cure disability 

Segregation and 

alternative services 

Training for parents and 

professionals 

Discussions, deeper 

analysis 

Ordinary needs put on 

hold 

Relationships nurtured Seeks collaboration and 

unity 

Reentry if normal enough 

or permanent exclusion 

Diversity welcomed, child is 

included 

Embraces differences 

Society remains 

unchanged 

Society evolves Supports inclusion, 

activism and narratives to 

be shared and understood 
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Note: This table was adapted from a chart by R. Rieser available at 

www.worldofinclusion.com.   

The medical model of disability emphasizes the barriers and problems with 

various forms of disability, looking to cure rather than understand them. The social 

model seeks to encourage a more inclusive attitude towards disability by emphasizing 

the way that society often hinders individuals with disability from living independent 

and autonomous lives. Disability pedagogy takes its cues from the social model and the 

movement toward critical disability studies in education, but its true emphasis is on 

critical pedagogy, social justice, and postmodern philosophies of oppression and 

marginalization (Darder, Baltodano, & Torres, 2008).  

Difficult to define but crucial to discuss, much of what is being explored in 

disability pedagogy comes from a variety of sources. Nocella II (2008) draws from 

some of the more significant theorists: 

1. Disability pedagogy does not believe in normalizing or equalizing. What drives 

this notion is capitalism, and therefore, it stands firmly against this interpretation 

(Mclaren, 2005). 

2. The social construction of categories and labeling individuals because of their 

differences works against disability pedagogy; recognizing and accepting 

differences is at its core (Fulcher, 1999). 

3. The idea of inclusion (society and school) and providing access to individuals 

with disabilities and opportunities for them to use their voices and speak openly 

about their experiences is a major talking point in disability pedagogy (Ben-

Moshe, Cory, Feldbaum, & Sagendorf, 2007). 
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Disability pedagogy focuses on inclusion and recognizes the oppressive nature 

of labeling and situating individuals living with disability into types that leave them 

voiceless and repressed. Much of the stigmas of disabled individuals associated with 

stereotypical labels of weakness and dependency are perpetuated by the medical model 

of disability, which is still a major driving force behind these categorizations. Society’s 

ongoing attempt to try to “normalize” disabled individuals makes it difficult for those 

living with a disability to move beyond feelings of inequality (Pfeiffer, 2002). However, 

other theorists like Hughes (2002) are optimistic that in a postmodern society, 

differences and the concept of “otherness” will become more appreciated and a standard 

through which more positive portrayals of disability could be achieved.  

Another critical area of disability pedagogy is the notion of affect, which 

Hickey-Moody and Croeley (2012) suggest works at a “micro-political” level and is the 

starting point of social change. They go on to say that “[a]ffect can thus be considered 

an emerging point of intervention and analysis in education, pedagogy and schooling. It 

expresses the embodied experience of learning, the places in which we learn, the 

histories and desires we bring to learning” (p. 5). When considering affect within the 

framework of disability pedagogy/education, a shift in perception and preconceived 

differences is the hope and the goal. The onus is put on the student to become more 

aware that a body (physical) or mind (emotional/mental) does not function only in one 

way. According to Hickey-Moody and Croeley (2012): 

On one level, then, affect is the concept of taking something on, changing in 

relation to another experience or an encounter. On another level an affect is a 
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material entity: an aesthetic compound produced in relation to particular 

assemblages of space-time. (p. 5)  

Although this area is still developing, the fact that it is emerging and gaining so 

much strength in academia is a positive motivator for those of us who are interested in 

this growing field of study. Linton (1998) writes: 

Disability studies is a location and a means to think critically about disability, a 

juncture that can serve both academic discourse and social change. Disability 

studies provide the means to hold academics accountable for the veracity and the 

social consequences of their work, just as activism has served to hold the 

community, the education system, and the legislature accountable for disabled 

people’s compromised social position. (pp. 1–2) 

Linton’s argument supports moving forward, continuing to explore a field that 

was not taken seriously for so long, continuing to foster education and understanding, 

providing individuals with disability the opportunity to voice their concerns and be 

included in media and the arts, continuing to use media as a tool with which to learn and 

gain awareness, being advocates for those who are oppressed, and creating avenues for 

those who cannot fight for their rights to be heard, respected, and understood.   

 This study advocates using media as a way to acknowledge differences (ability, 

race, gender, sexual orientation, religious); it is a critical tool to educate and start a 

conversation particularly regarding disability education/pedagogy. Television is 

reflective of the current state of culture and society (Postman, 1985). When educators 

are able to refer to a study grounded in critical media and disability analysis, it can be a 

significant tool toward learning and understanding. An attempt to shift mindsets and 
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misconceptions must take fundamental steps to educate teachers constructively so that 

they in turn can implement the language for change. This shift must start at a micro 

level (teacher/administrative education) and build up to a macro level (educating 

students, parents) by giving a voice and opportunity for expression to individuals living 

with disability, and for disability pedagogues to share their experiences and knowledge 

(Ware, 2005/2009).  

Mainstream methodology has a strong tendency to disregard teachers. This 

study seeks to explore the usefulness of breaking down a concept like the representation 

of disability (youth specific) through mainstream television programs—which are 

highly influenced by popular culture—for the purposes of interpreting the social 

construction of differences. There have been many advancements of specific content 

that would make teaching in the area of disability education a kind of fundamental, 

tactile concept to raise awareness and understanding, and hopefully shift attitudes and 

perceptions. In a classroom setting, teaching disability critically is possible through 

carefully designed tasks that integrate the deconstruction of images, language, and 

content. By encouraging students and teachers to do careful analysis/decoding of 

disability in the media (television, film, literature, Internet, advertisements) and to look 

for the socio/political, dominant ideological, discouraging connotations found in the 

term  (dis)ability, a shift to a more constructive and better understood concept is the 

hoped for goal. 

Use of This Study in an Educational Context 

The quest to influence students to think more critically and become active 

citizens is a never-ending endeavour and a constantly shifting dynamic between teacher 
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and student (Giroux & MacLaren, 1996). In a new era of education that seeks to model 

positive, critical education, a focus on the impact of media on our lives (in the context 

of the present study, on the lives of those living with disability) is crucial (Steinberg, 

2011). Spotlighting representations of disability in the media through critical analysis, 

could engage students in a dialogue about a topic rarely addressed in the educational 

context:  

Such critical analysis engenders a healthy and creative scepticism on the part of 

students. It moves them to problem-pose, to be suspicious of neutrality claims in 

textbooks; it induces them to look askance at, for example, oil companies’ 

claims in their TV commercials that they are and have always been 

environmentally friendly organizations. (Kincheloe, Steinberg & Mclaren, 2011) 

As educators become more aware of the socio-political, psychological, historical, and 

economic factors that influence curriculum and teaching practices, the movement from 

“traditional” (Piaget, 1969) forms of teaching to more critically cognizant approaches 

will help to reshape the culture of the classroom. Ware (2005, 2009) suggests that:  

The literature emerging from disability studies, offers a way “in” to appeal to 

educators’ aesthetic sensibilities. This interdisciplinary critical genre draws from 

scholarship in history, literature, philosophy, anthropology, religion, medical 

history, and rhetoric to re-create a developed portrait of disabled people across 

history and cultures. (p. 103) 

The evolving relationship between the various disciplines gives critical disability 

studies in education an opportunity to be acknowledged in the classroom and allows for 

teacher/student learning to further expand as a work in progress in this developing field.   
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Through the use of critical media popular culture studies, educators could help 

students become more aware of their more “unconscious” attitudes towards disability. 

Since disability is now being featured on popular mainstream television programs, the 

conversation already has started. One of the most important aspects of educating 

students on differences and stereotypes is creating a level of trust and openness in the 

classroom environment, and a so a focus on a critical analysis of television programs 

popular with current students would help to achieve this goal.  

This study is influenced greatly by critical pedagogy and critical cultural theory 

which was discussed in Chapters Two and Three and is the foundation for the thematic 

analysis in my study. Drawing from the results of this analysis, I developed a table 

below that illustrates some of the gaps that still linger relating to mainstream television 

representations of youth living with disabilities, aspects that need further development, 

and current mainstream media representations that continue to perpetuate stereotypes 

and misconceptions of youth living with disabilities. The chart focuses on three topics 

of concern: positive attributes, emerging, and no change. Positive attributes refers to 

aspects that have developed and become more inclusive in their representations of youth 

with disability on mainstream television. Emerging refers to the aspects that have begun 

to evolve on mainstream television but are still in need of development and inclusion of 

disability. An example of this would be more actors living with disability being chosen 

to play characters with disability on television (e.g., Matt Fraser-American Horror Story 

and Peter Dinklage-Game of Thrones) 

No change refers to the aspects that are still not evolving and continue to 

perpetuate stereotypes and misconceptions.  



152 
 

  



153 
 

Table 4: Evolving attributes of disability on television. 

Youth With Disability Featured on Mainstream Television Attributes 

Positive Attributes Emerging No Change 

Three television programs 
(Glee, Breaking Bad, 
Parenthood) dramas and 
musical comedies feature 
characters with disability 

Primetime television 
programs (cable and 
broadcast) including 
characters with disability 
and differences 
(2009/2010) 

When these television 
programs end, what is the 
status of young characters 
with disability featured in 
the mainstream? 

Young characters featured 
(9–18 years of age) 

More characters with 
different types of disability 
are appearing on television 

Young characters with 
disability are limited in the 
amount of time they are 
featured in a storyline and 
are often misrepresented 

Storylines promote 
differences and focus on 
inclusion (including 
dance/singing routines on 
Glee-Arty Abrams) 

Storylines featuring 
characters with differences 

Characters with disability 
are in supporting roles  

Two actors out of the four 
actors/characters analyzed 
are living with disability 
(Glee-Becky Jackson, 
Breaking Bad- Walt Jr.) 

Actors hired to play roles 
with some form of 
disability 

Able bodied actors still 
hired to play principal roles 

Some of the issues that 
regard schooling and 
education for 
children/adolescents with 
learning differences is 
reflected (Parenthood-Max 
Braverman) 

Emphasis on Education Characters with disability 
are treated poorly, 
disrespected by 
administration, 
misunderstood and used as 
mascots (Glee-Becky 
Jackson) 

There is more of an effort 
being made to be more 
inclusive of differences  

Inclusive Schools are not equipped 
for disability, “access for 
all” 

Peer relationships are 
emphasized on Glee and 
there is a more cohesive 
group of individuals 
relating to one another 

Peer Relationships Relationships seem 
inauthentic at times. The 
characters with disability 
are often looked upon as 
outcasts only relatable to 
other outcasts (Glee-Arty 
Abrams, Breaking Bad-
Walt Jr.) 
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Disability is used to bring 
an awareness to issues like 
schools/buses not being 
wheel-chair accessible 
(Glee-Arty Abrams) 

Exploiting Disability In all 3 shows, disability is 
used as a means to gain 
things or poke fun at 
person/character (Glee-
Arty Abrams, Breaking 
Bad-Walt Jr., Parenthood-
Max Braverman) 

On Glee, Breaking Bad and 
Parenthood stereotypes are 
addressed and built around 
storylines attempting to 
deliver a message about 
misconceptions regarding 
Down Syndrome, paralysis 
resulting in the use of a 
wheel-chair, Autism 
Spectrum Disorder and 
Cerebral Palsy 

Using stereotypical 
references (bullying) 

Storylines are still 
stereotypical in nature 
(bullying, language used to 
discuss disability, exclusion 
of characters, social model 
still emphasized) 

 

Primetime television programs (cable and broadcast) including characters 

with disability and differences. Due to the approach of the social model of disability 

(Oliver, 1983) and the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, television programs on 

the two principal US broadcast television networks (NBC and Fox) and one cable 

network (AMC) have evolved their representations of youth living with disabilities in a 

more positive and inclusive direction with fewer stereotypes.  

Young characters featured (9–18). The seasons (Season 1, 2009–2010) and 

television programs (Glee, Breaking Bad, Parenthood) chosen for analysis for this 

study all feature characters with disability between the ages of 9–18 (youth). The focus 

on this age range was important, since it represents a specific group often left out of 

television series.  

Storylines featuring characters with differences. Even though the storylines 

of the three shows analyzed had disabled characters, these characters were not principal 
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characters. I consider these storylines representations of youth living disability to be 

emerging because they include both positive moments that glorify disability and 

negative moments that perpetuate stereotypes of disability. For example, in Glee, the 

inclusion of Arty in musical numbers using his wheelchair as a part of a group musical 

performance and his role as a lead singer were positive storylines. An example of a 

negative storyline would be a scene in Breaking Bad where Walt Jr. was bullied in a 

dressing room because of his cerebral palsy. 

Actors hired to play roles with some form of disability/Able bodied actors 

still hired to play principal roles. This attribute fell into both the emerging and no 

change categories featured on the chart. The roles of two out of the four characters 

looked at for this study are living with Downs syndrome (Becky, Glee) and cerebral 

palsy (Walt Jr., Breaking Bad), but the other two characters (Arty, Glee) and (Max, 

Parenthood) are played by able bodied actors.  

Emphasis on education. This attribute is emerging because of the nature of 

teachers and schools featured on the three programs. Glee most notably takes place in a 

school setting, and the role of educators is both positive and negative as they navigate 

the worlds of students with disability. Parenthood approaches education with questions 

and confusion regarding educational placement, and Breaking Bad minimally addresses 

education.  

Inclusive. The three shows studied represent inclusive mainstream educational 

environments for youth living with disability. However, in Parenthood, Max is removed 

from his mainstream school when his behaviour becomes disruptive to the status quo 
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and his parents are responsible for finding him a school specifically for students with 

autism spectrum disorder.  

Peer relationships. Peer relationships are emphasized mostly on Glee because it 

takes place primarily in a school. On Breaking Bad and Parenthood, the characters with 

disability are more secondary to the principal characters and storylines, so they are not 

featured as readily.  

Exploiting disability. All three shows exploit disability through storylines that 

feature bullying and manipulation of the disabled character.  

Using stereotypical references (bullying). Stereotypes are featured on all three 

programs. On Glee, it is implicit that the stereotypes should be addressed and turned 

into valuable lessons. Parenthood and Breaking Bad address issues of stereotyping 

through the parents of the characters with disability.  

This breakdown of the major attributes of the representations of disability on the 

three shows analyzed can serve as a stimulus for discussions and education on this topic. 

The idea is to engage students to think more in depth not just about the concept of 

disability in general but about disabled youth specifically. The push for a more 

pedagogically driven learning environment seeks to pose more questions, distinguish 

injustices, and become more aware of the ideologies of power and dominance that shape 

educators’ attitudes toward students living with disability. Giroux (1988) discusses the 

role of the critical educator: “to raise ambitions, desires, and real hope for those who 

wish to take seriously the issue of educational struggle and social justice” (p. 177). 

Keeping Giroux’s statement in mind, I chose to analyze representations of youth with 
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disability on television because this is a population of students often misinterpreted and 

underrepresented.  

The Importance of Positive Representation on Television 

The distinction between the medical and social models is of paramount 

importance to an understanding of the media and disability. Nearly all the 

problems in the representation of people with disabilities can be traced to 

imposition of the medical model on what would otherwise be compelling and 

newsworthy narratives. (Riley II, 2005, p. 12) 

 The media reflects societal values and assumes certain ideals (McLuhan, 1962; 

Postman, 1985; Hall, 1997). The evidence supporting the media’s ability to influence 

the attitudes and beliefs of youth (9–18 years old) is a key reason why I chose to pursue 

the current study. Moreover, the media still marginalizes disability in the following 

ways by: 

• Emphasizing the medical model of disability 

• Focusing more on the disability than the individual/character 

• Continuing to use able bodied actors to play disabled characters on television, 

film, theater, etc.  

• Failing to recognise the art, media, and culture produced by persons living with 

disabilities 

From doing the analysis, I identified several outstanding questions concerning 

how media representations of disability are impacting real youth living with disability. 

Do these media representations impact how youth living with disability perceive 

themselves? Who are the characters with whom they identify (disabled or other)? Are 
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the storylines and scenarios written for disabled characters accurately capturing the type 

of disability represented or are the representations being over dramatized for the sake of 

television? These are the types of questions that could be asked for future research.  

In understanding its strong effect on culture, critical pedagogy works to better 

approach the types of questions and areas still lacking in positive depictions being 

posed above. Continuous questions and evaluation of the everyday world is what keeps 

critical pedagogy relevant, the questions should never stop, as there are no definitive 

answers (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1972, Giroux, 1983, Kincheloe, Steinberg, Mclaren, 

2011).  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter outlined the significance of implementing disability 

education/pedagogy, a topic that is still emerging and breaking ground in the classroom.  

The chapter focused on the following: 

1) The situations still developing in relation to youth with disability featured on 

mainstream television  

2) The areas that have integrated more positive representations of young characters  

3) The stereotypical storylines, actors, and language still in need of shifting 

Looking ahead, disability studies in education is at a crossroads where it has the 

potential to become more integrated into critical pedagogy and education with respect to 

ability and what living with differences means in a culture still dominated by ability, 

capitalism, political agendas, gender, race, sexual orientation, and religious beliefs. By 

encouraging thought provoking questions regarding television’s depiction of dramas 
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and situation comedies produced on contemporary US television programs over the last 

ten years, Glee, Breaking Bad, and Parenthood have led to more positive and nuanced 

representations of characters with both physical and emotional disabilities. These 

representations have created discussions to broaden awareness of media challenges to 

the traditional medical model of disability used in the humanities and social sciences 

(i.e., anthropology, political science, linguistics, history, literary and cultural criticism, 

and critical disability studies in education), previously held notions of disability begin 

to lose their force (Barnes, Mercer, & Shakespeare, 1999).  

Last, this chapter explored the frameworks used in the humanities, social 

sciences, and critical disability studies in education as a way to more clearly understand 

a dynamic critical theory of disability. The deep rooted concerns that remain around the 

notion of disability as an inherent, individualized, personal experience reveal how the 

category of disability is socially reproduced and constructed. 
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Chapter 9: Conclusion 

According to Riley II (2005): 

The portrayal of disability culture is the crucial barometer of much-needed 

social pressure to recognize that people with disabilities are no longer children 

in need of handouts. Equality in this case arises from a little less “special” 

treatment of heroic awe—which further estranges the person with a disability 

from others—and a little more straightforward marketing. (p. 19) 

The significance of a statement like the one above reflects that importance of 

this study as the movement toward CDSE continues to grow and shape the way 

individuals approach disability as a social construct. As I conclude this theoretical 

analysis of how disability is represented on mainstream television, I : 1) Summarize the 

previous chapters, 2) emphasize areas of optimism in education and pedagogical studies 

that support the inclusion of differences, 3) speculate about future research, and 4) 

reaffirm the purpose of the dissertation. 

Summary of Chapters 

My study started with an overarching research question/statement regarding the 

portrayal of youth with disability on television: Although historically television drama 

and situation comedies produced in the United States often have failed to acknowledge 

the complexity of the lives of individuals living with disability, over the last decade, 

some contemporary US television programs such as Glee, Breaking Bad, and 

Parenthood  have created more positive and nuanced representations of characters with 

both physical and emotional disabilities. 
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I drew on the work of researchers (Oliver, 1990; Barnes, 1992; Shakespeare, 

1999/2006; Shapiro, 1999; Riley II, 2005; Ware, 2005/2009) in the discipline of 

disability studies to address aspects of critical disability studies in education and the 

representation (youth centered) of persons living with disability on mainstream 

television. In Chapter 1, I discussed how my experiences led to my interest in both 

media and CDSE. I used this chapter to ground my work and explain how I got to where 

I am currently as a researcher in this field. In Chapter 2, I reviewed the current and past 

literature relating to disability studies and disability in the media. I particularly looked 

at the social and medical models of disability that started a movement toward creating a 

broader awareness and understanding of disability as a social construct. In Chapter 3, I 

looked at the research relating to popular culture, television, and youth. This chapter is 

important because it argues in favour of the effect media has on shaping values and 

culture. Chapter 4 focuses on critical pedagogy in education and the saturation of media 

in culture and its impact on youth. These chapters are woven together to express the link 

between media and its impact on education and learning.  In Chapters 5, 6, and 7, I used 

a bricolage approach and Hall’s (1996) theory of encoding/decoding to analyze three 

mainstream television programs (Glee, Parenthood, and Breaking Bad) that feature 

characters between the ages of 9–18 who have various disabilities. Through this 

examination, some of the major themes involving disability (i.e., bullying, stereotypes, 

questions of education, inclusion, peer relationships, etc.) are brought to the surface, 

which help to illustrate how each of these shows have chosen to represent young 

persons living with disability and how they are treated by significant others in their lives. 

In Chapter 8, I provided a table that summarizes each theme, and its connection to 
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disability (positive, emerging, or no change) is discussed to more clearly articulate the 

overall purpose of my research—to examine how disability is currently represented in 

the media, specifically three popular mainstream television programs. This concluding 

chapter also articulates the links between critical disability studies in education, 

pedagogy, and disability. The significance of using media studies and popular culture to 

examine messages about the representations of youth with disabilities, differences, and 

stereotypes is to encourage a conversation and awareness about disability and its 

importance in critical studies.  

Optimism About the Inclusion of differences in Education and Pedagogical Studies 

As I carried out the research for this dissertation, I had to constantly ground my 

work in critical pedagogy by putting away any biases or preconceived ideas I had 

absorbed over the years regarding both disability and media studies. Therefore, I was 

always open to suggestions, to broadening my understanding, and to delving deeper into 

bodies of research that might have been difficult to grasp because of the intensity or 

explicitness of their nature to the treatment of individuals with disability over the years. 

As CDSE continues to grow and develop, comprehensive research and an analysis like 

the present study contribute to understanding the deeper social issues, (mis)conceptions, 

(mis)information, attitudinal barriers, and flawed ideologies relating to the treatment of 

disability in general. By using a methodological approach that included bricolage and a 

critique of popular culture and current pedagogy, I was able to draw myself closer to the 

demographic chosen for study—youth with disability represented on television. By 

analyzing the way television promotes stereotypes and preconceived notions of 
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disability, the more fundamental themes emerged and left my study open for academic 

interpretation and rigour in making sense of these concepts.   

Overall, I have tried to demonstrate how critical disability studies in education 

can benefit other areas of academia and education that currently inform critical 

pedagogy and other disciplines (Applebaum, 2001). Overall, I also have tried to 

contribute to a broader understanding of what it means to live with a disability in a 

culture socially constructed by dominant ideologies, which are so powerfully 

challenged by the following quote: 

What images of disability are most prevalent in the mass media? Television 

programs depicting the helpless and angry cripple as a counterpoint to a 

poignant story about love or redemption. Tragic news stories about how drugs or 

violence  “ruined” someone’s life by causing him or her to become disabled or 

even worse, stories of the heroic person with a disability who has “miraculously,” 

against all odds, become a successful person (whatever that means) and actually 

inched very close to being “normal” or at least to living a normal life. Most 

despicable are the telethons “for” crippled people, especially, poor, pathetic, 

crippled children. The telethons parade young children in front of the cameras 

while celebrities like Jerry Lewis pander to people’s goodwill and pity to get 

their money. In the United States surveys have shown that more people form 

attitudes about disabilities from telethons than from any other source. (Charlton, 

2000, p. 35) 

Charleton’s critique was a significant point of entry that influenced my decision to 

pursue this study. By understanding the implications of the televised image and its 
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impact on the social/cultural perception of disability, a shift in attitudes is hoped for. 

Disability pedagogy works inclusively to integrate the various facets of disability into 

education, social justice, critical media studies, and other areas of critical pedagogy.  

Ongoing Questions and Inconsistencies 

Although I have found some decisive answers to my research questions, I am 

still left with some lingering queries. For instance, what does it mean to want 

“disability” to be included in popular culture? Is popular culture a means by which to 

bridge the differences of youth with disability or does it perpetuate stereotypes? What is 

the political correctness of including disability on television and is it done to meet an 

underlying agenda? The theoretical frameworks that McRuer (2003) uses to analyze 

politics may be helpful for future research that hopes to understand the significance of 

disability in the current social/political environment. Haller  (2006) also raises the topic 

of consumerism and advertising in relation to individuals with disability as a means to 

promote capitalism and perpetuate an overall economic agenda. As an able-bodied 

person critiquing representations of disability in the media, I have worked hard to not be 

demeaning or belittling. I carefully chose the literature, articles, television programs, 

and theories pertaining to my topic, and I used a critical studies approach to analyze the 

data. In the first Chapter, I reflected on the experiences I had with disability at a young 

age, my relationship with my grandmother who had an amputation. I also discussed the 

effect this had on me, our family, and most importantly, my grandmother.  As someone 

who comes from a background in media studies and inclusive education, I am able to be 

more reflexive about potential hidden meanings, messages, and biases existing in a 

media centered study. The deep-rooted concerns that remain around the notion of 
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disability as an inherent, individualized, personal experience reveal how the category of 

disability is socially reproduced and constructed. 

The contemporary models of representation and identity formation discussed in 

this thesis help to underpin the more global interpretations of disability and the 

understanding of ability or “ableism.” According to Riley (2005), “One of the reasons 

the representation of people with disabilities in the press is such a fascinating problem is 

due to the complexities posed by this question of identity” (p. 19). Thus, representation 

is not the only concept in need of critique; we also should look at how the 

representation of differences is reinforced and produced so that new meanings and more 

distinctive depictions and discussions of disability can be created and observed. These 

concerns are the crux of this thesis, which in essence has focused on deconstructing and 

bringing awareness to the current forms of representations of disability, while paying 

careful attention to the politics and educational composition of these representations. 

  In unpacking such a complex and multifaceted topic, the key arguments that 

must be grappled with in future studies of disability within media and popular culture 

are those that deal with power, perception, and ability versus (dis)ability. Scholars 

contributing to the fields of CDSE, media studies, critical pedagogy, and education have 

taken the necessary steps to drive discussions, start movements, and interpret the past, 

current, and future direction of disability and critical media studies. Activists like Stella 

Young (2014) have propelled the conversations we have about the social construct of 

disability and society’s perception into a new realm of possibilities and understanding. 

She states:  
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I really want to live in a world where disability is not the exception, but the 

norm. I want to live in a world where a 15-year-old girl sitting in her bedroom 

watching "Buffy the Vampire Slayer" isn't referred to as achieving anything 

because she's doing it sitting down. I want to live in a world where we don't 

have such low expectations of disabled people that we are congratulated for 

getting out of bed and remembering our own names in the morning. I want to 

live in a world where we value genuine achievement for disabled people, and I 

want to live in a world where a kid in year 11 in a Melbourne high school is not 

one bit surprised that his new teacher is a wheelchair user. Disability doesn't 

make you exceptional, but questioning what you think you know about it does.  

(Young, 2014, 8:17/9:01)  

Young and others with similar sentiments have inspired my work and have 

encouraged me to question, discuss, explore, and monitor the various types of theories 

and contexts pertaining to the complexity of this multifaceted discourse. I will continue 

to seek out the gaps and inconsistencies, but I will also look toward the positive, the 

evolution of a discipline that has been misrepresented for so long and that continues to 

grow.  
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Appendix A: Bullying Scenes in Parenthood 

	  

Scene 1 (Parenthood) 

Internal Struggle 
[New Scene - Max is doing crafts at school, Light talking as Max tries to cut a piece of 
paper. He grows frustrated, as it's not working out how he wanted. The other students 
notice.] 
 
Emotional Bullying 
AMOS: Hey, Maximo, Save some paper for the rest of us. 
 
[The frustration builds.] 
Emotional Bullying 
AMOS: Freak. 
 
[Max charges the boy knocking him over before wrestling him on the ground.] 
 
Behavioral Problems/ Role of Teacher  
TEACHER: Boys. Boys. Max. Max. [She tries to hold Max.] Max, stop it. Stop it. Stop 
it. Stop it. Calm down. Stop it. Stop it! Max, calm down. 
 
Emotional Bullying 
AMOS: He bit me. 
 
Role of Teacher 
TEACHER: Back to work, everybody. 
 
Behavioral Problems 
AMOS: He bit me. 
 
Role of Teacher 
TEACHER: Max. What are you doing? 

Internal Struggle 

[New Scene - Max is doing crafts at school, Light talking as Max tries to cut a piece of 
paper. He grows frustrated, as it's not working out how he wanted. The other students 
notice.] 

Emotional Bullying 
AMOS: Hey, Maximo, Save some paper for the rest of us. 
[The frustration builds.] 
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Emotional Bullying 
AMOS: Freak. 
 
[Max charges the boy knocking him aver before wrestling him on the ground.] 
Behavioral Problems/ Role of Teacher  
TEACHER: Boys. Boys. Max. Max. [She tries to hold Max.] Max, stop it. Stop it. Stop 
it. Stop it. Calm down. Stop it. Stop it! Max, calm down. 
 
Emotional Bullying 
AMOS: He bit me. 
 
Role of Teacher 
TEACHER: Back to work, everybody. 
 
 
Scene 2 (Parenthood) 
[New Scene - Adam and Kristina at the school talking to the teacher and principal.] 
 
Emotional Denial/ Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
KRISTINA: I just, I can't believe that Max would do that. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: He must have been taunted. 
 
Educational Institutions 
PRINCIPAL: And we will deal with Amos as well. But for right now, we want to focus 
on Max. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: I think we're overanalyzing this a little bit. Maybe if we didn't allow him to 
wear a pirate costume to school, He'd fit in a little bit better. 

 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
KRISTINA: Wait a minute, wait a minute. We all decided that we would monitor the 
pirate situation. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: Everyone else decided, and now he's getting picked on, which is exactly what I 
thought would happen. 
 
Educational Institutions 
PRINCIPAL: I think what we're trying to say here is that we're not sure that Sullivan 
Elementary is the right fit for Max. 
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Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
KRISTINA: I am, I'm sorry, I don't understand… 
 
Educational Institutions 
PRINCIPAL: I think we should take Max to an educational therapist to have him tested 
to see whether or not she thinks Max can be successful… 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: Let's just cut to the chase. Are we getting expelled? You giving us the boot? 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
KRISTINA: Adam. [She says before turning to the Principal] Are we? 
 
{New scene outside the house, they are getting into the family car.] 

 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: Only have 12 minutes, guys. Come on, let's go, let's go. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
KRISTINA: Okay, okay. Honey, how did you make this happen? 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: Oh, I just told him about the joys of baseball and how it's something he can do 
with his father forever. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
KRISTINA: Oh, double scoop. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: Triple. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
KRISTINA: Great parenting. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: Look, once he gets his first hit, everything is gonna turn around for him. This 
is gonna be fun. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: Okay. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: Whoo. All right, let's go. 
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Grandparent: Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ZEEK: All right, come on, kids, you can do it. 
 
UMPIER: Ball four. Take your base. 
 
MAN: All right. 

 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: All right, all right. Okay, everybody, we are only down by seven. We can do 
this. You ready, Max? Let's go. 
 
CROSBY: This is our date with destiny. Come on. 

 
Emotional Bullying 
TEAMMATES: Oh, Max is up? Oh, no. 
 
BOY: Oh, God, Max is up. 

Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: [Pointing at the boy.] Hey, not cool. All right, Max, listen to me, all right? I 
know I told you to swing at everything. But in this situation, you gotta know that a walk 
is just as good as a hit, okay? 
 
Internal struggle 
MAX: [Not into the game] Can someone else hit? Please. I suck. I'm gonna strike out. 
Everyone's gonna hate me. 
 
TEAMMATES: What is he talking… what's taking… 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: [Taking his sons arms.] Max. Listen to me, Max. Max, listen to me. All right? 
Now it doesn't matter if you get a hit or not, okay? It's a game, it's all about having fun. 
 
Disconnection/Social Gaps 
MAX: I'm not having any fun. 
 
MAN: Who's up? Let's go. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: All right, well, look. Just try your best, pal, okay? 
 
MAN: Atta boy.  
 
MAN 2: Good game, all right? 
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Grandparent: Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ZEEK: Give it a wallop, Max. Knock it out of the park. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: Come on, Maxie. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: Bend those knees now. Get that bat back. Elbow up. Come on. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ZEEK: Shove it down their throats, Max now, come on. Shove it down their throats, 
Max… 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
KRISTINA: Zeek. Zeek. 
 
ZEEK: What? What? 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: Simmer. Simmer. 
 
UMPIRE: Strike one. 
 
CROSBY: Come on, there's no way that kid's eight. Did you see this pitch? 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: Yeah, yeah, I saw. 
 
CROSBY: Well, what, did they smuggle him in from the Dominican Republic or 
something? 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: You know what, any time you wanna shut up would be great. All right, Max, 
come on. You gotta… you gotta get up to that plate, okay? Cover that plate, you just… 
swing at anything close. 
(Max hits the ball) 

 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: Whoo. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: Run, run, Max, run! [He begins to run.] No, no, no, no, the other way. The 
other way, the other way! 
[The crowd cheers him on as he runs to the first base.] 
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Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: Run, run, run! Yeah! 
 
UMPIRE: Out! 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
KRISTINA: Yes! No. 
 
Grandparent: Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ZEEK: Ah, geez. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: [Approaching the Umpire and they start talking over the top of each other as 
their voice get louder.] Are you kidding me? He was safe. What the hell is wrong with 
you? 
 
UMPIRE: What are you doing over here? You can't come out here. 
 
MAN: You can't take that away from the kid! 
 
[Bob Dylan's Forever Young starts playing drowning out the argument, which is still 
going on. Crosby, Kristina and the others look on. The Umpire walks away but Adam 
follows him to the pitches mound, finally Adam throws his cap to the ground and looks 
to the crowd, realizing what he just did.] 
 
 
 Scene 3 (Parenthood) 

During a scene where Adam is giving his brother Crosby advice regarding a woman 
(once again the Patriarch role) [Adams cell phone ring’s; he checks who it is.] 
 
[New Scene - Percussion music band is playing in the shopping center.] 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: Hey. [He comes running up to Kristina.] Hey. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
KRISTINA: Hi. (Kristina looking anxious and distraught) 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: What's going on? 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)/ Questions of Education 
KRISTINA: Um, I heard from the educational therapist. And she said that she has some 
concerns about Max. 
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Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: Uh-huh. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
KRISTINA: She feels that Max has some learning differences. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) Emotional Denial 
ADAM: Okay, listen, I've given this some thought, I want to contact the school, get 
Max a tutor to help him through this rough period. 
[Talking over each other.] 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
KRISTINA: Honey she wasn't just talking about... 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: Now listen I gotta get back to this meeting. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
KRISTINA: I understand that, but she wasn't just talking about academics. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: I get that, and we'll deal with it. 
[Adam stops talking for a moment.] 
 
Disability Mentioned/ Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
KRISTINA: Honey, she thinks that he may have... she thinks that he may have 
Asperger's. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity)/ Disability Mentioned 
ADAM: Asperger's? [She nods] Like autism? Look, Max is not… 
 
[They talk over each other again.] 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)/ Disability Mentioned 
KRISTINA: It's high-functioning autism. 
 
Emotional Denial/ Disability Mentioned/ Emotional Denial 
ADAM: Look Max is not autistic… 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)/ Disability Mentioned 
KRISTINA: A lot of people with Asperger's... 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity)/ Disability Mentioned/ Emotional Denial 
ADAM: Max is not autistic. 
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Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: Live very productive lives, Adam. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity)/Stereotyping/ Disability Mentioned 
ADAM: Kristina, I've seen autistic kids. The Lessings' kid with the hand flapping… 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: She was saying that when she was with him, she saw certain patterns. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity)/Emotional Denial 
ADAM: He was having a very bad day. And those tests that she gave to him were 
ridiculous. 
 
Parental Conflict/ Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)/ 
KRISTINA: Adam, that's not true. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: She didn't connect with him at all. You know how important it is for him to… 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)/ 
KRISTINA: She said that if we get him the right tools to learn… 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: That's what I said, a tutor. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)/ 
KRISTINA: She wasn't talking about a tutor. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity)/ Parents: Emotional Angst 
ADAM: Well, I'm not sending him to special ed. [He stops talking again.] 
 
Emotional Acceptance/ Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)/ Parents: Emotional 
Angst  
KRISTINA: Honey there is something wrong with our baby. [Clearly upset and about to 
cry.] It's not just, it's not just the academics, okay? It's not… It's not just the biting, or 
the pirate costume, or the fear of fire, or the… the tantrums. It's everything. Please don't 
make me be alone with… with this. I don't want to…  
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity)/ Parents: Emotional Angst 
ADAM: Come here. [They hug.] All right? It's okay. 
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Scene 4 (Parenthood) 

[New Scene - The doctor’s office.] 
Seeking Help  
DR. PELIKAN: We're out of here. Ha ha ha. 

 
Behavioral Problems/ Relating to others 
MAX: Whoop. 
 
Seeking Help  
DR. PELIKAN: Well, Max did just great. Max, how about you hang out here, play a 
little with the toys. And your mom and dad and I will go talk for a few minutes. 
 
Behavioral Problems/ Relating to others 
MAX: Okay. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: Kisses. Okay? 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender 
ADAM: Well? 
 
Seeking Help 
DR. PELIKAN: Well, Max... is a wonderful boy. He's smart. He's sweet. He is very 
intelligent. 
 
Disability Mentioned 
KRISTINA: Okay, doctor, I'm sorry to interrupt. I don't want to be rude, but we just 
want to know. I mean, does...do you think Max has Asperger's? 
 
Seeking Help/ Questions of Intelligence 
DR. PELIKAN: Max is very high functioning. But I do find that Max's behaviors are 
consistent with an Asperger's diagnosis. 

 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: Oh, my God. 

Emotional Acceptance/ Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: All right. Uh, this is fine. We're gonna... look, we can work through this. It's 
not an insurmountable problem. 

 
Seeking Help 
DR. PELIKAN: No. 
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Emotional Acceptance/ Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: I think we should just tackle this one-by-one. So pirate costume. I think getting 
him out of that thing is key. 
 
Seeking Help /Questions of Intelligence/Questions of Education 
DR. PELIKAN: Well, I'm...I'm happy to help with strategies for specific behaviors. I 
think that we should start with more of a big picture conversation. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity)/ Parents: Emotional Angst 
ADAM: Okay I-I I'm just...I'm better with practical stuff. So you know, I just want to... 
we got to get moving on this. 
 
Parental Conflict/ Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: Adam, can you just...  
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: What? 
 
Parental Conflict/ Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: Can you please just let him talk? He's sorry. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: No. Go for it. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: Thanks. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: Okay. 
 
Seeking Help 
DR. PELIKAN: This isn't a prison sentence. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: I know. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: So how long is this going to take then? 
 
Seeking Help 
DR. PELIKAN: How long will what take? 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: Just to get him through this. Get him back on track. 
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Disability Mentioned/ Seeking Help/ Questions of Intelligence/Questions of 
Education 
DR. PELIKAN: Okay, unfortunately, there is no cure for Asperger's. It is a syndrome 
that he will always have. Okay? 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: I-I don't... I don't understand. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: Sorry. What...what are we supposed to do for him? I mean, I don't know... 
 
Seeking Help/ Disability Mentioned/ Questions of Intelligence/Questions of 
Education 
DR. PELIKAN: You will help to uncover Max's gifts. You figure out how he learns. 
You get as much support for Max as possible. Quite honestly, the research clearly 
shows the greatest barometer of success for children with Asperger's is their parents' 
involvement. 
 
Emotional Acceptance/ Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: Oh, okay. All right. So just...just in case we can never see you again, 
how...what do you suggest we do to get him out of the pirate costume? 
 
Seeking Help 
DR. PELIKAN: So the first step is not to...to wrench Max out of his comfort zone. 
Okay, the first step is to join Max where he is. And then when he's ready, you walk him 
into the world. 
 
Parents: Emotional Angst: 
[Adam and Kristina are in shock, letting the news sink in.] 

 
 

Scene 5 (Parenthood) 
[New Scene - Adam and Kristina at the school talking to the teacher and principal.] 
 
Emotional Denial/ Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
KRISTINA: I just, I can't believe that Max would do that. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: He must have been taunted. 
 
Educational Institutions 
PRINCIPAL: And we will deal with Amos as well. But for right now, we want to focus 
on Max. 
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Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: I think we're overanalyzing this a little bit. Maybe if we didn't allow him to 
wear a pirate costume to school, He'd fit in a little bit better. 

 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
KRISTINA: Wait a minute, wait a minute. We all decided that we would monitor the 
pirate situation. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: Everyone else decided, and now he's getting picked on, which is exactly what I 
thought would happen. 
 
Educational Institutions 
PRINCIPAL: I think what we're trying to say here is that we're not sure that Sullivan 
Elementary is the right fit for Max. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
KRISTINA: I am, I'm sorry, I don't understand… 
 
Educational Institutions 
PRINCIPAL: I think we should take Max to an educational therapist to have him tested 
to see whether or not she thinks Max can be successful… 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: Let's just cut to the chase. Are we getting expelled? You giving us the boot? 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
KRISTINA: Adam. [She says before turning to the Principal] Are we? 
 

 
Scene 6 (Parenthood) 

[New Scene - Adam and Kristina at Footpath Elementary, walking down a hall.] 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity)/ Educational Institutions 
ADAM: This place is a lot bigger than I thought it was. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: It's huge. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: Chipped paint over there on the wall, huh? 
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Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: Yeah, I don't see what all the hoopla's about. I mean, it's kind of dirty. 
 
ADAM: Yeah. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: Honey? [They stop at a classroom and watch for a while.] 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity)/ Educational Institutions/ Financial 
Burden 
ADAM: Look, it would be tough to afford this place anyway. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: I know. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)/ Educational Institutions 
[New Scene - Adam and Kristina talking Dr. Robertson.] 
KRISTINA: When we were reading about the kids in your program, they seemed so 
much like Max it was incredible. 

 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity)/ “The Norm” 
ADAM: And then we just saw this boy down the hall in a classroom. He was dressed up 
like a sailor… 
 
KRISTINA: Sailor. 
“The Norm” 
ADAM: Which is just like Max with his pirate costume. 
 
Administration /Educational Institutions 
DR. ROBERTSON: That's Kellen, Kellen James. He's a good kid. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: He is really cute. 
 
Administration 
DR. ROBERTSON: Yeah, he's good. I understand your enthusiasm. However, we've 
already taken in one new child for the third-grade class. 
 
Parents: Emotional Optimism 
ADAM: But you took...you took a look at Max's file, and you spoke with Dr. Pelican? 
 
Administration 
DR. ROBERTSON: Yes, I did. 
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Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)/ Questions of Intelligence/ Questions of 
Education/“The Norm” 
KRISTINA: So you understand what we're dealing with here. Our son Max is 
somewhere in between. He's too high-functioning for a special-needs program, but he 
doesn't really...  
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity)/ Questions of Education/“The Norm” 
ADAM: He has real trouble fitting into a mainstream school. He needs some help. So 
what do you...what do you do with a child like that? 
 
Administration /Educational Institutions/ Questions of Education 
DR. ROBERTSON: We bring him to a school like ours... in September. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: I'm sorry, are you saying that you won't even see him? 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: We just feel like if you spend some time with him, and you... you sat down 
with him, you would see what we do as parents. I mean, he's... the kid's incredible. 
 
ADAM: If you just meet him... 
 
Administration /Questions of Education/ Educational Institutions 
DR. ROBERTSON: See, I don't want to give you a false sense of hope, because it's 
really, really very unlikely... 
 
Parents: Emotional Optimism 
ADAM: Listen, he is a fantastic kid, Dr. Robertson. 
 
Administration 
DR. ROBERTSON: I understand that… 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: I'm not just saying that 'cause he's my son. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: He's great. He's funny. He's bright. He says the oddest, most hilarious 
things I've ever heard in my entire life. 
 
Parents: Emotional Optimism 
ADAM: Plays the harmonica in a weirdly good way. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: He does. And he plays chess. He doesn't really play chess so much, but he 
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makes up stories with the little pieces on the board, like, "I'm gonna kick... I'm gonna 
attack you." 
 
Questions of Education 
ADAM: You know, we...we just want you to meet him. Just 15 minutes of your time, 
that's all...just meet him. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: That's it. And if you say no, then at least you'll have made an informed 
decision. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity)/ Parents: Emotional Optimism 
ADAM: Just meet him. 
 
 
Parents: Emotional Optimism 
KRISTINA: Please. Five minutes. 
 
Administration / Questions of Education 
DR. ROBERTSON: I'm not gonna promise anything, all right? 
 
Questions of Education 
ADAM: But you're gonna meet him? That's all we ask. 
 
Administration 
DR. ROBERTSON: I'm gonna meet him. 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity)/ Parents: Emotional Optimism 
ADAM: Thank you. [Reaches to shake the doctors hand.] 
 
Administration 
DR. ROBERTSON: Okay, I'm gonna meet him. 
 
Parents: Emotional Optimism 
KRISTINA: She's gonna meet him. 
 
Parents: Emotional Optimism 
ADAM: Thank you. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)/ Parents: Emotional Optimism 
KRISTINA: Thank you so much. [Shakes hands with the doctor.] 
 
Administration 
DR. ROBERTSON: Thank you. Good afternoon, I have to get some work done. 
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Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: Thank you. You look a little bit like Oprah. 
 
Administration 
DR. ROBERTSON: Good afternoon. Bye. Be careful. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: You take care. 
 
Administration 
DR. ROBERTSON: Take care. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: Thank you. You look a little bit like Oprah. Should I leave it open? 
 
Administration 
DR. ROBERTSON: Please do. 
 
 
 
Scene 7 (Parenthood) 

[Scene picks up in the middle of a conversation between Kristina and other members of 
the Braverman family] 
 
Questions of Education/ Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
KRISTINA: I love it. [A cell phone rings] Oh, my God. Adam, honey, it's Footpath. It's 
Footpath. Yes, it is. Can you answer it? [Adam gets out of the pool.] Hurry, hurry! 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
ADAM: Hi. Yes, this is Adam. Yes. Okay, I understand. Okay, bye. He got in! 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)/ Parents: Emotional Optimism 
KRISTINA: He got in! 
 
Parents: Emotional Optimism 
ADAM: He got in! 
 
[The family cheers from the pool.] 
 
Parents: Emotional Optimism 
ADAM: [Hands the phone to Kristina and jumps back into the pool.] Whoo! 
 
[More scenes of the family in the pool, some jumping off the diving board.] 
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[New Scene - The school bell rings as Adam and Kristina take Max in for his first day 
at the new school.] 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)/ Parents: Emotional Optimism 
KRISTINA: Here you go. Still excited? I'm excited. 
 
Positive Self-Efficacy 
MAX: Okay if I run ahead? It's 8:14. 
 
KRISTINA: Yep. 
 
ADAM: Yeah. 
 
KRISTINA: Sure. 
 
ADAM: Yeah. Have a good day, Max. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)/ Parents: Emotional Optimism 
KRISTINA: We love you. 
[They watch Max run off, close shot of them holding the Tibetan Prayer Stone.] 
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Appendix B: Bullying Scenes in Breaking Bad 

 
Scene 1 (Breaking Bad) 

37:12 New Scene (Dressing Room of a clothing store) 
 
Visible Disability portrayed 
(Walt Jr. is in the dressing room trying on a pair of jeans. His crutches are leaning up 
against the wall as he sits in a chair pulling his pants up) 
(Skylar and Walt are waiting outside the dressing room…the audience hears Skylars 
voice from outside the room) 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: How is it going in there? 
 
Visible Disability portrayed 
JR: (sounding frustrated, struggling to pull up pants) Fine… 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: (having gone through this before) Do you want me or your dad? 
 
Visible Disability portrayed 
JR: (sighing and defeated) Dad… 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity)/ Family Acceptance/ Visible Disability 
portrayed/Requiring Assistance from Others 
(Walt enters the dressing room picking Jr. up by the waste and helping him to pull up 
the jeans…Jr. holds Walt around the neck allowing him to assist) 
(Scene cuts to outside the dressing room where Jr. is standing in front of a mirror as his 
parents ask him how the jeans fit) 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: So how are those feeling in the waste? Are they too tight cause you don’t 
want to get them if they are too tight.  
 
Relating to others/ Visible Disability portrayed 
JR: (stuttering slightly) They…they are pre shrunk. 
(In the background of the store are a group of high school boys Jr’s age looking at him 
as he is standing in front of the mirror with his parents help to figure out if the jeans he 
is wearing are comfortable…they are smiling and making comments) 
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Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: Are you sure you don’t want to get a different kind…like the skinny jeans 
cause those are really supposed to be in style now. The skaters wear them. 
 
Emotional Angst 
(The volume of the boy’s laughter and harassment is getting louder and more 
apparent…Walt starts to take notice while Skylar and Jr. continue discussing his jeans 
not taking notice) 
 
Internal struggle/Visible Disability portrayed 
JR: (irritated) Do I look like a skater? 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) /Emotional Angst 
SKYLAR: (gently) All right… 
(She begins to hear the boys and looks toward them) 
 
(The camera zooms in on one of the boys making blatant fun of Jr. Holding up a pair of 
jeans to his waste and mimicking his voice) 
 
Emotional Bullying/ Stereotyping 
BOY 1: (making his voice sound distorted) Look at my big boy pants… 
(Laughter from friends) 
(Skylar gives them the look of death and Jr bows his head down in frustration as Walt is 
fuming about to confront them) 
Mommy could you zip up my big boy pants…. 
(More laughter) 
 
Internal struggle 
(Skylar turns toward them about to go talk to them and Walt grabs her by the hand, 
stopping her) 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity)/ Emotional Angst 
WALT: Don’t…don’t. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: (not understanding) Walt! 
(Jr. and Skylar watch as Walt walks away angrily…confused as to where he is going) 
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Internal struggle/ Relating to others 
JR: Where…? 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) /Emotional Angst 
SKYLAR: I have no idea…(walking over to Jr. and putting her hand on his back) 
You know what you don’t even have to look at them. They are obviously very stupid. 
(Jr. nods his head in agreement distributing his weight around on either 
crutch/leg…Skylar is still standing behind him) 
 
Internal struggle/ Emotional Angst 
I think that um…I think those jeans look really good on you…I think you should get 
them if you like them…(Jr’s head is still tilted down) Okay. You know why don’t you 
just hang out her for a second. I’ll be right back.  
 
Emotional Bullying/ Stereotyping 
BOY 1: (with impediment) Oh no…Hey mommy I think I pinched a loaf in my brand 
new big boy pants.  
 
(Skylar starts to walk toward the boys as Jr. remains standing in front of mirror near 
dressing room at the same time Walt comes charging through the front doors of the 
store) 
(Skylar sees him looking angry and watches him as he charges at the boy making fun of 
Jr. Walt pushes him down to the floor and begins stomping on his leg. The boy is totally 
taken by surprise and asks…the other store patrons look on quietly) 
BOY 1: (in shock) What the hell are you doing? 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity)/ Emotional Angst 
WALT: (with a deep look of rage on his face) What’s wrong chief having a little trouble 
walking?  
(Walt continues to step on the boys’ leg with all his strength) 
 
BOY 1: (in agony) Get off me…get off me now! 
(Walk finally stops and the boy gets up quickly facing Walt with anger…he is clearly 
much bigger and taller than Walt…his peers are behind him speechless) 
I will mess you up man.  
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity)/Emotional Angst 
WALT: (not backing down) Well you will have one shot…you better make it good.  
(The boy contemplates hitting him) 
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What are you waiting for your girlfriends? You better go…you better go…take it…take 
your shot…(loudly) take it! 
(Skylar and Jr. look at Walt and how he is acting in complete shock) 
Come on…come on. 
(The boy is continuing to look into Walt’s eyes clearly backing down…his friend puts 
his hand on his shoulder to pull him away) 
 
BOY 2: Come on let’s get out of here. 
Let’s go… 
 
BOY 1: (getting in the last word…shocked he was stood up to) Psycho! 
 
 Emotional Acceptance 
(The 3 boys walk out of the store together constantly looking back at Walt totally taken 
aback by what he has just done…Skylar and Jr. are without words their eyes big…pride 
creeping up to their faces.  
Walt has a satisfactory smile plastered on his face as he watches the boys exiting the 
store) POWERFUL MOMENT 
 
39:48 Scene Ends 

Scene 2 (Breaking Bad): Misusing Disability for the Purposes of Gaining  

20:49 New Scene (Exterior of convenience store) 
 
Visible Disability portrayed/ Sense of Belonging 
(Jr. is outside speaking and exchanging money with two friends…they are looking to 
ask someone who is over 21 years old to buy them some beers) 
 
FRIEND 1: (to Jr) Five each…come on. 
 
Visible Disability portrayed/ Sense of Belonging 
JR: (handing over money) Here. 
 
FRIEND 2: What about him? (pointing to a young man walking out of the car into 
convenience store) 
 
FRIEND 1: Are you kidding he is younger than us. 
 
FRIEND 2: (pointing to another car that has parked) What about him? 
 
Visible Disability portrayed/ Sense of Belonging/ ACCEPTANCE FROM PEERS 
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JR: (looking at man getting out of car) Nah he looks like a business man. 
 
FRIEND 1: So what. 
 
Visible Disability portrayed/ Sense of Belonging/ ACCEPTANCE FROM PEERS 
JR: So business men are always in a hurry. They are always like going to some meeting 
or something. (sounding convincing as man walks into store) Seriously he is just going 
to say no.  
 
FRIEND 1: (excited as another car pulls in) Hey, hey this guy…this is out guy. Give it 
up. (He hands wad of money to Jr.) 
Visible Disability portrayed/ Sense of Belonging/ ACCEPTANCE FROM PEERS 
JR: (annoyed) Why do I have to do it? 
 
Stereotyping/Demeaning 
FRIEND 1: Give me the crutches and I’ll do it.  
Visible Disability portrayed/ Sense of Belonging 
 
(sighing in frustration Jr. walks away to speak to the man who just pulled up in his 
truck) 
Visible Disability portrayed/ Sense of Belonging/ACCEPTANCE FROM PEERS 
JR: (nicely approaching man) Um…excuse me hey (man stops)…we forgot our ids and 
we were wondering if you could do us a favor and buy us a six pack.  
 
CUSTOMER/MAN: (upset) You know, what you are asking is illegal.  
 
Visible Disability portrayed/ Sense of Belonging/ACCEPTANCE FROM PEERS 
JR: (hesitating) Um…no its not.  
CUSTOMER/POLICEMAN: (taking out his police badge) Yeah it is… 
 
INAUTHENTIC PEERS  
(Jr’s two friends see what cop is doing and run away leaving Jr there to face the 
consequences…Jr turns his head to them for help but they have already made a run for 
it) 
JR: Oh shit.  
 
POWER STRUGGLE 
CUSTOMER/POLICEMAN: Guess you win the jackpot. 

Scene 3 (Breaking Bad):	  Critical Scenes Featuring Disability 

28:24 Continued Scene (White House: Living Room) 
(Skylar is in the middle of discussing her feelings about Walt… she is holding a pillow 
because it is her turn to talk) 
 



213 
 

 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: I really need to understand your thought process because clearly I don’t.  
(Walt nods) 
I feel that this decision you made is not only not in your best interest. It’s not in the best 
interest of our entire family.  
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
WALT: (defending his motives) Look, Skylar. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity) 
SKYLAR: (cutting him off) Not yet please…I have the talking pillow. Everybody gets 
to speak their minds remember and then…(Walt nods) you’ll get your chance. Money 
has always been an issue for us (As Skylar continues to talk Hank picks up more 
cheese)…I’ll give you that. But now that Elliot is more than willing to pitch in…Walt I 
know…I understand that it is hard for you to accept help…maybe it’s the way you were 
raised. (Walt looks at her) But honey…it’s okay to lean on people now and again. 
(Strong) You need this treatment. And nothing could stop you from getting it. Except 
you. (Hank nods while Jr and Marie look at Skylar hopefully)  
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
WALT: (Pausing) Am I allowed to respond?  
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: In a minute. I think we need to go around the circle first. (Skylar looks 
around and calls upon Hank) 
Hank would you like to start. (Hank nervously looks at her as he shovels more food in 
his mouth) 
 
HANK: Uh…yeah…okay, well. What I would say is  
(Skylar interrupts to give him the pillow) 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: Take…take the talking pillow.  
 
HANK: (takes pillow and begins) Alright look buddy. Um…I know I don’t get to tell 
you this enough but uh…I care….about you. A hell of a lot and this Cancer thing. Let’s 
face it alright you were dealt a shit hand. But um…sometimes your luck can change. I 
mean…I can’t tell you how many times I was, I started with a shit hand and I ended up 
with uh a full house. (nervously laughing) Okay. And the key is…you’ve gotta hang in 
there. Man you gotta keep placing your bets, placing your bets (Skylar nods). Boom.  
 
MARIE: (interrupting him confused) Hank what the hell are you saying? 
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Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: Please, Marie let him talk…that’s what we are here to do. Please…go on 
Hank. 
 
(Camera pans over to Walt who looks very uncomfortable by the situation) 
 
HANK: Alright…look at it this way okay…it’s the bottom of the 9th bases are loaded, 
you’re up but you’ve got a bum arm. Alright…there is no way you are going to hit a 
homer okay. So you can either let the pinch hitter take the bat or you could hold onto 
your pride and lose the game. (Camera zooms in on Walt who is nodding out of utter 
obligation) You get what I am saying?  
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
WALT: (taking it in) No. 
 
HANK: (staying with it) You got your pride man…I get it. If Daddy Warbucks wants to 
chip in I am with your old lady on this one…(laughing) I say take the money and run 
man. (relieved to be don’t speaking) 
(Handing over the pillow) 
Does somebody want to take this thing?  
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: Yes, yes Walter Jr. I am sure that you have about a million things to say 
probably and now is your chance….go ahead let it all out.  
 
(Jr. thinking it over) 
 
Disability Partially Visible/ Sense of Belonging/ Emotional Angst (not related to 
disability 
JR: (frustrated) This is bullshit.  
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
WALT: (uncomfortable) Hey come on. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: (defending Jr) It’s alright…it…talk. Tell your dad how you feel.  
Disability Partially Visible/ Sense of Belonging/ Emotional Angst (not related to 
disability 
JR: (upset) I am pissed off.  
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: Tell him… 
 
Disability Partially Visible/ Sense of Belonging/ Emotional Angst (not related to 
disability)/Acknowledgment of Struggle 
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JR: (stuttering slightly) I’m pissed off. (having trouble finding his words) 
cause..you…are being…you’re a pussy! (Camera zooms in on Walt who looks defeated 
by Jr’s words) 
You’re like ready to give up. You’re god…what if you gave up on me huh? (Walt is 
taking in his words and becoming emotional) 
**(Jr hold up his crutches and is passionate with his words)** 
This here…after all I have been through. And you’re scared of a little chemo therapy.  
(Walt is visibly crying now) 
(Marie nervously takes the pillow away from Jr so she could speak) 
 
MARIE: Me, personally. I think you should so whatever you want to do.  
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: (angry) What?! 
 
MARIE: (defensive) You told us to be honest about our feelings…Walt is the one with 
Cancer…it’s his decision it’s not up to any of us.  
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: (disgusted) Why the hell would you do this? 
 
MARIE: Hey, hey I wasn’t planning on agreeing with Walt but after sitting here and 
listening to you all talk about his future like he has no say in it I just think… 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: (cutting her off) He is not going to have a future if he doesn’t get treatment. 
 
MARIE: I am a medical professional.  
(Skylar turns her head irritated) 
I X-ray people in treatment every day I see them every day and you know what….some 
of them are absolutely miserable. 
 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: Marie… 
 
MARIE: (interrupting) I am sorry but it is true. And some of them don’t want to spend 
their last weeks or months being picked at by doctors. But they got talked into it by their 
families.  
 
HANK: (joining in) Hey you know what could I get the pillow back cause I agree with 
Marie on this one. 
 
MARIE: Thank you. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: (raising her voice) Hank! 
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HANK: What, maybe Walt wants to die like a man alright. 
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: (shouting) I don’t want him to die at all! That’s the whole point of this…so 
either help or leave.  
 
MARIE: Skylar, I just wanted to do you the courtesy of giving you my honest opinion.  
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: (crying) You know Marie, this is not debate club. This is my husband’s life 
we are talking about here… 
 
MARIE: (cutting her off) You know…one simple observation and (Skylar and Marie 
are shouting over each other)  
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: And how dare you… 
 
(Hank trying to calm them down) 
 
HANK: Ladies come on… 
 
(Walt finally interrupts them by putting his hands to his mouth and whistling for their 
attention) 
(They all stop) 
 
Disability Partially Visible/ Sense of Belonging/ Emotional Angst (not related to 
disability) 
JR: (annoyed) This is so stupid 
 
(Walt stands up and grabs the pillow out of Marie’s arms) 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
WALT: (angry) Alright I’ve got the talking pillow now. (they all look up at him 
wearily) 
Okay. (Walt sits back down pausing to find his words) We all in this room…we love 
each other. We want what’s best for each other and I know that. I am very thankful for 
that.  But what I want is…what I want, what I need is a choice.  
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: (trying to stay calm) What does that mean?  
 
 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
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WALT: Sometimes I feel like I never actually make any of my own….choice I mean. 
My entire life it just seems like I never you know had a real say about any of it. This 
last one, Cancer. (Camera pans over to couch where Marie begins to cry) All I have left 
is how I choose to approach this.  
 
Role of Mother/Wife (femininity)  
SKYLAR: (in background) Then make the right choice Walt. (Walt nods) You are not 
the only one it affects. (looking at Jr) What about your son? (camera zooms in on Jr 
who is struggling) Don’t you want to see your daughter grow up? I just… 
 
(Walt is crying) 
 
Patriarch/Role of Gender (masculinity) 
WALT: Of course I do…Skylar, you’ve read the statistics, you…(he sighs) these 
doctors talking about “surviving.” One years, two years…like it’s the only thing that 
matters. But what good is it to survive if I just too sick to work, to enjoy a meal, to 
make love. For what time I have left… I want to live in my own house, I want to sleep 
in my own bed. I don’t want to choke down 30 or 40 pills every single day and lose my 
hair and lie around too tired to get up. And so nauseated that I can’t even move my head. 
You (zoom in on Skylar) You, cleaning up after me. And me… some uh some dead 
man…some artificially alive, just marking time. No…no. (Wide shot on the family 
emotionally taking in Walt’s words) And that is how you would remember me. That’s 
the worst part…so that is my thought process Skylar….I am sorry. I just…I choose not 
to do it.  
 
38:59 Scene Ends.  
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Appendix C: Bullying Scenes in Glee 

	  

Scene 1 (Glee) 

(New Scene: Football field) 
(Finn and other teammates are outside at practice. One of Finn’s teammates (Puck) is 
trying to imitate Finn back onto the football team since he quit Glee club. } 
 
Empathy from others 
FINN: I quit, anything else? 
 
Discrimination/Peer’s Insensitivity  
PUCK: That’s it and as a welcome back to the world of the normal, I got you a present.  
(Finn looks on as Puck walks over to port a potty’s in the back of the bleachers…close 
up of Arty squeezed into one of the bathrooms struggling to get out. Moaning and 
pleading while the rest of the football team looks on with pleasure).  
 
Helplessness 
ARTY: Help!! Help!! 
 
Empathy from others 
FINN: Is someone in there? 
 
Helplessness/Needs Rescuing/ Stereotyping/ Demeaning 
PUCK: We got that wheelchair kid inside. We are going to flip it. 
 
Empathy from others 
FINN: Isn’t that kind of dangerous? 
 
Helplessness/Needs Rescuing/ Stereotyping/ Demeaning 
PUCK: He’s already in a wheelchair. Come on we saved you the first role.  
 
Empathy from others 
FINN: (shakes his head no and opens door where Arty is. Gasps at smell) 
 
Helplessness/Needs Rescuing 
ARTY: (Relieved) Thank you, thank you so much. Thank you. My god the smell.  
 
Helplessness/Needs Rescuing/ Stereotyping/ Demeaning 
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PUCK: What the hell dude? I can’t believe you are helping out this loser. 
 
Empathy from others 
FINN: Don’t you get it man? We are all losers. Everyone in this school. Everyone in 
this town. Out of all the kids that graduate maybe half will go to college and two will 
leave the state to do it. I am not afraid of being called a loser cause that is what I am. 
But I am afraid of turning my back on something that actually made me happy for the 
first time in my solid life. 
  
Discrimination/Peer’s Insensitivity/ Stereotyping/ Demeaning  
PUCK: So what are you quitting to join Homoexplosion?  
 
Empathy from others 
FINN: No, I am doing both. You can’t win without me and neither could they.  
 
CONFIDENCE BUILDS 
ARTY: Hiss (exuding more confidence with Finn by his side. Finn wheels him away).  
(Jocks look on) 
	  

Scene 2 (Glee): The Role of Education/Educators  

2:54 (New Scene: WMHS hallway) 
(Will is walking down the hallway with Principal Figgins discussing the lack of proper 
access for Arty to get to and from sectionals) 
Role of Educator 
WILL: This isn’t fair… 
 
Administration 
PRINICPAL FIGGINS: Is it fair that I had to stop providing the baseball team with 
protective cups? I only get a certain amount of dollars to spend William.  
 
Role of Educator 
WILL: (Frustrated) Arty is… 
 
Administration/ Negative View of Disability/Stereotyping 
FiGGINS: Is used to overcoming challenges. He’ll just have to find his own ride to 
sectionals. That handicapable bus costs six hundred dollars a week to rent. We can’t 
afford it.  
 
 
Role of Educator 
WILL: Oh…but there is enough money in the budget to fly the Cheerios all over the 
country for their competitions?  
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Administration 
FIGGINS: Sue Sylvester had boosters that write fat checks. None of her travel expenses 
come out of the school budget! 
 
Role of Educator 
WILL: Look, when I was in the Glee Club, the best part of the competition was the bus 
ride to the event…it was about comradery and supporting each other.  
 
Administration 
FIGGINS: You think I feel good about this?  
 
Role of Educator 
WILL: (Strong) Well, my students won’t stand for it.  
 
Administration/Discrimination 
FIGGINS: That’s very moving but my hands are tied Shue. If you want that bus, you 
are going to have to find a way to pay for it yourself! 
(Will looks frustrated and defeated) 
 
3:49 (Scene Ends) 
 
The message the episode is attempting to convey is that of acceptance. Will wants his 

students to be more aware of differences and inclusion. This is set up in the scene 

below: 

3:53 (New Scene: WMHS Choir Room) 
 
Integration/ Visible Disability portrayed 
(Arty is in his wheel chair tying his shoes as Tina looks on contemplating) 
 (Conversation picks up in the middle of Quinn and Finn discussing where Finn will end 
up getting a job) 
 
QUINN: What about Target? 
 
FINN: I tried they are not hiring. 
 
QUINN: Another doctor bill came to my parents’ house last night Finn, we were lucky 
that I am clever and intercepted it.  But we have to start paying these doctors bills or 
they are going to go to a collection agency and then my parents are going to find out 
that I am with child, your child.  
(Camera zooms in on Puck who is listening as Quinn and Puck discuss future) 
 
(Will enters) 
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WILL: Alright guys, we are doing a new number for sectionals. 
(Glee club smiles at this) 
I know that pop songs have sort of been our signature pieces but I did a little research 
on past winners and it turns out that the judges like songs that are more accessible, stuff 
they know, us standards, Broadway. 
(the students look at the sheet music Will has just handed out…some look happy some 
look confused) 
 
KURT: (happy) “Defying Gravity?” I have an iPod shuffle dedicated exclusively to 
selections from Wicked. This is amazing! 
 
(Will looking at Rachel) 
 
WILL: You think you could handle it Rachel? 
 
RACHEL: (looking over sheet music) It’s my go to shower song. It’s also my ring tone.  
(Kurt looks at her annoyed) 
 
MERECEDES: Why do we have to go all vanilla on this song? See what we need is my 
chocolate thunder.  
(Glee club murmurs) 
 
Role of Educator 
WILL: Okay….we don’t have time to rearrange the song for you Mercedes. Rachel is 
singing it…don’t worry we’ll find something for you to dip in chocolate.  
(students giggle) 
Onto item 2…the school won’t pay for the special bus we need to take Arty and his 
wheel chair with us to sectionals. 
(Camera zooms on Arty’s reaction)  
 
TINA: (stuttering) Wh..wh..what? 
 
RACHEL:  That’s completely unfair. 
 
Role of Educator 
WILL: So…we are going to have to raise money to pay for it ourselves.  
(Tina looks satisfied) 
 
Helplessness 
(Arty looks at her appreciatively)  
See… when I was in Glee Club and we needed new silk cumberbuns for regionals, we 
held a bake sale. 
(students shake their head no) 
 
SANTANA: You’re joking right? I mean bake sales are kind of boogy. 
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Role of Educator 
WILL: So hip people stopped eating delicious sugary treats? 
 
BRITTANY: It’s not that…it’s that most of us don’t know how to bake. I find recipes 
confusing. 
(students look at her like she is crazy) 
 
RACHEL: My family is fully committed to take out.  
 
Peer’s Insensitivity  
FINN: Yeah… Mr. Shue things are busier then when you went here. We’ve got 
homework, and football, and teen pregnancy, lunch. 
 
Peer’s Insensitivity  
MERCEDES: Yeah…cant Arty’s dad just take him?  
 
Role of Educator 
WILL: I can’t believe how insensitive you are all being. Are you a team? 
 
 
Peer’s Insensitivity  
QUINN: Of course but Arty understands…don’t you Arty? 
(turning to him) 
 
Helplessness/ Submitting to Negativity  
ARTY: (unsure) Uh…Of course. It’s cool anything that takes away our time from 
rehearsing doesn’t serve the team.  
(camera zooms in on Tina who looks disappointed…bell rings, student begin to exit 
speaking amongst themselves) 
 
(Will is still pondering the issue as Arty stays behind to ties his shoes…Will sees he is 
having some difficulty and bends down to help him) 
 
Role of Educator 
WILL: Let me help you buddy.  (looking up at him) Hey, I am really sorry about how 
they all reacted. 
 
Helplessness 
ARTY: It’s okay I am used to it…they just don’t get it.  (Will looks at him concerned) 
Can I use the auditorium this afternoon to rehearse Mr. Shue?  Some of the band 
equipment is in there.  
 
Role of Educator 
WILL: (smiling) Sure.  
 
(Arty wheels himself out of room as Will ponders his situation)  
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6:35 (Scene Ends) 
 

Scene 3 (Glee): The Role of Education/Educators 

17:27 (New Scene: WMHS Cafeteria) 
(There is a sign posted up on ceiling stating: WMHS GLEE CLUB HANDICAPABLE 
BUS BAKE SALE) 
 
(Scene shows Finn, Puck, Quinn and Santana sitting in wheelchairs at lunch table with 
baked goods looking bored and annoyed that they have to do this) 
 
FINN: (sniffing cupcake) Cupcakes suck! That’s why we are not selling any.  
 
Negative View of Disability/Stereotyping 
QUINN: (Annoyed)  It’s not about the cupcakes it’s about us. Nobody wants to buy 
from losers. We are in Glee Club and in wheelchairs. 
 
PUCK: She has a point. Six months ago I could have sold fifty of these things on fear 
alone.  
 
Visible Disability portrayed 
(Camera cuts to Brittany walking in cafeteria with a young girl who clearly has 
Downe’s syndrome. Quinn notices them and gets even more upset) 
 
QUINN: Oh my god! What is she doing? (Looking at Brittany) 
 
FINN: I actually think they are kind of friends.  
 
PUCK: Brittany is always cheating off her test papers in math class.  
 
Integration 
BRITTANY: See so many…and look at how pretty they are Becky.  
 
Visible Disability portrayed/ Sense of Belonging 
BECKY: Wow. 
 
Educating(Teachable moments)/ 
SANTANA: Brittany, you’re supposed to be in your wheelchair.  
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BRITTANY: I lost it. 
 
Visible Disability portrayed/ Sense of Belonging 
BECKY: Are you a Cheerleader? It’s so cool. 
 
Integration 
BRITTANY: So is buying a cupcake. That’s really cool.  
 
Visible Disability portrayed/ Sense of Belonging 
BECKY:  I don’t have any money.  
 
Integration 
BRITTANY: That’s okay I have some. (she reaches into her backpack and hands Becky 
money…Santana grabs it reluctantly and passes it down to Finn. She hands Brittany a 
cupcake who hands it off to Becky) 
 
Visible Disability portrayed/ Sense of Belonging 
BECKY: Thanks. (Becky takes cupcake and walks away) 
Integration 
 
BRITTANY: (Smiling) So how much do we have now?  
 
FINN: Well with this $1.00 we have $1.00.  
 
QUINN; This is ridiculous. 
 
FINN: Well maybe if we put a jellybean or something on top we’d sell more.  
 
QUINN: (Very irritated) Are you an idiot? How am I supposed to trust you to take care 
of our baby when you can’t even figure out how to sell a damn cupcake! 
 
FINN: Stop attacking me! I am sick of it. 
 
QUINN: Get a job. 
(Finn gets up to leave) 
 
FINN: (Kicking his wheelchair) Fine! 
(Quinn angrily roles her wheelchair away from table leaving Santana and Puck on their 
own) 
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18:55 (Scene Ends) 
 

Scene 4 (Glee): The Role of Education/Educators 

15:47 (New Scene: Principal Figgins Office) 
 
(Will is sitting across from Figgins as they discuss wheelchairs) 
 
Administration 
PRINCIPAL FIGGINS: Shue, I saw all your kids in their wheelchairs and I was very 
impressed.  
 
Educating(Teachable moments)/ Role of Educator 
WILL: Well thank you Principal Figgins. But actually it’s made me realize that there is 
only one wheelchair entrance in this school and its all the way in the far end of campus. 
Mckinley needs ramps.  
 
Role of Educator 
SUE: No way. Those are what I call lazy makers. They discourage our able bodied 
students from getting their proper exercise by using the stairs. 
 
Educating(Teachable moments)/ Role of Educator 
WILL: What is she doing here?  
 
Role of Educator 
SUE: What am I doing here? I have Cheerios routine to polish that’s going to clinch us 
nationals.  
 
Administration 
PRINCIPAL FIGGINS: I brought you two in here because both of you have a point! 
Handicapped ramps are expensive but inspiration is free. Will I am so inspired by your 
stunt that I am insisting that Ms. Sylvester do the same with the Cheerios. Role of 
Educator 
SUE: I beg your pardon.  
 
Administration/Educating(Teachable moments) 
PRINICPAL FIGGINS: Cheerios non accessible Sue its by invitation only. I want to see 
a score that reflects our communities diversity. Now Glee Club held open auditions. 
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Role of Educator 
SUE: And everyone got in.  
 
Administration 
PRINCIPAL FIGGINS: Now that Quinn Fabry is off the squad you will hold open 
auditions to fill her slot and Mr. Shuester will monitor them to make sure they are fair to 
all.  
 
Role of Educator/ Negative View of Disability/Stereotyping/ Educator: Submitting 
to Negativity  
SUE: Okay, let me break this down for you here…there comes a point when you’ve 
gotta stop seeing people for what they look like and ask them to show you what they 
can do. And as soon as a cheerleader rolls herself onto the field in a wheelchair she 
becomes decidedly less effective at cheering people up. Just a fact.  
 
Administration/ Educating(Teachable moments)/ Integration 
PRINCIPAL FIGGINS: No Sue, the fact is, you’ve never given other students the fair 
shake that they deserve. I am asking you to try it. What do you have to lose? Maybe 
somebody at the school will surprise you.  
(Sue looks mortified by what she is about to do) 
	  

Scene 4 cont’d (Glee): The Role of Education/Educators  

18:56 (New Scene: WMHS Gymnasium) 
(Sue and Will are sitting at a table about to conduct  open auditions for the Cherrios) 
 
Role of Educator 
SUE: I don’t know what I am supposed to be doing here. 
 
Role of Educator 
WILL: You just call a name they come in and try out. Just give them a chance to 
express themselves.  
 
Role of Educator 
SUE: I am about to projectile express myself all over your hush puppies.  
 
(try outs begin…Mercedes is first to go) 
 
MERCEDES: (stomping) McKinley…Hey McKinley… Hey, Hey. 
 
Role of Educator 
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SUE: (emphatically) No.  
 
(Kurt is next twirling a baton…he spins it out of control and it flies out of his hand)  
 
Role of Educator 
SUE: No. 
(An overweight girl with glasses is shaking two pom poms and stomping) 
 
Role of Educator 
SUE: (annoyed) You’re not serious are you? 
(She turns around) 
 
Role of Educator 
SUE: Tell me you’re not serious! 
(Another overweight girl in sweatpants and glasses dances around) 
 
Role of Educator 
SUE: (Quickly) NO. 
(Jacob runs into gym with his glasses and curly afro…before he could even begin) 
 
Role of Educator 
SUE: No freaking way Jacob. 
(A very tall young man in a basketball uniform contorts his body and moves about 
ending in a split with his hands raised.) 
 
Role of Educator 
SUE: Freak. 
(the boy looks heartbroken at this) 
 
Role of Educator 
SUE: Okay, I have been at this for an hour…that’s all I promised. 
 
Role of Educator 
WILL: Sue, there’s just one more person on the list. Give her a shot.  
 
Role of Educator 
SUE: (reading list) Becky Johnson. 
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Role of Educator 
WILL: (correcting her) Jackson. 
 
Role of Educator 
SUE: Jackson.  
 
Visible Disability portrayed 
(Becky enters with a jump rope eager to audition) 
 
Role of Educator 
WILL: (whispers in her ear) Be nice Sue. 
 
Visible Disability portrayed 
BECKY: I heard that you worked out the team with jump ropes…I wanted to show you 
what I could do.  
 
(Sue looks at her straight on…not saying a word) 
Visible Disability portrayed 
(Becky begins to jump rope but her foot keeps getting caught in rope as she jumps.  
(Sue remains quiet and looking at her…Will looks at Sue worried she is going to insult 
Becky) 
 
Visible Disability portrayed 
(Becky continues trying) 
 
Role of Educator 
SUE: Becky I am going to stop you right there. 
 
Visible Disability portrayed 
(Becky stops and looks at Sue nervously) 
You’re in, be at practice tomorrow at 4:00 PM….congratulations. 
 
Visible Disability portrayed/ CONFIDENCE BUILDS/ Integration Sense of 
Belonging 
(Becky smiles and skips away) 
 
Role of Educator 
WILL: (suspiciously) What are you up to Sue? 
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Role of Educator 
SUE: I am just following orders Will. I am doing what I was told and I found myself a 
brand new Cheerio.  
Role of Educator 
WILL: You’re up to something.  
(Sue begins to walk out of gym) 
I don’t like this Sue.  
(Will sighs… defeated) 
 
20:44 (Scene Ends) 
	  

Scene 5 (Glee): Building Towards Inclusion  

28:00 (New Scene: WMHS gymnasium) 
 
Visible Disability portrayed 
(Becky is jump roping while Sue is coaching her) 
SUE: Faster…harder 
 
Visible Disability portrayed 
(Becky trips on rope looking tired…Will is looking through door upset about what he is 
seeing) 
Those better be tears of joy Becky. Faster! Harder! 
Okay stop. (She presses the stop button on her stop watch) 
Becky this is terrible (will continues to look on) 
 
Visible Disability portrayed 
BECKY: I tried coach. This is really hard.  
SUE: You think this is hard? Try auditioning for Baywatch and being told they are 
going in another direction. That was hard (Becky looks at her confused)  
Hit the showers. 
 
Visible Disability portrayed 
BECKY: Thanks coach (she walks away laughing and happy) 
(Will waits for Becky to walk away and then approaches Sue) 
 
Role of Educator 
WILL: Sue, you are unbelievable.  
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Role of Educator 
SUE: (not looking at him) You are a terrible spy. You might try breathing through your 
nose sometime. If you were a sniper I would already have radioed in your coordinates 
(she begins to get up to leave) Just like in the Falklands. 
 
Role of Educator 
WILL: I am not going to let you bully that girl Sue 
 
Role of Educator 
SUE: Oh I bully everybody Will, it’s just the way I role.  
 
Role of Educator 
WILL: Yeah but this is different…she is not like everybody else.  
 
Role of Educator 
SUE: (stops walking and turns to Will) I want you to listen to what you just said 
William. You are asking me to treat this girl differently because she has a disability. 
When actually it just seems to me she wants to be treated like everybody else. Why are 
you doing this? 
 
Role of Educator 
WILL: Because I know you…and you are up to something.  
 
Role of Educator 
SUE: You don’t know the first thing about me.  
(Sue walks away and Will looks on suspiciously) 
 
29:18 (Scene Ends) 
 

Scene 6 (Glee): Building Relationships 

21:59 (New Scene: WMHS Auditorium) 
(Arty is addressing Glee Club who are all still in their wheelchairs…teaching them 
wheelchair choreography) 
 
CONFIDENCE BUILDS/ Integration/ Sense of Belonging/Effect of Music 
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ARTY: The key to a double turn is to just go for it. You push with the right wheel and 
pull as hard as you can with the left. And find a spot on the wall to spot you so you 
don’t get dizzy (he spins around while others do the same) 
(students are having some difficulty and Will takes notice) 
 
Role of Educator 
WILL: Okay guys take five. Alright…oh and remember to show up early on Thursday. 
Its Rachel versus Kurt for the big solo. 
(Rachel looks at Kurt cautiously) 
(students say ooooh…in excitement) 
(students begin to wheel away bumping into each other as they leave the stage) 
 
Visible Disability portrayed 
ARTY: Be careful…respect the chair. 
(Kurt waves at Rachel as she leaves) 
(Brittany slaps Arty five as she goes out and Arty smiles)  
(Everyone is gone accept for Tina who wheels herself up to Arty) 
 
Empathy from others/ Associated Disability/ Implicit 
TINA: I really admire you Arty.  
(Arty smiles shyly) 
I had no idea how difficult this was. 
 
Visible Disability portrayed 
ARTY: It’s just like you with your stutter you don’t really notice it after a while. 
(Tina’s smile begins to fade) 
(Arty is about to wheel away) 
 
Associated Disability/ Implicit 
TINA: (stuttering) H…how did it happen? 
(Arty looks at her pensively) 
You don’t talk about it. 
 
Visible Disability portrayed 
ARTY: My mom and I got into a really bad car accident when I was eight. She was fine 
but I have been in the chair ever since.  
(Tina nods in sympathy) 
But I want to be very clear…I still have the use of my penis.  
(Tina looks disgusted and wheels away) 
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Visible Disability portrayed 
(Arty realizes he said something inappropriate and questions why he did it…wheeling 
himself away aggravated) 
23:12 (Scene Ends) 
 

Scene 7 (Glee): Misusing Disability for the Purposes of Gaining 

(Scene cuts to a flashback of Rachel wheeling Finn into a restaurant) 
 
Educating(Teachable moments) 
RACHEL: (confidently speaking to manager) Excuse me…are you the manager? 
 
MANAGER: (Suspiciously) Yes 
 
Educating(Teachable moments)/Misusing Disability 
RACHEL: You need to hire my friend Finn. He is clearly handicapable and your 
refusing to hire him could be seen as discrimination…my dads are gay and unless you 
want the full force of the American civil liberties union coming down on you I’d work 
something out. 
(Manager looks confused and intimidated) 
(Finn smiles proudly) 
(Scene goes back to present WMHS hallway) 
 
Educating(Teachable moments)/Misusing Disability 
FINN: I am going to need to stay in my wheelchair as long as I am working there 
but…screw it it’s worth it.  
(Puck looks on disappointed) 
Can I give you a lift to rehearsal?  
(Finn smiles at him and sits on his lap…Finn proudly wheels her away with him as 
Puck looks on angrily)  
 
34:26 (Scene Ends) 
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Scene 8 (Glee): Misusing Disability for the Purposes of Gaining 

27:29 (New Scene: WMHS bleachers behind the football field) 

(Puck is telling the story of how he concocted the idea to make great tasting cupcakes 
for the school bake sale. He wheels himself over to Sandy and begins sobbing) 
 
Role of Educator 
SANDY: Is there a lot of pain Noah?  
 
Misusing Disability 
PUCK: (crying) The doctor said the shark fractured my spinal cord. 
 
Role of Educator 
SANDY: This is why I don’t go to the aquarium. I am going to give you as much as you 
want. (taking out an envelope: CHRONIC LADY: For medical use only…it is 
marijuana) 
 
27:48 (Scene Ends…cuts back to cafeteria where bake sale is going on) 
	  

Scene 9 (Glee): Misusing Disability for the Purposes of Gaining 

37:03 (New Scene WMHS Hallway) 
 

Educating(Teachable moments)/ Sense of Belonging /Integration/ Associated 
Disability portrayed 

(Arty and Tina are racing in their wheelchairs through the hallway. Laughing) 

(Arty is beating her) 
TINA: Oh no…you are so much faster…I can’t …this is so not…Nooo! 
(they stop and smile at each other) 
(Stuttering) Oh…No fair…you have eight years of practice. 
 
Sense of Belonging /Integration/Connecting with Others 
ARTY: Salient wheel chair races is about  penalty advantage. It’s like your stutter. It’s 
probably just a big hassle. 
 
Sense of Belonging /Integration/Connecting with Others 
TINA: (smiling) This has been a really fun date. But I want to get out of this chair.  
 
Visible Disability portrayed 
ARTY: Why?  
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Sense of Belonging /Integration/Connecting with Others 
TINA: (getting up from chair) So I could do this.  
(She bends down to kiss him on the lips) 
(Arty smiles at her) 
(pausing) I have to tell you something…I’ve been faking it. 
 
 
Visible Disability portrayed 
ARTY: Faking what? 
 
Misusing Disability 
TINA: I don’t have a stutter. I pretended to have one in 6th grade because I didn’t want 
to give a speech on the misery compromise…I was really shy and it made people think I 
was weird. So they left me alone. And it wasn’t until I joined Glee Club that I realized 
how much I was missing. I don’t want to push people away anymore.  
(Arty looks very disappointed in her) 
You know what it’s like don’t you? 
 
Visible Disability portrayed/ Negative Association/ Frustration 
ARTY: (looking down) No…I don’t…I would never try to push people away. Being in 
this chair kind of does that for you. (Tina looks embarrassed) I thought we had 
something really important in common.  
(Arty wheels away disappointed in her) 
 
Empathy from others 
TINA: (upset…she gets up from her wheelchair) Wait…Arty I am sorry. 
 
Visible Disability portrayed/ Negative Association/ Frustration 
ARTY: (stopping to look back at her) I am too…I am sorry that you get to be normal 
and I am stuck in this chair for the rest of my life.  And that’s not something I can fake.  
(Arty wheels away upset and Tina looks on with tears in her eyes) 
 
39:10 (Scene Ends) 
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