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• Social welfare in the media largely negative and 

demoralizing.

• Social work often seen as part of society’s problems rather 

than solutions.

• Economic and social environment of intolerance, economic 

bifurcation, and redacting of the social safety net

• It is imperative that citizens have awareness of complexity 

of social problems and policy responses.

Teaching Television:  An Introduction



• Most citizens are not and cannot be exposed to the 

complexity of social problems in an intimate way

• Citizens must have an awareness of problems to 

find reasonable solutions

• Issues of power, cultural competency, diversity, 

ethical practice, social justice, and critical thinking 

are part of the milieu

Television Provides Access



• Students see the inconsistencies in television’s coverage 

of social issues and the students hone their critical 

thinking skills

• If students develop critical viewing habits, they begin to 

understand the breadth of television’s power and the 

individual and cultural consequences for everyone

• Distance education with technology can provide an 

effective format for gathering and using interdisciplinary, 

cutting-edge material

Literature



"The Wire’s exploration of sociological themes is truly 

exceptional. Indeed I do not hesitate to say that it has done 

more to enhance our understandings of the challenges of 

urban life and urban inequality than any other media event or 

scholarly publication, including studies by social scientists.”

Professor William Julius Wilson, Harvard University Seminar 

about The Wire, 4th April 2008.

The Wire



• 5 Season television mini-series set in Baltimore, 

created by David Simon.

• Explores issues of: power, social institutions, 

drugs, crime, substance abuse, gangs, economic 

deprivation, gentrification, unions, human 

trafficking, politics, legislative process, poverty, 

child welfare, and education policy

What Is The Wire



• Moore (2011) noted that the show’s powerfully critical view of social 

problems would be best understood by students when they could 

dialogue using things like blog posts

• Harvard’s Johnson also said “It does an excellent job of portraying 

fundamental sociological principles that have been the focus of social 

scientists on urban inequality.”

• Peter Beilenson, a public health officer in Maryland and instructor at 

Johns Hopkins Univ., used the show and brought in guest speakers for 

“real life” perspectives, then asked students to write about relevant 

social factors.  

Teaching The Wire



• The is Rigged, Man or 

• Wallace Teaching Math Game 

– Note:  Harsh/Crass Language.  

• Syllabus has the following warning:
This course and the DVD contain adult content that 

may be offensive. Please note that by maintaining 

enrollment in this course you understand and recognize 

that to be the case. You also accept any risk this may 

cause.

A Taste of The Wire



1.  Identify the major themes of The Wire. (Measure: Create an assignment, Exam II)

2. Reflect on their own sources of privilege and personal assumptions regarding 

disadvantaged populations. (Measure: Autobiography)

3. Be able to define the processes by which policy is made in the public arena. 

Interpret the complex impact that urbanization has had on institutions and 

individuals. (Measure: Exam I, Character &Power Analysis)

4. Formulate recommendations for intervention strategies corresponding to the 

dominant issues identified in The Wire. (Exam I)

5. Apply their understanding of urban issues to the development and critical analysis 

of programs and policies appropriate to addressing contemporary social and 

economic problems. (Character & Power Analysis, Exam II)

Student Learning Outcomes & MeasuresStudent Learning Outcomes & MeasuresStudent Learning Outcomes & MeasuresStudent Learning Outcomes & Measures



The Syllabus/Readings



Moodle (CMS)



• Demographic 

Survey

• Pre-test

• Post-test

• Course 

Evaluations

• Assignment 

Grades & Content

Data Collection & Evaluation Methods

• Univariate Analysis 

on Demographic 

Data

• Paired T-Test

• ANOVA

• Content Analysis 

of Qualitative 

responses



Student Demographics (N=20)

Student StatusStudent StatusStudent StatusStudent Status

Undergraduate 10%

Graduate 90%

Race * All NonRace * All NonRace * All NonRace * All Non----HispanicHispanicHispanicHispanic

White 80%

African American or Black 15%

Other 5%

AreaAreaAreaArea

Suburban 50%

Urban 25%

Rural 25%



Pre-Test Results
I am comfortable defining the process of policy development in the public 

arena. 3.15

I am able to interpret the complex impact that urbanization has had on 

institutions. 3.1

I am able to identify the implications of social equity and cultural 

competency in public policy development and implementation. 3.55

I currently reflect on my person sources of privilege and assumptions 

regarding disadvantaged populations. 3.75

I am able to apply policy theories and problem solving methods as the focal 

of case analysis.

3.3

I am able to apply my understanding of urban issues to the development 

and critical analysis of programs and policies appropriate to addressing 

contemporary social and economic problems. 3.35

I am able to formulate recommendations for intervention strategies 

corresponding to dominant urban issues. 2.89



Select Feedback:
– I just wanted to email you and thank you for starting such a wonderful class. I really enjoyed the class, not to 

mention that The Wire is fantastic. I really felt like I learned a lot and was exposed to so much information. This 
class has deeply affected me, before this I couldn't "see" how the police, local government and the community 
interacts so closely. Most importantly, I am able to see how institutions (especially the cops) can be influenced by 
funding, political agendas, and personal interests of those in said institutions. Thank you so much, it has been a 
great experience! Have a great rest of the summer!

– I just wanted to say thank you for such a great class. I learned so much and it was so much fun.  I really didn’t 
realize how many things were so connected!

Final Assignment:  Inaugural Class 
http://prezi.com/1cdyw1yujp5j/the-wire-concept-mapping-project/

Unsolicited Feedback



Beilenson, P. L., & McGuire, P. A. (2012). 

Tapping into the wire: The real urban 

crisis.The Johns Hopkins University Press.

Burrows, R. (n.d.). The wire : A comprehensive 

list of resources. Retrieved from Center for 

Urban Research website: http://

www.york.ac.uk/media/sociology/curb/

publications/The%20Wire%20resource

%20list.pdf

Donorfio, L. K. M., & Healy, C. (2008). 

Teaching an interactive television course on 

adulthood and aging: Making it happen. 

Educational Gerontology, 34(6), 531-549. 

doi: 10.1080/03601270802000535

References



Moore, A. (2011). Teaching HBO’s the wire. 

Transformative Dialogues: Teaching & 

Learning Journal, 5(1). Retrieved from http://

kwantlen.ca/TD/TD.5.1/TD.

5.1.9_Moore_Teaching_The_Wire.pdf

Owen, D. B., & Silet, C. L. P. (1997). Changing 

perceptions, not just channels, in the 

heartland: Teaching television's teaching. The 

Radical Teacher, (50), 7-11.

Owen, D. B., & Brown, S. E. (1998). Teaching 

television to empower students. The English 

Journal, 87(1), 28-33.

References cont’d



Thank You!
Presentation contact:  Dr. Jocelyn Taliaferro, MSW

Jocelyn_Taliaferro@ncsu.edu


