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Synopsis and Impact

In the reality program The Apprentice, mogul Donald Trump tests sixteen ambitious young contestants selected from 215,000 applicants to determine which one of them is most deserving of the ultimate prize: the chance to work for him. Each week for a total of 15 weeks (14 episodes), teams of contestants carried out business tasks from setting up lemonade stands to renting real estate. The players were from all walks of life, from PhDs and MBAs to self-made success stories. Each team selected a "project manager" for that week to lead the team. The project manager was held partly responsible for that team's success or failure. The losing team met with Trump after the task competition in the boardroom. These infamous boardroom scenes at the end of each episode were punctuated with the elimination of one candidate with Trump’s use of the phrase “you’re fired!” Media reports and anecdotal evidence suggest that business educators are using this program as an instructional tool in secondary and post-secondary courses. Whereas these educators focus on the program’s content to test theory, there is an important media literacy aspect to its use in classrooms that may go overlooked.

During its first season (January 8-April 15, 2004), The Apprentice was the number one new show of the television season among total viewers and among adults 18-49. An average of 20.7 million people watched each week and 40.1 million watched all or some of the finale. Excluding a single run of a reality series (the first Joe Millionaire), The Apprentice is the top-rated new series on any network in five years in adults 18-49. 
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The Apprentice and Business Education 

Without a doubt, The Apprentice made a huge impact since it first aired. As the first purely business-focused reality program, it generated a buzz among many business educators. Most notably, an entire class called “Management Lessons from The Apprentice” was offered at the University of Washington at Seattle in early 2004. The media has reported that numerous US college business educators have used the program in class to illustrate concepts to students (see Gyenes 2004, Armstrong 2004, Cormier 2004, Talcott 2004, Morrison 2004). Anecdotal evidence reveals that in Ontario, secondary school business teachers have also incorporated it into their courses, particularly Organizational Studies (BOH 4M/4E) and Marketing (BMI 3C/3E). 

Media reports suggest that audience reaction among business educators on The Apprentice’s applicability to the classroom is mixed. Gyenes (2004) and Morrison (2004), for instance, report that some educators position the program as a relatively accurate representation of the business world in certain, important respects. Others (such as educators interviewed by Talcott 2004 and Neal 2004) make a distinct separation between the program as entertainment and its extremely limited applicability to business education because of the artificial environment. Similarly, informal conversations with Ontario business teachers reveal that while some structure student activities and discussion around The Apprentice, others feel that the entertainment value overshadows its usefulness in the classroom as a teaching tool. One thing is evident: The Apprentice is being used by business educators. However, evidence suggests that many educators fail to address how media literacy relates to this program. 

The focus of this study guide is to highlight realities pertaining to business practices that lead to inequality through a media literacy lens. Though such analysis of the program by students can have enormous potential in their personal and professional development, it will not be embraced by all business educators. One counter-argument to exposing inequality issues goes something like this: The Apprentice without a doubt reflects certain societal and business practices that are “unfair” – but that’s the way the business world works so students had better get used to it if they hope to be successful. Indeed, issues of power (held by those in management positions), whiteness, males and authority, and women’s issues are realities. But discussing them arms students with important knowledge that can help them not only succeed, but resist and potentially make important changes to the business workplace in their lifetimes. By raising some of the issues discussed in this article with classes, business teachers can critically engage students beyond the “content” focus of business strategy.
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Media Literacy and Reality TV 

Media literacy is viewing or reading any media message, even newspaper and magazine articles, critically by being aware that: 

· All media messages are created by someone for a specific purpose and target a specific audience or audiences, and are constructions and the way they are constructed includes words, images, and sounds. 

· People interpret media messages differently, based on their own experiences and even prejudices. 

· Each media message represents someone's social reality, and can be skewed by editing, choice of words, choice of music, etc. 

As such, media literacy is a form of critical thinking. Starting with discussion about media literacy concepts would ground discussion about The Apprentice. In particular, calling students’ attention to the following is important:

· Media are manufactured constructs, not reality. Participant selection, selective editing, and content strategies (e.g., rules of the game) in reality shows such as The Apprentice create a virtual environment that is sometimes mistaken for reality.

· Media can shape our values, perceptions and beliefs. The Apprentice attempts to shape ideas about how the business world works though its portrayal of reality. 

· Individuals interact with the media in order to make meanings. As such, students’ individual reactions represent how they made sense of the constructs that producers present to them.

· Commercial factors impact content in the media, including The Apprentice. Keep in mind that Trump and the producers have a strong commercial interest in the program’s success – and will manipulate content, contestants, and editing to generate a buzz among viewers.

· Media are not value-free, nor objective. A reality program such as The Apprentice contains numerous implicit and explicit values, and tends to reinforce the status quo of gender roles, worker roles, and management roles, as illustrated in The Apprentice.
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Ontario Curriculum Correlation 

There appear to be two approaches to integrating The Apprentice into business education:

· A “functional” approach which focuses on business functions and processes. This approach assumes that, for the most part, scenarios depicted in the program are applicable to the “real business world” and encourages students to learn from them as case examples.

· A “critical thinking” approach that relies on media literacy principles. This approach assumes that the program (a) is very much a “construction” of business reality manipulated through things like selective editing and selection criteria which need to be recognized; and (b) the values of the program tend to reinforce a particular status quo regarding business, race and gender. This approach requires students to question and identify and challenge subtle messages about the business world and how it works.

Though the content in this guide focuses on critical media literacy analyses of The Apprentice in the business classroom, this correlation identifies both functional and critical activities that can be used. Note that this correlation represents suggestions – though many other opportunities exist to incorporate it into the business curriculum.  Refer to the Episode Guide for a synopsis of the weeks referenced in the table below. The discussion questions on page 11 of this guide can also help to structure activities and performance tasks. 

	Course 
	Functional Activities
	Critical Thinking Activities

	Introduction to Business, Grade 9 or 10, Open (BBI 1O/2O)
	Donald Trump’s Employability Skills (view at least four boardroom scenes from any episodes, plus Week 13)

· Have students make lists of desirable and undesirable employee skills that Donald Trump identifies in boardroom scenes. Ask students to reflect on:

· Whether Trump was consistent in the skill sets he listed or evidence that he contradicted himself from week-to-week

· Whether or not Trump had good evidence when he labeled those in boardroom has having or not having skills

· How Trump’s preferred employee skills compare to the Employability Skills 2000+
	Challenging Employability Skills (view at least four boardroom scenes from any episodes, plus Week 13)

· Have students make lists of desirable and undesirable employee skills that Donald Trump identifies in boardroom scenes. Ask students to reflect on:

· Why each of these skills is desirable or not to Trump

· How desirable skills benefit Trump

· Whether desirable skills disadvantages employees

· Whether desirable skills disadvantage individuals based on their gender, education, or cultural background (students should use examples from their personal lives and prior knowledge)


	Course 
	Functional Activities
	Critical Thinking Activities

	Introduction to Entrepreneurial Studies, Grade 11, College Preparation (BDI3C); The Enterprising Person, Grade 11, Open (BDP3O); Entrepreneurial Studies: Venture Planning, Grade 12, College Preparation (BDV4C)

AND

Introduction to Marketing, Grade 11, College Preparation (BMI3C)
	Creating an Ad Campaign (Week 2)

· Review the roles of individuals and companies involved in advertising (e.g., account executive, client, creative)

· View the Week 2 episode in which the teams compete for an airline campaign

· Have students reflect on:

· Whether they agreed with the outcome (why or why not)

· Whether they agreed that the women used sexuality in an inappropriate way

· What they would have done differently

· If the class has not seen the episode previously, stop the DVD and let small groups come up with their own campaign at an appropriate juncture

Personal Selling (Week 4, Week 8)

· Use these episodes as a “case study” to illustrate how personal selling techniques were used in the bar challenge and bottled water sales

The 4 Ps: Place (Week 1)

· Use this episode as a “case study” to illustrate the role of good location in retail situations

The 4 Ps: Product (Week 5)

· Use this case to illustrate an example of product selection and development. Compare this to the information in your text on this topic.


	Commercial Benefits of the Program (Week 8 and Week 12)

· After viewing these two episodes, engage the class in a discussion about the “meta-marketing” aspect of this program. In these two episodes, Trump has the contestants market his own products: Trump brand water, and a Trump Tower penthouse rental

· Have students discuss this issue. Is it a vehicle for Trump to advertise his own company and products? Is this “hidden” or stealth advertising? Is the program upfront about this? Are there any problems with this? Do you think it is effective? Why or why not?

· Some have suggested that the contestants are really marketing themselves by participating. Is this an effective form of self-promotion?

· How is publicity a factor in entrepreneurial success?

Ethical Issues in Marketing (Week 4, Week 7)

· Weeks 7 and 4 caused contestants to call one another’s ethics into question. In week 4, Kwame was accused of misrepresenting himself as an athlete, while in week 7, Katrina accused Troy of unethical bargaining. Have students reflect on whether or not they see these two accusations as warranted.

· Students may also find other questionable actions in other episodes (e.g., Omarosa’s conduct during the Jessica Simpson episode in Week 14, the possibility that team members misrepresented their knowledge while selling art in week 9, etc.). 

· Ask students to reflect on whether the need to win or to be successful at work excuses certain types of unethical behaviour or dishonesty. 


Continued…

	Course 
	Functional Activities
	Critical Thinking Activities

	Organizational Studies: Organizational Behaviour and Human Resources, Grade 12, University/College Preparation (BOH4M)
	Working in Teams (Week 14 and any other episode)

· Unlike other episodes, Week 14 shows Kwame and Bill managing their own teams

· Have students compare the difference in dynamics between a team with a formal manager, and teams without. What differences are evident?

· Have students compare what their textbooks say about group dynamics and management with what they saw on The Apprentice. To what extent did contestants’ actions reflect what is in the textbooks? Did they do anything that “worked” that was not in the textbook?
	The Glass Ceiling and Gender in the Workplace (Week 4, Week 5, Week 6, Week 13)

· Note – you may only wish to show boardroom scenes from weeks 4, 5 and 6

· Call to students’ attention that though the women won every challenge until week 5 (leaving them immune from firing), as soon as the teams became mixed, they were the ones to go. Ask students to suggest why this is the case

· Focus on the reasons for firing. Were there any gender biases in the criteria applied?

· Provide students with the quote from the top of page 8 of this guide by Trump (you may with to give them the reading on stereotypes). Ask them to consider this quote. As well, why was Trump quick to criticize the women to correct their behaviour, but not to help them? Did they perceive differences in the way women and men behaved? In the way they came across to viewers? 

· Have students locate articles or statistics on “the glass ceiling” and compare what they viewed on these episodes with the literature

Power in the Workplace (any group of episodes)

· In preparation, read the section of this document on power (p. 7). You may choose to share this with students, or alternately ask them to identify issues of power while viewing the episode(s)

Diversity in the Workplace (Week 14 and any other episodes)

· Review the section on Diversity and Ethnicity (p. 10). You may with to share this reading, or some of the quotes, with students. Call their attention to the issue of Kwame not knowing the “rules” of firing. Discuss with students how they perceived diversity when viewing this program

· Refer to Discussion Questions (p. 11) for suggestions on how to structure discussion or performance tasks

	
	
	

	
	
	

	Organizational Studies: Managing a Small Business, Grade 12, Workplace Preparation (BOG4E)
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Elaboration of Key Themes 


Theme 1: Power

As a viewer, the theme that first struck me, and remained prominent, was power. It was extremely evident who had power, and who did not. This is an important issue for a couple of reasons. First, power dynamics in “real world” business can result in marginalization of individuals and groups. Second, the depiction of power in the “reality” presented by The Apprentice can have a legitimizing effect among viewers – that is, people begin to believe or confirm existing beliefs that those in power (i.e., managers, CEOs) hold certain privileges, and those without power had no way of tipping the balance. More importantly, the program suggested that this was a reflection of the way things are in the “real world.” The Apprentice achieved this in several ways.

Set design, stage direction, and selective editing played a significant role communicating power. The “boardroom” (a set, not an actual boardroom according to Armstrong and Barr 2004) was arranged so that there was no mistaking that Trump held the greatest power, and his two employees (Kepcher and Ross) were second in command. While all the contestants were required to sit on one side en masse, Trump sat across the table in a chair larger and more stately than all the rest, with Kepcher and Ross (in smaller chairs) on either side of him. The boardroom set appeared to be dimly-lit, with dark wood paneling harkening to stereotypes of old-time corporate glory, subtly reflecting the power and prestige that corporations are considered to hold. 

In that boardroom, careful stage direction contributed to the portrayal of power dynamics. When meetings between Trump and contestants were to begin, the contestants were called in and took their seats, along with Kepcher and Ross.  Trump himself made his dramatic entrance only when all others were seated from a door behind his designated chair. The camera work conveyed that this was an important individual entering a room, worthy of an entire audience’s attention. 

There were also many more subtle examples of power represented through interaction, no doubt carefully chosen through selective editing. For instance, contestants had to remain ready to be called by Trump’s administrative assistance to meet with him wherever and whenever he chose. Also, contestants (and the administrative assistant) used “Mr. Trump,” while Trump referred to all others on the program by their first names. This established a clear distinction between those with power, and those without.

A second example was the use of certain words by those in power (e.g., Trump and his colleagues’ habit of using of the word “girls” to refer to female contestants) created categories of identity that placed individuals in a certain locations in the social order. The diminutive term “girls” serves to place the female contestants in a subordinate category to the other gender. Another example of the questionable term of labeling occurred when one of Trump’s interviewing team suggested that the only female candidate interviewed should be fired, in part, because she reminded him of a “Stepford Wife” during a boardroom scene that included only Trump employees.

A third example of the use of power in interaction was the silencing of contestants in the boardroom scenes by those in power. The contestants were only permitted to speak to Trump when called upon (in some cases, they asked permission to speak). Trump exercised his power to refuse their requests during boardroom scenes. This was made prominent through selective editing – perhaps this was not the case during the actual boardroom discussions, though clips selected to air reflected such practice. One observer noted that inside the boardroom, Trump “interrupts [contestants], doesn’t listen to their conversation. He seems to foster this whole tone of hostility” (Armstrong 2004). 

Theme 2: Stereotypes


Issues of stereotypes (masculinity and authority, portrayal of women, and whiteness) in The Apprentice result from participant selection strategies (age, appearance, clear-cut identities), wardrobe restrictions, and production content strategies (as defined by Teurlings 2001). Because television is an incredibly powerful tool which reinforces gender and cultural stereotypes in North American society, it is key that students have an awareness of the stereotypes, and how and why they are presented.

Others suggest stereotypes are created and/or reinforced through selective editing. Stereotypes in reality television are particularly dangerous and powerful because the audience perceives the individuals as “real people,” not scripted characters. One reality television producer noted: “[to show what happened] we take liberties. But there’s no defrauding the public” (Lipton & Gilatto 2004:93).

Initially, the contestants competed in two, gender-segregated teams. The women “won” each competition. Once the teams were mixed gender in week five, things changed. Kronke (2004: 7) quotes Trump’s observation after the fact:

When they were with the men, [the women] were intimidated or something. They were different people when they were with the men. And you could say that could be true in life. When they had their own team, they were dominant, but when they were interspersed with the men, the men started dominating for no reason.

Trump purposely abstained from coaching the women, claiming that “they have to stand on their own” (Kronke 2004:7). Was there “no reason” as Trump suggests, or was this a result of male contestants’ conscious and unconscious adherence to male stereotypes of power and authority? What does Trump’s puzzlement say about the transparency of this type of behaviour? Aggressive actions on the part of males caused the females to back off, and Trump did not address it. Clearly, male use of dominant or aggressive behaviour is nothing shocking – but why is it that it the women’s reaction is called into question, not the male behaviour? Teurlings (2001:255) might suggest that Trump was merely enacting a “strategy of content” by encouraging conflict to create more interesting television punctuated by tension. 

Through Trump did not step in and address the issue of male dominance with either gender group, he was quick to call a meeting with the women during week 4 to tell them that their use of sexuality to win competitions had to stop. Contestant Katrina Campins said “a woman that claims she doesn't use her sex appeal to sell, simply hasn’t learned how to use it to her advantage” (The Apprentice Web site, 2004). That Trump chose to step in and criticize the women for what he deemed inappropriate behaviour, but not the men, speaks volumes. This action sought to stop the women from using one aspect they perceived as competitive advantage, but not the men. Together, the situation sends the message that male dominance is okay, while women need to be stopped when using their sexuality.

Heffelfinger (2004) describes the double-standard of use of sexuality, which appears to allow men to exploit women’s bodies but somehow prohibits women doing the same: 

Luckily, The Apprentice found female ‘professionals’ willing to wear high heels and higher skirts and indulge in emotional histrionics… And, in a cynical betrayal, Trump dressed down the women for using sex appeal to sell. Sex, it seems, can be used to market only The Apprentice: Trump and two scantily clad contestants, Omarosa and Ereka, appeared recently on the cover of TV Guide. While Trump is dressed for business success, Ereka and Omarosa are flaunting pink bras and unprofessional expanses of tummy and thigh…Apparently, there is a proper use of women’s bodies – not by individual women, but by the corporate world of advertising in which the producers invest.

The Apprentice did not contain stereotypes of males and females that were particularly shocking. One might argue that these portrayals might actually be accurate depictions of what happens in corporations. They do, however, reinforce certain gender roles and behaviours that potentially place males at an advantage. Moreover, if viewed with an uncritical eye, these portrayals might cause students to perceive the need to adopt these types of behaviours in order to succeed.

Theme 3: Diversity & Ethnicity

Participants had wardrobe restrictions, conformed to certain ways of interaction, and expected knowledge of certain unspoken “rules” of business. As we saw with stereotypes, these portrayals may be accurate depictions of what occurs in many corporate workplaces, and would certainly be considered conventional by TV standards. But “whiteness” scholars suggest that these sorts of conventions ensure that diverse populations might be dealt out of certain opportunities. Student awareness of these issues is imperative if they are to better understand both the “real” business world, and recognize how reality television shapes and reinforces their perceptions and beliefs.

Of the sixteen contestants on The Apprentice, thirteen where white (the exceptions were Kwami Jackson, Omarosa Manigault-Stallworth, and Tammy Lee). Contestants were required to follow wardrobe “rules” that fit conventional, white standards of dress. They were instructed to bring two business suits and “lots of business casual,” as well as to sent photographs of clothing they planned to wear on the program in advance with two stipulations: no open-toed shoes in the Trump offices, and no jeans on the golf course (Gliatto, Lipton & Stoynoff 2004:102).

Armstrong et.al. (2004: 27) characterize reality television’s portrayal of diverse groups in the following way:

If you’ve just tuned in, black men are lazy; black women are finger-waving hotheads; Asians, when you can find one, are evil and scheming; and Latinos just plain don’t exist. That’s the insane “reality” created by unscripted series, which offer up a weird kind of demographic Olympics, with token contestants wear colors for their entire team…Watching The Apprentice’s Omarosa Manigault-Stallworth [who is African American] commit high cultural treason was so frustrating [because] she was taking down all sisters with her. 

Without a doubt, whiteness plays a role in the potential for success in this portrayal of business reality. Tucker (2004:31) suggests that in the case of The Apprentice’s Kwame Jackson (the African-American finalist), regardless of his Harvard education, “young black professionals are not bequeathed the ‘rule book’ that white businessmen operate by via generations of example and privilege.” Tucker attributes this to Jackson’s loss of that week’s competition.

Here we have seen several examples of The Apprentice’s reinforcement of status quo business practices that might be considered “whiteness.” Participants had wardrobe restrictions, conformed to certain ways of interaction, and expected knowledge of certain unspoken “rules” of business. As we saw with stereotypes, these portrayals may be accurate depictions of what occurs in many corporate workplaces, and would certainly be considered conventional by television standards. However, student awareness of these issues is once again imperative if they are to better understand both the “real” business world, and recognize how reality television shapes and reinforces their perceptions and beliefs.
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Discussion Questions 

The following discussion questions can be used in class to discuss themes and issues, or can be used to structure specific performance tasks. Starting with discussion about media literacy concepts would effectively ground discussion about The Apprentice. Such concepts as well as pedagogical strategies are elaborated in the Ministry of Education’s Media Literacy Resource Guide, Intermediate and Senior Division (1989). Using a media literacy framework in the business classroom opens doors to new ways of thinking about business practices, as illustrated by this brief examination of The Apprentice, with particular emphasis on uncovering the “hidden curriculum” of business studies’ presentations of the workplace. Without a doubt, students and teachers will be able to identify more – and perhaps more significant – media literacy issues in The Apprentice and other media works about the business world.

How does portrayal of the business world in The Apprentice construct reality? What spoken and unspoken rules exist for contestants? Were the rules the same for all contestants?

Think about what might have been omitted in editing. What other scenarios or aspects of the competition would you like to see that were edited out?

What does The Apprentice imply about characteristics, behaviours or attitudes required for success in business? Are these characteristics the same for men and women? Are these characteristics the same for people from different cultural and racial groups? How do these compare with the Conference Board of Canada’s Employability Skills 2000+?

What implications do the issues raised in our discussion of The Apprentice have on your future once you leave school? 

What injustices did you perceive in The Apprentice? What could be done to change them?
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Key Media Literacy Concepts





All media are CONSTRUCTIONS.


All media construct REALITY.


AUDIENCES negotiate meaning in media.


Media have COMMERCIAL implications.


Media contain IDEOLOGICAL and VALUE messages.


Media have SOCIAL and POLITICAL implications.


Media have UNIQUE AESTHETIC FORM that is closely related to CONTENT.





Media Literacy Resource Guide: Intermediate and Senior Division. Toronto: Ontario Ministry of Education, 1989.








REALITY TV PARTICIPANT SELECTION


Tucker (2004) wonders if reality television producers consciously or unconsciously select contestants who initially appear friendly, but will likely explode or collapse under pressure. His research shows that producers feel that reality TV participants should have the following characteristics: physical attractiveness, spontaneity, and “clear cut identities” that make them recognizable. The eight men selected to compete could be described as masculine in their appearance and demeanor. Only one male contestant was overweight. The eight women selected to participate embodied many of the beauty ideals common to media portrayals of women. Each of the women would undoubtedly be considered attractive by conventional standards. Each was thin, and this was made prominent by wardrobes featuring predominantly short skirts (even with business suits), and body-hugging silhouettes. The hidden message of the appearance of these women reinforced a perception of the importance of a thin body and appearance as a measure of a woman’s success potential in business. 











SELECTIVE EDITING


Selective editing meant that only certain interactions made it to air (though Trump’s dramatic boardroom entrances made it into every episode). Boardroom discussions, which were given only minutes of airtime, reportedly lasted up to several hours (Gliatto, Lipton & Stoynoff 2004). 








WHITENESS STUDIES


The power of whiteness is thought to work through its invisibility – that is, privilege of whites is reinscribed and reinforced through specific cultural interactions that tend not to be questioned. Whiteness refers to status, power and opportunities that come along with participating in dominant and unquestioned norms and conventions. Thompson (2004:32) explains this race privilege is “rationalized when whites’ dominance is explained away and naturalized, attributed to supposedly race-neutral factors such as individual merit or the operations of the free market. She reminds us that individuals of colour may participate in whiteness, but that such status can be revoked at any time. 
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