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Floor plan

1. Introduction
2. Variety, comedy and music
3. Welcome to television
4. Children’s television
5. Television drama
6. Audiences, ratings, advertising
7. Game shows, reality TV and infotainment
8. TV outside the mainstream
9. News, current affairs and sport
10. History wall
11. The Logie Awards

Interactives
A. Be a programmer
B. Big Brother Control Room
C. Big Brother Diary Room
D. TV quiz
E. TV through time
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The exhibition together with the discussion points 
can be easily adapted for areas of teaching, or to 
address the learning outcomes, in the following 
syllabuses:

Primary 
• English: ‘Skills and strategies’ and ‘Context 

and text’ substrands 
• HSIE: ‘Change and continuity’, ‘Cultures’ and 

‘Social systems and structures’ strands
• Science and Technology: ‘Information and 

communication’ substrand
• Creative Arts: ‘Appreciating’ substrand in both 

Visual Arts and Drama

Years 7–10
English
The outcomes 

• access, analyse, evaluate and use information 
from a variety of sources;

• understand and appreciate the physical, 
biological and technological world and make 
responsible and informed decisions in relation 
to their world;

• understand and appreciate social, cultural, 
geographical and historical contexts and 
participate as active and informed citizens;

• express themselves through creative activity 
and engage with the artistic, cultural and 
intellectual work of others.

History 
• Stage 4, Topic 1: Investigating History
• Stage 5, Topic 8: Australia’s changing social 

and cultural history in the postwar period 
• Elective, Topic 1: Constructing history
• Elective, Topic 3: Thematic studies

Syllabus links

Years 11–12
English
The outcomes

• develop awareness of personal, social, 
historical, cultural and workplace contexts;

• develop knowledge and understanding of the 
ways that the linguistic, structural, contextual 
and thematic interrelationships among texts 
shape meaning;

• develop skills in analysing the relationships 
between texts and technologies of production 
and evaluate the ways in which the medium 
itself infl uences the shape and nature of 
meaning.

Society and Culture
• Preliminary course: The social and cultural 

world
• HSC Core: Personal interest project 
• HSC Depth Study: Popular culture

Rove McManus won the Gold Logie in 2005 for the third year 
in a row. Photo courtesy Rove Live
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Variety, comedy and music
Laughs, talk and song have been staples of tele-
vision since 1956. From the subversive unpredict-
ability of Graham Kennedy’s In Melbourne Tonight 
to the gentle humour of Mother and Son, from 
Bandstand to Australian Idol, this section features 
some of the highlights of 50 years of Australian 
variety, comedy and music.

Discuss:
1. Why were variety programs so popular in the 

early days of Australian television? What 
traditions in Australian culture did variety 
television draw on?

2. Using the examples in this section, what 
adjectives would you use to describe the 
Australian sense of humour to an overseas 
visitor?

3. Television comedy often pushed the boundaries 
of what was acceptable at the time. Find some 
examples in this section and use them to 
discuss how standards have changed.

Graham Kennedy is known as the king of Australian television. 
Photo by Barrie Bell

4. Australian humour often looks inwards, making 
fun of ourselves. Why is this funny? Is it 
important?

5. Whether professionals or amateurs in talent 
quests, singers have to learn ‘television 
technique’ which is different to singing on 
stage in a concert. What do you think some of 
the elements of this would be?

Welcome to television
Despite experiments by local enthusiasts, television 
broadcasting was slow to come to Australia. Its 
much-anticipated arrival in 1956 coincided with a 
postwar boom, the growth of suburbia and the 
Melbourne Olympic Games. This section looks at 
early television technology, the fi rst locally made 
programs, and how the box changed the Australian 
home.

Discuss:
1. Before television, mass media included books, 

newspapers, magazines and radio. How are 
these formats and their content refl ected in 
television content?

An ABC-TV camera at the 1956 Melbourne Olympic Games. 
The excitement of the Games boosted sales of TV sets.
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2. Imagine you lived in a time before television. 
How would your life be different?

3. Now imagine you have watched television for 
the fi rst time. There are strangers in your living 
room! How would you explain it to your friends? 
What do you think their reaction would be?

4. In 1956 TV sets were expensive, costing up to 
a quarter of the average annual wage, plus 
many people needed to purchase an outside 
antenna. TV owners were also required to 
purchase a TV viewer’s licence. Why do you 
think this was and what do you think licence 
fees were used for?

5. Nominate fi ve technological developments 
associated with television and describe how 
they have impacted on viewing habits and 
interaction with the TV.

Children’s television
From Mr Squiggle to the Wiggles, television has 
captured the imagination of generations of 
Australian children. Programs such as Skippy, the 
Bush Kangaroo and Bananas in Pyjamas have also 
captivated children around the world. This section 
features some of the most memorable children’s 
TV shows and characters. 

Discuss:
1. Australian children’s television has had a long 

fascination with bears. Discuss.

2. What children’s programs did you like when 
you were younger and why? Then ask an older 
person to name and describe the programs 
they enjoyed when they were young.

3. Some children’s television programs have been 
‘clubs’ for junior viewers, either in name and 
format or actual membership. Why do you think 
this was? Has a shared interest in a TV program 
ever brought you together with others? If there 
was a club for your favourite program, would 
you join? What would you expect?

4. In children’s television, imaginations can take 
fl ight in fantasy worlds of make believe, so they 
say. Can you remember a time when you 
believed totally in a fantastical story on 
television? How is it that an actor in a character 
suit, a puppet or a cartoon character can seem 
real or believable? Look to the showcases for 
clues.

5. Look at the toys based on television programs. 
Why would adults want to buy and collect 
them?

6. Television programming offers enough variety 
to cater to all age groups. If you have outgrown 
children’s television, what programs appeal to 
you now and why? Compare with the programs 
you watch when you were younger. Do you still 
like to watch children’s programs: A. Often 
B. Occasionally C. Never. Why?

Mr Squiggle and Blackboard were created for the ABC in 1959 
by puppeteer and cartoonist Norman Hetherington. Photo 
courtesy gmphotographics
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Television drama 
Since the cop show Homicide fi rst hit our screens 
in 1964, locally made dramas have consistently 
been among the most watched shows on Australian 
television. Drama exports such as Prisoner and 
Neighbours have also attracted millions of viewers 
around the world. Here are some of the most 
memorable drama shows from the past 50 years.

Discuss:
1. Crime was an early focus of Australian drama. 

Why?

2. What elements from other media and genres 
does a miniseries draw upon? What are the main 
differences in format and storytelling between a 
miniseries, a soap opera and a drama series?

3. How do the schools and neighbourhoods of 
Neighbours and Home and Away compare to 
your own? Make lists of similarities and 
differences. The 1987 wedding of Scott (Jason Donovan) and Charlene 

(Kylie Minogue) on Neighbours was a major TV event. Photo 
courtesy Grundy Television 

4. Australian soaps such as Neighbours and Home 
and Away are popular around the world? Why 
do you think this is? What elements can you 
identify that would appeal to audiences in other 
countries?

5. Neighbours and Home and Away are screened 
fi ve nights a week, Monday to Friday. Why is 
this? Do you think they would be as popular if 
they only screened one night a week as an hour 
long drama? How would they be different?

Audiences, ratings, advertising
Hidden behind closed doors, the television audience 
is an invisible mass. But as stations battle for ratings 
and the advertising dollar, viewing habits are the 
subject of intense monitoring and analysis. This 
section looks at audiences and ratings as well as 
the ads that have become part of Australia’s national 
story.

In the 1970s Uncle Sam was the star of one of Australia’s most 
successful advertising campaigns.
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Discuss:
1. Why are ratings important?

2. Ratings are produced from samples of a capital 
city’s television audience, originally by diaries 
that people fi lled in and now by automated 
‘people meters’. Which do you think is more 
accurate and why? Why might some people fi ll 
in a diary saying they had watched a program 
when they hadn’t?

3. Name and describe a television commercial 
you like and one you dislike (remember, if you 
can’t name the product, it’s probably not a 
good commercial).

4. Have you ever been infl uenced to buy a product 
on the strength of the television commercial 
alone? What was it about the commercial that 
persuaded you?

5. Which type of media advertising infl uences you 
more: A. Radio B. Print C. Television

Game shows, reality TV and infotainment
Game shows and infotainment programs have been 
on our screens since television began. Reality 
television is one of the newest TV genres, but like 
the game show it usually stars ‘ordinary’ people in 
situations where the outcome is uncertain. From 
Pick-a-Box to Burke’s Backyard and Big Brother, 
this section features some highlights.

Discuss:
1. Why do you think game shows are popular?

2. Would you ever appear on a game show or a 
reality TV show as a contestant? Which one?

3. Think of a game show you watch and describe 
the host’s personality. How important do you 
think these characteristics are to the success 
of the program?

4. Look at the infotainment programs and list 
the areas of interest on which they focus. Do 

A briefcase and costume from Deal or No Deal, hosted by 
Andrew O’Keefe, are on show in the exhibition. Photo courtesy 
Seven Network

these refl ect your interests? If not, is there 
another program that does?

5. How ‘real’ do you think reality television is? Do 
you think the makers of these programs can 
make a situation appear different on television 
to how it really happened? How? 

TV outside the mainstream
Mainstream television is geared to mass audiences 
and rarely refl ects the diversity of TV audiences in 
both urban and rural Australia. This section looks 
at television outside the mainstream: from 
multicultural broadcaster SBS and Indigenous 
television initiatives, to the diverse voices of 
community TV.

Discuss:
1. Why should Indigenous Australians have their 

own TV stations and network?



TEACHERS NOTES 8

2. Yamba the Yerrampe is a children’s character 
on Imparja Television, the Aboriginal-owned 
commercial station in Alice Springs that 
broadcasts to Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
Australians. If Yamba could talk, should he 
speak in: A. English B. An Aboriginal language 
of the area C. A mixture of both.

3. Bush Mechanics is a comical series made by 
Warlpiri Media. Is it wrong to laugh at Aboriginal 
people in a television show they have produced 
and that is intended to be funny? 

4. What role does SBS play in Australia today?

5. If you wanted to pursue a career in television, 
would you volunteer to work at a community 
television station? Why?

News, current affairs and sport
Beginning with the 1956 Melbourne Olympic Games, 
television has fed our appetite for watching events 
‘as they happen’. This section looks at news and 
current affairs on television, and highlights 
innovations such as World Series Cricket which 
changed the way sport is played and watched.

Brian Henderson read the Channel Nine news bulletin in Sydney 
from 1964 to 2002. Photo courtesy Nine Network Australia

Discuss:
1. Who is your favourite newsreader? What do 

you like about them? How important are they 
to the delivery of the news?

2. Foreign correspondents travel widely, 
sometimes into dangerous areas. If you were 
a television reporter is there an assignment 
you wouldn’t accept? Why?

3. Do you think there are any considerations or 
conditions on what you could souvenir from 
another country while on assignment?

4. The ABC-TV’s Media Watch program monitors 
press, radio and television reporting. Why would 
you want to do this?

5. List all the sports you can watch on television. 
Why do you think some sports aren’t featured 
on television very much compared to 
others? 

6. List these in the order of how much time you 
devote to each: A. Watch sport on television 
B. Go to a sporting facility and watch sport 
being played C. Train and/or play sport.

Bush Mechanics was produced by Warlpiri Media in central 
Australia in 1999. Photo courtesy ABC
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Post-visit discussion

1. Digital television is the most fundamental 
change to television since the introduction of 
colour. With mobile phone television already 
a reality, what will the next 50 years bring? List 
all the ways you can now receive television 
content. 

2. How many hours a day or a week would you 
say you spent watching television? Keep a diary 
and compare your viewing habits with those 
of your friends. Compile a ratings graph.

3. Do you sit and watch whole programs or do 
you do other things while watching television 
(multi-tasking)?

4. Soon you may be able to download programs 
from around the world. What do you see as the 
advantages and disadvantages of this? What 
do you think it means for Australian content?

5. If programs were to become shorter to 
accommodate people’s viewing habits and 
lifestyles, which of the formats described in 
the exhibition would be most suitable and 
popular? Could the others be adapted to ‘snack 
size’ programming?

6. Over the past 50 years television has been 
portrayed as a powerful social force --- gathering 
families together to watch their favourite 
programs, which they talked about with their 
friends and colleagues the next day. What 
effects do you think multiple channels, various 
outlets and other changes will have on this? 

In 2006 viewers could watch Nine’s cricket coverage on their 
mobile phone.

This AWA Deep Image Radiola TV was made in Australia in 
1956. Powerhouse Museum collection
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Further resources

Please note 
The websites referred to in these notes were available and suitable 
at the time of publication. We advise teachers to check sites before 
recommending them to students.

Tulloch, John & Turner, Graeme (eds), Australian 
television: programs, pleasures and politics, Allen 
& Unwin, 1989 

Walden, Mal, From the word go!! Forty years of Ten 
Melbourne, Network Ten, 2003 

Exhibition book
by Peter Cox
Available in the 
Powerhouse Shop 
and by mail order, 
tel (02) 9217 0129, 
for only $14.95.

TV history websites 
• History of Australian Television 
 http://televisionau.siv.net.au/ 

• Memorable TV 
 http://www.memorabletv.com/ 

• Australian Television Information Archive 
 http://australiantelevision.net/list.html 

• Classic Aussie Soaps 
 http://www.classicaussiesoaps.com/ 

• Aussie Soap Archive 
 http://members.ozemail.com.au/

~fangora/index.html

Blundell, Graeme, King: the life and comedy of 
Graham Kennedy, Pan Macmillan, 2003 

Cunningham, Stuart & Jacka, Elizabeth, Australian 
television and international mediascapes, Cambridge 
University Press, 1996 

Cunningham, Stuart & Turner, Graeme, The 
Australian TV book, Allen & Unwin, 2000 

Groves, Derham, TV houses: television’s infl uence 
on the Australian home, Black Jack Press, 2004 

Hall, Sandra Supertoy: 20 years of Australian 
television, Sun Books, 1976 

Harrison, Tony, Australian film and television 
companion, Citrus Press, 2005 

Hartley, John, Uses of television, Routledge, 1999 

Inglis, Ken, This is the ABC: the Australian 
Broadcasting Commission, 1932–1983, Melbourne 
University Press, 1983 

Jacka, Elizabeth, The ABC of drama 1975–1990, 
Australian Film Television and Radio School, 1991 

McKee, Alan, Australian television: a genealogy of 
great moments, Oxford University Press, 2001 

Mercado, Andrew, Super Aussie soaps: behind the 
scenes of Australia’s best loved TV shows, Pluto 
Press, 2004 

Moran, Albert (ed), Stay tuned: the Australian 
broadcasting reader, Allen & Unwin, 1992 

Rayson, Cate, Glued to the telly, Elgua Media, 
1998 

Stone, Gerald, Compulsive viewing, Penguin, 
2000 
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For more information on the exhibition 

On the box: great moments in Australian television 

1956 – 2006, visit the Powerhouse Museum’s website 

http://www.powerhousemuseum.com
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For more information about education support
or your booking, contact Education and Visitor 
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Telephone — (02) 9217 0222
Fax — (02) 9217 0441
Email — edserv@phm.gov.au

Subscribe to the free email newsletter Powerhouse 
Museum Education News by sending a blank 
email with ‘SUBSCRIBE’ in the subject line to 
edserv-announce-request@listserver.phm.gov.au
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