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Fictional teenagers

I think it was Alice Munxo

who once said that the way to

- get started writing fiction is to
imagine that you're 14 again.

She was implying that writers |

_must have a fresh take on things
and that adolescents are a good
model in that regard.

They tend to fixate on details,
are obsessed with the truth and
can't help but notice all the sur-
real, bizarre and contradictory
aspects of adult behavior,

They also can make a religion
out of coincidences, feeding
their souls with ali manner of
symbolic portent.

All of which sounds like a
typical writer,

Adolescents, in other words,
treat the ordinary as if it were
extraordinary and the exiraordi-
nary as if it were ordinary,
which just happens to be the
advice of another writer — Scott
Fitzgerald — about writing fic-
“tion,

But it's not just the point of
view of adolescents that is use-
ful to remember, it’s also useful
to remember what it was like to
be a teenager.

For most of us, adolescence
was so raw, so painful, so in-
tense and exciting that every
once in a while we want to go
back there and remember — in
tiny, eye-drapper doses — what
it was like.

Hence the appeal of coming-
of-age stories and such TV se-
rles as My So-Cailed Life and
Straight Up.

The appeal of My So-Called
Life had nothing to do with real-

ism: It was neither a portrait of
contemporary teenagers, nor of
parents of contemporary teens.

Rather, the series worked on
an emotional level, luxuriating
in the possibility of human con-
nection. The writers created sit-
uations in which characters
longed to be understood.

1f many of us experienced ad-
olescence as a desert of under-
standing, as adults we could
watch My So-Called Life and re-
experience that longing, with
the added benefit that it some-
times would be fulfilled. That's
what was so poignant and
touching about the show. .

On the other hand, Straight
Up — the series produced by
Janis Lundman and Adrienne
Mitchell, which has_just con-
cluded on CBC — inhabited an
esthetic dimension all its own.

‘There never has been any-
thing like it on television.

In a mock-documentary style,
using hand-held cameras and
stylistic editing, the half-hour
show pulsed with the fear, anxi-
ety, errant attractions and repul-
sions of the teenage psyche.

And yet, in most of the linked
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episodes, there was an emotion-
al core where all the characters
were treated with respect and
empathy. :

There were no judgments and
the respect was for how adoles-,
cents struggle through their dif-
ficulties using whatever means
are available to them.

Sometimes, an episode was
true to the characters’ aimless-
ness and unapologetic as to the
banality of its epiphanies.

At other times, the show tran-
scended its own aims, which
seemed to centre on notlons of
authenticity.

The first episode, for in-

stance, presented one of the
best vignettes Pve ever seen on
how a relationship breaks
down. The fact that it involved
teenagers became immaterial.

In this episode, a young wom-
an is trying to communicate her
emotional and sexual needsto a
pariner who is too emotionally
and sexually insecure to hear
what she has to say.

The tug between her struggle
to express herself and his defen-
stveness is so accurately written
and acted that we feel for both
of them.

Interestingly enough, it would
seem that, in our society, we re-
serve our empathy and under-

standing for fictionalized teen-
agers. The real thing tends to
become demonized  pretty
quickly, especially if the real
thing happens to be of the
worlking-class variety.

How else to explain some of
the media reaction to Tough As-
signment, John Walker's docu-
mentary on the year he spent
shooting at Oakwood Colle-
giate? .

The tough assignment of the
title refers to how difficult it is
for teachers to teach teenagers,
and anyone who sees the docu-
mentary is bound to feel a great
deal of admiration for some of
the teachers featured in it.

But that doesn't mean that
these kids are “bad.” In fact, the
good teachers shown here ex-
press dismay that some of their
students are considered trouble-
makers in other classes.

In his introduction to the doc-
umentary on TVQ's View From
Here series, lan Brown was
shocked by these students, call-
ing them “hormone-crazed louts
and slackers.”

The greatest crime of these
teens, however, is that “the ma-
jority of them have no intention
of going to college, dooming
themselves to the economic
margins of soclety.”

And why is this? “Because
their parents didn't go to univer-
sity.” Tsk, tsk. .

Globe And Mail columnist
Robert Fulford, on the other
hand, who is one of those peo-
ple who has done rather well
without going to university, was

fare better than real ones

troubled by the fact that kids
are slumping in the halls, that
they’re not interested in post-
secondary education and that
they're “so relaxed that they're
nearly comatose.”

In fact, the documentary
shows that in classes in which
the teacher is respectful and de-
voted, students are attentive
participants.

Being nearly comatose hour
upon hour is, in fact, my memo-
ry of high school, except for his-
tory and literature
taught by teachers whom 1
liked. Like many others, 1 spent
most of my time staring out the
window, wanting to be outside,
or succumbing to semi-erotic
trances.

Other occupations included
cocking up elaborate schemes
in which I would tetally rede-
sign the educational system so it
would take into account my
need to make things or partici-
pate in events upon which I
could have an impact.

Sarah Polley, one of the stars
of Straight Up, is to be a speak-
er at a rally to save public
schools, scheduled for noon to-
day at Queen's Park

Sponsored by a coalition of
parénts and children, the rally
also is to feature performers
Nancy White, Taborah Johnson
and Eric Peterson.

Carole Corbeil is the author of
“Voice-Over.” Her column
appears weekly.




