
U3: SOCIOLOGY Ally McBeal - Role Model?   
Does a role model have to be famous in order to be a role model? Do you have a role model? 

 
    Ally McBeal, played by Calista Flockhart, is a young lawyer from 

Harvard and the main character of the successful program launched in 1997. 

The series quickly became one of the most talked-about shows and in 1998 

won the Golden Globe Award for best comedy and best actress in a TV 

series for Flockhart. In the same year, the show was nominated for ten 

Emmy Awards and won two "Q" awards for "Quality Television”. In 1999, it 

received an Emmy for best comedy. The series centres around Ally's Boston 

law firm and colleagues, the courtroom and their trials as well as Ally's 

relationships with men, or more precisely, the desperate search for her soul 

mate. Overall, Ally McBeal is not a typical central female figure: she is 

constantly insecure, narcissistically obsessed but at the same time never 

really happy with herself.  

The question of whether or not Ally McBeal is a good role model has been 

played out in public discourse several times already. The media seems to 

have a fixation with two issues. The first is with the anti-feminist aspect of 

Ally McBeal and the portrayal of women in this show in general. The second 

fixation focuses around actress Calista Flockhart's weight and question if she 

is anorexic or not.  

    As pointed out above, the media mainly focused on feminist issues as well 

as the possible impact of Ally's skinny figure on her fans, and as a result, 

labelled her as a poor role model. Although her critics made some fair 

points, the question arises how the show could become so popular with a 

leading character that is such a poor role model or even allegedly an "insult 

for women". One reason is definitely the humour of the program. It is very 

entertaining to watch Ally and her colleagues in their daily struggles.  

However, what might be of the same importance is one aspect mentioned by 

several researchers. Accordingly, Ally McBeal is amongst the new kind of 

television series that do not show reality as it should be, but rather as it is. As 

Bunz puts it, the show addresses problems with gender identities that arise 

because the traditional way of life in which the roles of men and women 

were clearly outlined (men work while women stay at home and raise the 

children) are exchanged by a new model of life that is not yet defined (Bunz 

2001: 274). Ally McBeal has to cope with the same clichés and somehow 

unclear role expectations that the target group of the program - women 

between 18 and 49 - see themselves confronted with. Being successful 

professionals and, at the same time, trying to find a man, or more accurately 

their soul mate, and having a family are some of the difficulties they face. 

     To sum up, to a certain extent, Ally McBeal can be seen as a typical 

human in modern society that desires to live a life of her own and struggles 

with identity matters that arise from the conditions of late modernity. Thus, 

she can serve as a role model in the sense that she provides 'emotional' 

support and through that, a kind of guidance.  
Adapted from Judith Schroeter, The Ally McBeal in us: The importance of role models in identity 

formation. http://www.theory.org.uk/ally.htm. Retrieved 04.08.2008. 

 
New Vocabulary 
 
narcissistic = egotistic, 
egotistical, self-loving  
anorexic = suffering 
from anorexia 
nervosa; 
pathologically thin 
 
Collocations 
role model/ 
expectations 
 
gender issues/ 
identity/ 
role(s)/ 
stereotype(s) 
 
Prefixes 
insecure 
anti-feminist 
 
Suffixes 
successful 
really 
typical 
importance 
portrayal 
feminist 
 
Word families 
center (n., v.) 
central (adj.) 
 
Compounds 
courtroom 
career woman 
soul mate 
talked-about 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 



Section I    VOCABULARY ACTIVITIES            
 

Guessing meaning Using the dictionary for general and specialised meanings 
 

A. Mark the following sentences with G (general) and S (specialised): 
 

a. The study of media messages is a major concern and various opinions have been suggested.  � 

b. The public is now armed with sophistication and numerous competing media  G 

c. The term “mass media” is mainly used by academics and media-professionals.  � 

d. Right-wing media critics claim that the majority of mass media sources are dominated by leftist 

powers.  � 

e. The crime received mass coverage in the media. �  

 

B. Match the sentences with the definitions of the term ROLE. Which one is more likely to be specialised? 
 

1. The function of the local authorities is to 

ensure citizens’ safety in public places. 

2. Now tell me, what’s the teacher’s 

responsibility in all this? 

3. In this movie she played the role of Juliet.  

4. This device has been advertised copiously, but 

what is its use? 

a. Bundles of socially defined attributes and 

expectations associated with social positions. 

b. Normal or customary activity of a person in a 

particular social setting. 

c. What something is utilised for. 

d. An actor's portrayal of someone in a play. 

 

1 b 2  3  4  
 

Collocations 
 

C. Circle the most suitable collocation of the underlined word(s) in these sentences.   
a. Media marketing people were schooled to examine every aspect/angle/ factor/ of a problem or 

situation before making a prognosis. 

b. Children differ greatly in their emotional/excited/agitated responses to violent cartoons. 

c. All his life he has been struggling/fighting/battling with illness. 

d. Many of his criticisms were on target/correct/valid but others were not fair. 

e. The first report in this continuing series/succession/string of articles was published in the September 

issue of the journal. 
  
Reutilising Key Vocabulary 
 

D. Complete the sentences below with your own word or phrase. Write them down at the end of the 
exercise.  
 

1(...) refers to a person who fills his or her role as a good or bad example for others. A good example 

is a positive role model. A bad example is a 2 (…) role model. The term role model on its own often 

means positive role model. 

A positive role model carries out a role demonstrating values, ways of thinking and acting, which are 

considered good in that role. Others hopefully will 3 (…) the example. A woman professor can be 

seen as a role model for other women. Parents can be positive role models helping their children learn 

adult ways or they can be negative role models. In dysfunctional families 4(…) tend to be primarily 

negative role models. The distinction in positive and negative role models can easily lead to accepting 

a false dilemma. 

The act of picking a role model consists of first evaluating what are one’s own values (answering the 

question "what kind of things are important to me?"), then finding a person (usually a famous person) 

that exhibits a majority of those points and then emulating that  5(…). 

 

1.___________; 2. __________; 3. ____________; 4. ____________; 5. model              . 

 
 



 
Section II    LANGUAGE FOCUS 
 

Parallel constructions 
Sentence elements are parallel if they show readers that certain thoughts are moving in the same 

direction. You can often arrange several ideas in a sentence by expressing them in words that play the 

same sentence role and then link them with a conjunction. See the following examples:  

1. Carlos wasted his first year at college by not studying enough and spending too much time at 

parties. 

2. Carlos wasted his first year at college by studying too little and partying too much. 
 

A. Select the sentence that illustrates the use of proper parallel construction. Tick the right box. 
 

Ally has wit, charm, and she has an extremely 

pleasant personality. 

 Ally has wit, charm, and a pleasing 

personality. 
� 

Ally and her colleagues learned to face 

professional difficulties effectively and to cope 

successfully with family issues. 

 Ally and her colleagues learned to face 

professional difficulties and to cope with 

family issues successfully. 

 

They wanted three things out of life: to 

become successful professionals, to find their 

soul mate, and to learn about life. 

 They wanted three things out of life: to 

become successful professionals, to find 

their soul mate, and learning about life. 

 

Her husband, she thought, would be a brilliant 

strategist, a caring mentor, and a wise friend. 

 Her husband, she thought, would be a 

brilliant strategist, a caring mentor, and 

friend. 

 

Ally's IQ is higher than her friend.  Ally's IQ is higher than her friend's.  
 

The misuse of correlative conjunctions (both… and; not only… but also; either… or; neither… nor) 

result in incorrect sentences when parallel constructions are not used.    
 

B. Rewrite the sentences correctly, using parallel constructions. For example:       
 

The author addresses both gender issues and 

refers to feminist issues. 

The author addresses both gender and feminist 

issues. 

 

Ally prefers either to watch TV or going out. 

Ally prefers either to watch TV or to go out. 

 

1. They will watch the show either today or they will watch it tomorrow. 

2. Women enjoy both raising their children and to go to work. 

3. Her colleague is neither kind nor has patience. 

4. Ally is not only talented, but also she has charm. 

5. Either she will begin to look for a soul mate now or risk never finding him. 

6. The soap opera was not only very long but also it was very dull. 

7. Ally should either eat more, or should not exercise so much. 
 

The following sentences are incorrect, because they present lists of ideas and comparisons but do not 

use parallel construction.  
 

C. Rewrite the sentences correctly. For example:   
     

The story was attention-grabbing, well-written, and 

was motivating. 

The story was attention-grabbing, well-written, 

and motivating. 

Her income is smaller than her colleague. 

Her income is smaller than her 

colleague’s is. 
 

1. Ally’s colleagues walked out of the office, down the alley and went across the street. 

2. Women’s motivation to succeed in career seems to be greater than their husbands. 

3. The media focussed on feminist issues, Ally’s impact on the audience and to offer a role model. 

4. They worked carefully, quickly and were quiet. 



Section III TEXT STRUCTURE 
 

Defining  
Defining is one of the major rhetorical functions in academic writing. Definitions of key words, 

phrases, as well as of terms used in academic writing are necessary in order to avoid misinterpretation. 

(G. XX.1) 
 

A. Match the various ways you can build up definitions with the examples in the right-hand column. 
 

General meanings / 

application of meanings… 

Validity is the degree to which an assessment process or device 

measures what it is intended to measure (Smith et al., 1986)  
 

Indicating difficulties in 

defining a term: 

Smith (1954) was apparently the first to use the term 

Chomsky writes that a grammar is a 'device of some sort for 

producing the .....' (1957, p.11). 

Specifying terms that are 

used in an essay/thesis: 

The term X is generally understood to mean… 
 

 

Referring to people's 

definitions (author 

prominent): 

 

In the field of sociology, various definitions of media are found. 

Media is a commonly used notion in journalism and yet it is a 

concept difficult to define precisely. 
 

Referring to people's 

definitions (author non-

prominent): 

 

In this essay the term media will be used in its broadest sense to refer 

to all means of dissemination of fact, opinion, … such as…  

Throughout this thesis, the term media is used to refer to what the 

general public terms as "the media,"… 

While a variety of definitions of the term X have been suggested, this 

paper will use the definition first suggested by Smith (1968) who saw 

it as… 
Adapted from: http://www.phrasebank.manchester.ac.uk/definitions.htm. Retrieved 22.08.2008 

 

B. Below there is a gapped extended definition of the term audience. Complete the sentences with the 
words/phrases in the text box. Write them down at the end of the exercise. As a follow-up, write a 150-
word definition of the word: popular culture. Do not forget to mention the sources. 
 

illuminate note was it 

employed 

defines sums 

up 

to 

refer 

will 

focus 

has 

noted 

Exploring proble-

matised 

to 

specify 
 

The Compact Oxford English Dictionary defines an audience as either “the assembled spectators or 

listeners at an event,” or “a formal interview with a person in authority.” For the purposes of media 

studies, I 1…… on the first definition and emphasize the ways in which theorists have 2……the 

concept of the audience as a distinct group and as an object of study. Shaun Moores neatly 3…… this 

dilemma:  

There is no stable entity that we can isolate and identify as the media audience, no single object that is 

unproblematically ‘there’ for us to observe and analyze. 4……. the etymology of the word, Janice 

Radway (1988:359) 5…… its original usage 6……to an individual act of hearing in face-to-face 

verbal communication (to ‘give audience’). Only later 7…… as a collective label for the consumers of 

electronically mediated messages.8 … It becomes harder 9…… exactly where media audiences begin 

and end. The conditions and boundaries of audiencehood are inherently unstable. Additionally, I will 

briefly 10 …… the history of the audience as it has evolved alongside media technologies and 11…… 

some of the ways that the development of newer forms of media implies a further restructuring of the 

term for the twenty-first century. 
Adapted from http://csmt.uchicago.edu/glossary2004/audience.htm  

 


