
52
Programme research

23/2010/E

The fictional series Desperados (CBBC, 2007) follows a youth basketball team. Apart from wheelchair basketball 
player and Paralympics star Ade Adepitan all other team members are equally portrayed by disabled actors.
In this episode, black ex-Olympic athlete and wheelchair basketball coach Baggy Awolowo is searching desperately 
for new players for a junior wheelchair basketball team. He is able to win passionate basketball player Kyle over to 
join the team. Kyle is deeply impressed with the abilities of his new coach – and with his swift and cool wheelchair. 
With the help of his older brother, Kyle is able to acquire a “Ferrari” like Baggy’s. Kyle’s single mother, who insisted 
on him doing his homework that afternoon, is upset about Kyle and throws his new wheelchair off the balcony of the 
multi-storey building where they live.
Desperados won the Prize of the Children’s Jury in the category 7-11 fiction at the PRIX JEUNESSE INTERNA-
TIONAL 2008.

International experts’ opinions
In discussion groups organised at the PRIX JEUNESSE INTERNATION-
AL 2008, TV experts positively highlighted the positive outlook and authentic 
humour of the programme. The characters were laughed with, not laughed 
at, and tended to be complex, while areas of conflict were general (school, 
homework, etc.) 
“I do think that 10- to 11-year-olds would like to watch this. I like the humour 
and that the characters were really round characters. The themes in this episode 
were universal themes, it didn’t have that much to do with their handicaps. 
They want a beautiful wheelchair instead of a beautiful bike, and they fight 
with their parents about homework. I thought that was very well done.” (Fe-
male expert, Europe)
A number of participants considered the final sequence with Kyle’s mother and 
the wheelchair quite shocking: parents should not be antagonists; the ending 
was too drastic in dramaturgical terms. Others expressed sympathy for the 
mother and her situation; that she worried and stressed the importance of her 
son’s achievement at school.
“Kyle wasn’t achieving at school. That is making the difference not whether 
he is in a wheelchair or not. That relationship of a working single parent 
trying to encourage their children to do well is a very current one.” (Female 
expert, Europe)
“The problem is how the mother was handling it! This poor guy is going 
through a very difficult situation. And when he finally finds something that he 
enjoys and can do well, his mother throws his wheelchair out of the window. 
I was horrified!” (Female expert, Latin America)
“Black mothers trying to hold their families together is a huge social issue 
in the UK. What is quite unusual: an antagonist can’t be a parent!” (Male 
expert, Europe)
One critical question raised was why the teenagers were not part of an able-
bodied peer group: 
“It would have been nice if Kyle had been more empowered with being in an 
able-bodied team.” (Female expert, Europe)
Other voices argued that it was precisely the shared experience of a particular 
kind of disability that enabled the group to form a strong team, and that dis-
ability itself was not the issue.

Ill. 1: Baggy, the basketball coach of the 
 Desperados team

Ill. 2: Kyle is not keen on doing his homework

Ill. 3: However, he loves playing basketball …

Desperados
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Statement on Desperados from the German Children’s Jury at 
the PRIX JEUNESSE INTERNATIONAL 2008:

“We have never seen the issue of ‘disability’ presented in such a way on 
television. The different people and the everyday life of teenagers are in the 
foreground. The story and the characters grabbed us from the very beginning 
and we are very curious about how it will continue. They present it in a very 
realistic and humorous manner. The disability of the teenagers is also dealt 
with very openly. Indeed it is of importance but doesn’t dominate the whole 
story. It’s shown that children who are physically handicapped have the same 
problems as all children of their age.”

Preteen boys’ opinions
In 2008, we also discussed Desperados with 10- to 14-year-old boys with 
and without Turkish and East European immigration background in a socially 
disadvantaged neighbourhood in Munich, Germany. 
The boys liked about the episode that the protagonists did something “cool” 
and that especially Kyle and the basketball coach made funny and irreverent 
comments. They noticed that the members of the team were disabled. For 
them, however, this was not the central aspect, but that the team played well 
and that the members stuck together. Just like Kyle, they were impressed with 
the team’s ability to play basketball well.

“I liked it because it was about basketball. And this boy [Kyle] was cool.”

“I liked it because it was funny: the coach of the disabled team always cracked 
jokes.”

The participating boys thought that the conflict between Kyle and his mother 
about studying and the wheelchair was funny, but exaggerated. From their 
own everyday experience they were able to relate to the argument Kyle and 
his mother had about him doing his homework. Yet they were also able to 
understand the mother’s point of view and positively valued the strong rela-
tionship between Kyle and his older brother. 

“I thought it was an exaggeration, because a mum would never throw a wheel-
chair off the 8th floor, because, surely, there could be pedestrians down there 
somewhere, who could be hit.”

“Kyle’s mum was too strict – that he [Kyle] had to stay inside all day and 
study and wasn’t even allowed out for 5 minutes. I thought the black guy’s 
brother was the best, because he helped him to get out, despite his mum not 
allowing it.”

When being asked about whether they noticed that a black family was at the 
centre of the story, some of the preteens answered: “Yes, that was obvious.” 
One boy positively noticed that the black youth was not discriminated against. 
This, however, was not the key aspect of the programme:

“I didn’t even notice that there was a black family. It could have been a white 
family as well. It was probably done this way to achieve a contrast in the 
programme. In order to realise that blacks and whites can have disabilities.”

Dr. Elke Schlote/Matthias Schreiner (IZI)

Ill. 4: … and goes on a try-out in Baggy’s team

Ill. 5: Kyle’s brother helps him to get a new 
sports wheelchair

Ill. 6: He warns Kyle that their mother will be 
angry about sneaking out

Ill. 7: Their mother is very upset about Kyle …

Ill. 8: … and throws his new wheelchair off 
the balcony


