everyone possesses this minimum; not everyone
is'sufficiently aware of the units 1n the
phonclogical representation or can acqulre this
awareness by being taught. In the special case

<of dphabetic ‘writing, it would seen "that the

price of greater efficiency in, learnlngy is a
required degree of awareness higher than for
logographic and syllabary systems..." (p. 144) .

oo : <+
An understanding that the speech stream can be broken into rhonemes
which correspond more or less to the letter units of the written code is
required., The Electric Company exhibits this principle with ani@gtedepnint,Aﬂ——f—‘—

’

which mirrors the speech stream, dlsplayzngfag 1eft4xwr1ght progress1on,

-~
]

) A\
1etter by Letter, a written represe/tat;on dflanguage which is- 51mu1taneous1y
J |1 /

e

realized in speecH. Since this routine is carrled out in many ‘different’ con~
'

.

texts, the principle must eventually shine through. The point of this ex-

.
~ .

ample is that television may well. strengthen crucial conceptual foundations

in the course of teaching specifics, because of the 1nherent properties of

« T

the medlum through which these Spec1f1cs aré/taught Televzﬁlon can deal

P,

Pl '

eas1ly wlth’concepts of dlrectlfnallty,)the relation of p%lnt to speech,

i ),
the relatlons among punctuatlon,\lntonatlon and meaning, ;;ayeg ohj These

N 7

are, again, things teachers tend to assume as _part of the understanding -

M ~
children wither bring to school, or infer through exposure to the specifics
Y
of the written code. -

on the other hand, The Electric Company may be communicatingzsome_

‘

dysfunctional messages about literacy. It suggests,,for example, that

N /n

readlng 1s a matter of sounds, words and ocba51ona1\phrases, not of para-
graphs, pages .and whole books. It suggests that print is something tacked

onto unfolding events; not the primary means for conveying them. These,

*

» A . -, N
too, are inevitable outgrowths of the media mix. It is not, possible to

present long passages of print on television comfortably. Nor is it pos-~
. ® . "A .\‘

/sible to abandén the dramatic aspects of the presentation and still hold a

television-minded audiencs;
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‘My topic is the process of learning to read from television, which

I3

is to be distinguished from learning to 'reagd" telev151on, or in the cur-

+

rent jargon, becoming "visually ilterate." It 1s 1arge1y a case sbudy of

"“The Electric Companxy; a half-hour program which uses short. hurorous ani-
. VE e ’ i ..
- R [y - N

wated ‘and live sequences to préSent basic reading instruction, ~The program

EDI2 6941

reaches an audience of about eleven million chlldren, in school and at home,
AY

3 ’

preschool through puberty. - It therefore constitutes an educational influ-

-
-

ence unprecedented, except perhaps for Sesame Street, in our histoxy. . I

I3

think I can quite safely limit my sample to "The Electric Company" while

2l " at the same time claiming to discuss the influence of television on the
» ! o~
process’ of becoming literate. 4 -

\

There are many, people, of course, who think there is nothing in this

¥ . -
-

e topic worth discussihg. o them The Electric Company is an undesirable
* K]

. " hybrid, which can result only in"low-grade literacy." Parker, 1974) This
v’ ) point is worth considering. A communication medium, while it is not the
.- message, endows any message with peculiar properties.. In some cases the

- . .

nature of a message may be significantly changed when it is translated from

one mediuﬁ into another. Crltlcs»suggest that chlldren are doomed to some- -

1 b !

televigion rather than from tradltlonal 1nstruct10na1 media, because tele-

~ / ———— M

vision viodates, or obviates, the organizational principles of print. .

bl

N . - / ; A
‘Y7 thing bearing 11tt1e relation to true literacy when they learn to read from
[

3 )
[}

e | 2

s . )




. in how the teaching is accomplished: Telev151on conveys messgges about

~

e
3
«
H
i
)

- e e .

vhat is a child likely to learn from regular viewing of a program 1ike

The Electric Company? What are the implications of televisidn's invasion

)

of the'province of print? ) ‘ .
- \ *
A first look at The Electrlc Company itself offers 11tt1e cause for

alarm. Consonants and vowels, punctuation, the same o0ld basics of readlng

-

are there, jazzed up a blt with color, ‘rock mu51c, movement and hunor, thtle
‘
material is offered in unlts larger than a phrase. The pace is perhaps a
11tt1e unnerv1ng, but for the most part The Electrlc Company probably ap-
\

pears to be more of the same: a tradltlonal phonlcs-based approach to
., L % . e

readlng, revamped to lure the te1ev151on generatlon.

W' v v

Howeyér, the significance of transleting a message into ‘a new medium
£ N .

is in f¥he way the message is altered in the process. The ultimate impor-,

tance of The B‘ectrlc Company is not likely to be in wha?'ls taﬁght but
g \
IS

print to 'children that they could not otherw1se receive, These are not °*

messagesvﬁgout letter sounds and sight words, but principles relating
I
print to speech and mganing, and notions of the role of print\communication;
< ' * ’ ) )
Television can deal directly in abstractions, which are often impossible to:

explain to young children, and which children ‘are unlikely to infer for .

~ . . /

themselves,

¢

Talk of abstract principles may not seem to be relevant to a dis-

L] ’ "

cussion of beginning reading, which we tend to.thirkof as a skill. But

.
- - . .

for a chilg, learniné to read is probably the most demanding intellectual
task of ‘her school career. The cognitive prerequisites for 1earhing to
read are considerable (Voyat, 1970), and many children reach school without

acquiring them, Since teachers tend to plunée right into the nuts and bolts

.

of readlng w;thout bothering to provide these cognitive foundatlons, many
. - T T~

chlldren suffer as a result, blunderlng tnrougﬁ initial readlng 1nstructlon

, /-2- 3




4

in what Downiné (1972), has identified as a state of, "cognitive confusion",

-Televis;on, in the course of teaching skills, effqrtlessly\displays some

-
A 0

of tREse coﬁceptﬁal foundatidns., This is accomplished most effeétiVely
. . .
through the powers of animation,

In an early (1945) paper, Charles Palner, who was an animator for the
f P N A -
N !
Disney Studios, pointed out that animgtion can come‘remerkably close to
o

functioning as "the mind's eve," T ng this closer to our present frame

-

of refeg:nce~ anlration can create concrete visual analogles for the ab~-

stract pr1nc1ples governlng the relatlonshlp among print, meaning and
1

{ - . .

spéecﬁ, These analogies, though concrete, are nevertheless not realistic,
(The components of an anlmeted drawing need not bear much resemblance to -

familiar objects*or beings). Thus general principles,'laws, can be ex-

hibited without being bound to specif}c examples., Children tend to ‘deal

is evidence from other contexts to suggest that this is so (e.qg. 'ner,
Olver,|Greenfield, 1966; Samuels, 1970)

. . .
Anlimation can also create visible models for information-processing

strategies. #@s Bruner (1974) points out, a filmed presentation can do

of benav1 r) render them larger in life, brlghtly colored, "frozen" for
study, etc If-it can do this for motor skills, mental skills shoulgd not °*

be much dififerent, As an éxample, consider one aspect of the development

‘
"While reading does not make as many/denands .
on llngUISth awareness as, say, solving
British crossword: puzzles, there must be-a~~ -
miriimum level required, aAd perhaps not

4

“3e

—— PoR vy —




- m o eer e e et s r ot ot

everyone possesses this minimum; not everyone
is'sufficiently aware of the units 1n the
phonological representation or can acqulre this
. awareness by being taugnht. In the speclal case
. :of dphabetic ‘writing, it would seen "that the
' price of greater efficiency in, learnlng; is a
. required degree of awareness higher than for
logographic and syllabary systems..." "(p. 144) .

5 & :
An understanding that the speech stream can be broken into phonemes
which correspond more or less to the letter units of the written code is

required. The Electric Company exhibits this principle with animated_pnint,

which mirrors the speech strean, dlsplaylng’Qg 1eft4xrrlght progressxon,

- .
]

letter by Letter, a written represe/tat;on<f danguage which is- slmultaneously
/ / .
realized in speech Since this routine is carrled out in many different con-
- L 4
texts, the principle must eventually shine through. The point of this ex—~
~— . N . P

ample is that television may well. strengthen crucial conceptual foundations

in the course of teachlng specifics, because of the 1nherent properties of

-
P

the medlum through which these SpelelCS aré/taught Televiélon Ean deal

- ‘.47' =
eas11y with’ concepts of dlrectlfnallty,\the relation of pflnt to spgech,

. ] 5
the relatlons among punctuatlon,§1ntogatlon and meaning, ;;ayeo onj These

S SN

are, again, things teachers tend to assume as _part of the understandlng =
children wither brlng to school, or 1nfer through exposure to the specifics

» N
of the written code. -

On the other hand, The Electric Company may be communicatingzsome

1]

dysfunctional messages about literacy. It suggests,,for example, that

\.,».,

4 : , / -

reading is a matter of sounds, words and ocbasional\phrases, not of para-
éraphs, pages .and whole books. It suggests thatvﬁfint is something tacked

onto‘unfolding events; not the primary means for conveying them; These,
wtoo, are inevitable outgrowths of the media mix. It is not possib1e$to
_present long passages of print on television comfortably, Nor is it pos— gy
'sible to abandon the dramatic'aspects of the presentation and still hold a

o~

television~minded audience, ES

e

.
P
£

- v
an )

-
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T \i By thls tune, the following po:.nt has} surely occurred to you: Whatever

\ - - i I' )
struct:.on, and other everyday expe;::.encesf.;wlth reading, If The Electric
- -]
Comna.ny doesn't show children that read:.ng is a matter of pages, chapteri

- 4
i
H

\_ ! [ ) ® ’
. ' b %fects The Electrl?: Company may have m‘ust be attenuated by classroom in- ~.

- N )

and }zboks ‘a matter of fcomprehens:.on as ,well as decod:mg, the teacher cer- a
Y [ - ‘\ \“ N 4
ta:.nly\does. And conversely, if the failing reader gets a glimpse of _the
! - . , .
whol’e_éoncéptual forest from The Electric;Company, classroom drill will

\ R N : g :
{ br:mq her eliably back to the trees. ’ e
. N p )
\“i C Resea}:ch on The Electric Company (e.g. Ball and Bogatz, 1972; Hexrrot
| \\‘\\\\: .

and I.eibei’“t‘,~—3:972} has gen.erally indicated a small but positive and c%n—
a \ \\

N
LA K .

»
sistent effect on school \chlldren, ,and a pos:.t:.ve att:.tude toward the
\ . - e d
’ prbgram on the part of teachers,./'rhl :
/

[

dunds innocuous enqugh. Why sh?:ul,;i"

—

we be much concerned abot;t the progrlam's :'.mpa{

)

-

won 1 iter acy?

4
i

The answer is because millions of preschool ch:.ldren afe watghlng
|
The Electric Cdmpanyftrtfher with older smlmgs or as "s}/épover" from

¢ - \ ..
Sesame Street, Wthh is typically scheduled in an adjacent time :

LI Y

» : 5 '
\$ ' vides their only .i 1&/‘) reading for” a ber/{od of one, two, even three
s 3

PR
v

years.//'lqle effects of The Electr:.c Compan'ii,\ge d and bad, are therefore

- : - v /
:/‘( '\‘/Eempoélly unmoderated in this population, wh:.le these ~tots w:.ll eventually
} ‘_\ /”:_‘__‘—-___MM
" go to school and meetl'with alternative views,. their edrliest concept:.ons of

u

gy

Ry
- .

. .

print and reading must be profoundly e%fected,5¥ what they see. Because

they are cognitively and, experientially distinct from their “school-age o
. /

SR s . . e '
o sn.b\l\z.ngs, they may be learning completely different thrings from the very
( | : T
, C ~ :
N same program. "¥le do ndt know to what|degres -Wmtenswe, exposure

~
.“\

to telev:.s:.on reading :.nstruot:.on niay alter the coursyt&_mgte character
T
. \\

of literacy., If we want to get some 'd'ea, however, \we ghould bélgin by con-

6 N R
. -
~ -
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child whom he'EleCtric Company is intended is a difference betweehﬁ
\4\ . \ - . N ' ‘\ /’J . N

preoper;ti nal, or ‘intuitive, and cencrete opefétidnal inte11i§6nce. ‘s
L & i . .

For the cBild still in the rntuitive stage, perception ‘has primacy over . -’

'ieesénin . What se sees is‘what is real. Fantasy has the status of .
. N ° 1 . ‘ {

v . . \ rd
SO an animated cartoon, a:newsreel, a dream, all e equally

« s

{
The boundaries between objective and subjectlve experiez:e,are . 3

that the ch11d is prone to see television gequences a o jectl—
’ 2

™ , / N
s
ispecially relevant is the nature of the symﬁ/z system employéa\by

v | ' ~~\/,// @
the c 11d durlng the preoperai}onal period. This symbol system, mani- |

{ N
idi ncratlc,:and show 11tt1e\ragard for the conventlons of ;nterper— :\\\\\ -
songl conmdnlc;tlons systems. (Fowles and Voyat, 1974) ) T \

The prlnc1pfeg:;;z;:;iéh;;;tlc code” a¥e therefore clearly alien Cot = R
is preoperat;nnal lntelllgence. As noted earlier, reading_is a //////f/' N\

» N\

ly abstract activity, The symbols of the alphabetic code .are not” ‘

' -

ic, but arbltrary conventlons, both 1n their phohologlcal and thelr

_}ologlcal strupture The preoperational child, who may believe that

.
0

the] name of a thing.is ne of its inherent attributes, (like its size and
,’ ' \\ , ] -
shape) rather than'a tag we agree to give it, is conffonted with the
\ g ‘ “' “ - ) . < "

relationship between the name, its written symbol, and the other critical

Ny
3

attributés of the thing, . In reading, the left-to-right arrangément of

(S

symbols is critical in a way that ‘experience with real objects does not

presage, Nor is,theuaecoding process as simple, as a ieft—tosright sumﬁation

)




f
@ » R ."(‘

R e
,rl

) of the symbols, \

The orientation of 'the symbols in space ratters, but

\‘\-\ o”tner attrlbutes, such- as theJ.r size, color and cerjtan.n -of the:Lr typo- "'
\ ) ) Y \ M )
.,/' 1og1ca1 embe,ll/l\:,hments do not. Learning whn.ch\features of the wrltten .
synbols count, goes agaJ.nst much of what the chlldrhas only just mastered ' // \

-
.

, ’ ' about _mportan* varz.a.bles in the Lphysz.cal word, A chalr,,turned upside *

~ e

down is still a chair;-a "p" thrned ups:.de down becomes a “ob". . .
. . . « N “ -

Thus, J.n the preschooler watc}'u.ng a te1ev1stuan program a.bout read;.ng
4 - w\/ / / -~
we have a child who is unprepared to sort out f@ essentiaLattrmutes of
‘. .

7

the print code .from the 1nc1de}taf (on not so J.nc:Ldenta\.L) attr:.butes of. .-
¢ ) - #»

the teleVJ,s:Lon presentatlon. A7 the same tlme, <thls ch11d Cis lrkely to- ~

be ‘extremely skilled in the busJ.ness of watchmg television. 'I‘yplcally
_ - she spends several hours a day hard at it, So she knows what to look, at,
- - /
e and what to 1gnore, she is well adjusted to the pace, ané famlllar w:Lth
| ) the format conventions of many programs. \'I‘he-improbable *e'vents_ ofrani-

mated cartoons are the, stuff of every day eXperiences, ) I

a

—'__\\“\.

As a'result, she is likely to/f:{’gure o\u’t what is important in a given

- ir

. ' 1 ! D"
~. . .' presentation on The Electric mpany bemas any :mkllagfwhy it 1s-

¢ . . ! +

important.  She nay att 1d to print because it is the "star" of the show,(

\ . .
" even though it is at’ least initially meanlr;glesg. - - (\ _ F
)

‘message tha\t\coxges through? Consider the folllowing ani-

» Cat/dog. study: -

< In this anlmated fllm, the word "cat" is chased up.

a tree by the word "dog " The word “cat" appears to méow, and

the Word "dog" appears to bark., o /

From this film, our naive four-year-old might nosice that: e
‘ ) o —
N IR a) . Different collectrions of squiggles ‘(whi
¢
' probably,identify as wvarious liette'rs, ks to Sesame Street)
N % 4 B




. . " : ‘ ' ) * | r / ﬁ l‘ ‘ / | \
-, . . ' ‘ . / N S ' ; , v
p ) . mean different things.' -

_ C  b) Print is mobile and colo’rful, and its motion,
. 4 . . T M

- C " shape and color prov:.de cues to 1ts A\anmg,

<) With more exposuxes, she may come to.notice -. ’
. . B
. the de::éil.s of the configuraticn, the iMdividual lettegs
and 'thg order :Ln which they occur. 'I‘her;a is nothing ~ir‘l
the segunfent, l';oweve.r,' hmt:.ng at j:h&éroje’c‘tien rules
iinking the vis'ua1~ confiq:rations of letters to the sounds

-—

. ‘ L ~— ~ e e T, . -
’ "dog" and "cat", It is'more likely to establish the asso-

- . -

‘ ciation CAT="meow",—Even more strongly, it sﬁgggsj:g that’

- —

! ey . ' .
the letters combiné to form some sort of picture, or ideo-

~ toe
. . graph of what thé représent, . " ‘ - . / ;

g — -
o - o /]

— T [y - 4
o . P

® , 2., A film of comedian Victox\Borge sitting in an armchair

Y § -

with ge open stb'rybook. I;I_ek $a-sentence from ‘the book, sig->~

‘ . M § -~ T

‘ - ] ‘punctuation” mark ,si'llyrbﬁt gg?e@" dund, The. ° */j /

P ' Mpropnate w}'—réen P tqat’lon ;ST appear on th¥\gcreen, along

wlth the prlnt, € sentence is
—_ - = :
’ : ALt S sures to this rout:me, our’ our-year-

T 7 . > — : A b
\/t/‘é\okd—m}q( ct-certain punctuatlon markes with
B . i = 4 . =

\‘ he A : -t

; in ’ e salien ction of thi
¢ : “ RN - = b
‘., clear est ish- iative link between bunttuation marks v

. . w .

“ 7., and sound eRCts, and to indi %&@&
: . . ; N - o .
' E . q‘,n this fashion, e potential misconception I}ere is too obvious to \

is nu.sconcept:.on 11ke1y to be a

\\

seriods one,, though 1% is a!hallenge to explaln to a four—-year—old

o

0 . ¢ . ' .
. - ’  why Bot@ndltlon is wrong, ang what punctpa{fion marks are for if . /




SN e I e N
[ e

r ‘ . : -///
_ Y .
. . . / 3. A 'song focused on the adverbia morpheme ly accompanlea\\‘
! .‘ ) . ! - R i
Iy —an—a mated fllm in which a huznan01d cartoan cha.racter dramatizes .
. . lyrics such as the' £03¥Gwing: ' ; -
‘ B ] - N ,/

, You're wearing yot.r squeaky shoe& -
- and rlgnt there taklng a snooze

e ]
adverb _appears-on the screen czurlng ‘the verse, with the =ly con- -~ -~
o T
" trasting in t‘olor of tne rest/of"/the word, ’%ut faded in at ene polnt -
- - l
T 7 to encouz:age” ”’é’c;eF‘smg' of~the word- as a whole. . . S T
v S : 7 ; i /Br - - v oo T
— *The ostensible purpose of this film is5 to establish the
. . ’ 7 I
’ spelling—to-sgound correspondence for the ~1y unit, and to encoura@e ’ Y
" ’proces,s/f'n of =1y as a srngIe unlt, an- information "chunk™, This, 's
; : = /

: ly Well beyond the grasp of a four-year-old, who is nevétheless -

\ 1]
.. rlikely to recognize L and Y and ooserve that - they recur r across several//,
—— = ’_/)I* ‘\b—‘
= . wra.tten contexts, in connection with scenes about haw somethmg is done, T

Y.

n . *

She may 1nfez; that -ly 13\ the mportyt property of all these word* and _
. . »
that -ly occurs in fnany dlfferent words, The relation between -1y and /
y ~ A
the descrllptlon of actlon, *1ay be establlshed in an %r’ticulated form,

*, - ] * e

As I noted earlier, ab//tract ideas of this 11k are not| hormally the -
o /'/ / * l.n .

province of f?:nﬁ:—year-olds, but the concret visible means of cfpression

may well render them accessible in a way that is consonant with intuitive

1 3
thinking, ; \ . : o ’

Films of this Xind encourage the clustering of words foy -

v

their s rtctural properties (paradigmatic groupipgs) rather than the-

grouping of words to forn meaningful units (syntagmatic grozﬁings)'.

v
\ This is not only a cognitively advanced kind of grouplng, correspondlrg to
N s~ el

a relatlvely abstract mental representat/on/of’(e/structure of language,

N A s A

> |




-

T -
but would tend. jto lead one to focus on language as a thmg-:m-:.tself

!

I rather tHan as{a medium for commuhication, The isolation of partic- =~

e — Ve
ular words’ fro‘+ f:hes;/emtream for visua rutJ.ny and w:.th:.n thosé

| /7 . o
~ words,, the em%és on a particular non-referentialicluster, s:.gnals
AR ‘ . . \ ) | . B
the over-riding importance of t cluster to the viewer, whether she ' - .
- " . ' .

.

P '’ can read it or not.

I , . ‘ I

4., Another lc-accompanied animation. A child is being
. S ! * /m : / “ ' £
\ , .»‘pursuec})bpag/ia‘mt lollipop. The song is a vehicle: for -ll- words,

each ?f which appears on the Screen as it is sung. The -1l- is printed

. ., .q N . o
in a;contrasting color, and therefore emphasized visually.

-

" self and others out of scrapes,

the Spém:mder, by chang;\.n letters in w.ords, and :m so do.mg, chang-- “ .

ing one obJect J.ngo

The primary message of these films -y there 'are several

of them - is not anyth:.ng/t% do wlth the particulars of the wrltten

-
. ) .

code, sinde these are hardly emphasn.zed Instead”’ a principle of.

. woxrd magic, by wWhich cﬁ'xanging the written word 'causes the object to

which it refers to be changed is ¥epeatedly demonstrated. JIn contrasb- i
A

to the previous fllns, this one deals with the function of print (thoygh

-it ;Ls through cruc:.al alterations™in the phonic building bldcks of oo

B




. .,/" . . . " -, ) :
of print: are not very interesting, P
- > . . » “ s [

. ‘ ‘ P
So each film convéys many messages/abadt the nature of jhe

e
a\? . Y

wxitten code/}n the s/urse of 'est shing the spelllhg-to*soun

o] rrespondences whlch generally thelr ralsonf.d:/tre~ Some qf
. “ \

are true prlnc1ples of our alphabetlc system and {
A R > . t
us desirable. Some, such as word- maglc, are undesivab or at % "

s N v

least irrelevant messages that grow almost 1nev1tab1y out: of the
J

o

max, age of print to telev1s1on.: Preschool v1ewers tend to have

” .

/// 11tt1e basis for sortlng one Efom the other.

Of course, elev151on has been with us for a long tlme,'
7

-

[y
1

e

.

N

and therz/a;e alot' of us around‘now who grew up. watchlng it, and

are'stll conventlonally 11terate.’ Bug(Tﬂ/KElectrlc Company is .
¥ . ~ .
rot ordlnary televyslon The latter, since it largely excluded

AN

prlnt left us as children w1th the 1mpresslon that print had its -

- - / ’
%
own domain, its own organ12at1onal prlnc1ples, whlch Eelev1slon'f”

/

would never reveal Tne Electric Company, on the other hand, gives

the” lmpres51on that print can be subsumed by, telev1s10n}l-Reading -
. v .

. 3o '
may appear to have the status of an jintellectual game, (ag a rebus

>

‘ ’ !
or crossword puzzle is to us) rather than the status of a vital medlum
s ;-

. PN 4

of communication, .
- ' . ] ’
The child watching\The Electric Company, like everyftele—,
- ( : he
v151oan1ewen looks, to sound and pxcture for' meanlng, feeling tone,
e . :

~/,/”/ahd such Print is, as a result, defused. what print on The-

Electrlc Company does convey, hoWever is very good 1nformatlon

T »

about,ltself. Normally printed messages cannpot call attention to
DE— - Al . \ \\)
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. 'y 3 . T . "o
e, ) —~ . ~ ' -
. . . ) , . . QO

-} ~
themselves, but on'Eﬁe}Electric Company, as these animafions have
o . = . ) \

- o " illustrated, iﬁportapt‘structural features of words\§;g signalled
by visuil cues carried by the words thémselves. 'And since\fhese
cues are also pprt.of tg%évision's ﬁessage code (e.g. "What is a
. - D 1

. ~

. ‘ brightly colored is important; what moves is important; what blinks
& : . ‘ g

is‘important) children, veteran viewers that they are, are not likely
- ~ ’, N

N . \ ¥
‘ \ 4 to miss them. Print turns inward on itself in the context of tele-

S
.

- . . ”
vision as :it cannot do,otherwise, The child's concept of print must

" . ’ « « O o PR PP

»

reflecf this,

. ) This removed Qiew of print is reinforced"by the lessons The

) ' ~ Electric Company conveys a%as’ﬁ its way of conveymg the% As

‘we havg’noted the’ empha51s ;é on structure rather than functxon. It
’

. is hard, after: “all, to see ﬁ%w it could be otherwise: Though the ) =
- “ ‘e . \ .

.o “‘\\g;ogram's writers try gallantly, it is‘difficult to be convincing

7

about the functional value of print when all the communicative magic
» ~ ~ \ N
e . ' of Eelevisiom is at one's disposal. The result as. the animations

- .
* : o . e
—

N
<«
e
X
%
Ty

show, ,is that magical powers come to reside in the print. Print ° -

- . . L -

- ~ can orily be convincingly functional in a magical context when. it
B S ’

* Functions magically. On. its own, print is not capable of such mag;é.

S6.ih‘tﬁis cqsewtﬁsxchiid!s ;real world" experience'may reinforce
misconcep%ioﬁ§tx;gfipt indegd has no magic of its kind apart from:
teievision. In the‘;ords of one of one of The Electric Company's
izn chargcte;s, "It juét sits there ané does ¥§thiﬁ'." (It'; '

in color, either)f Print appears to ‘need televiéion.
' animation, television at least heeds print, too,

that affords a convinc%ngly model féi the chiild.)

-
’

ow now what the ultimate outcome of intensive

preschool exposﬁré to*fThe Electri¢ Company will be. Perhaps we are -

‘ . fosterlng a generatlon of language techn1c1ans, attuned to the
P . 1 }
B y ) 13
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.
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structural 'érqpertie; of anguage and. obJ‘.iv;i'ous tc; its nar'rative . %
powe\rs. Perhaps funct.:ional literacy°®will loose its meaning as a

tem anyway, in this world of videotapg ?.nd q:;omputer tape. Or .!
’ perhaps the effects-of The Eléctric Compa.ny‘ a:é'e washed out in . ;&

- ©

< 0

the school 'Setting. It is difficult to even know what guestions C
4 - » Db ° .

o to ask: Are veteran viewersxf-e likely to see language as a ‘ . .

F . 9 '
"thing" ‘than other children? _Are they more likely to look to

s L

., drrelevant ci:ecs of ‘configuration, color and accompanying illus- ) A

tz.'ations? ‘We have ’no answers to these quéstions. I can only . >
. concludé with a paradox that must be sh'a.red ;oy*'ch of thé in- ot
" structional .television, but pa_;ticulgrly by those programs such - 1.

as Sesame Street and The Electric Company, which a'ttempt to
' ¥ ’ N

"...use media to express old concepts.", (Parker, op. cit.) of
) >

. N Y LN a
. 13 . 3 4
.~ traditional representational Systems like numbers, letters, and - -
. w’ : ot
t ]

tire, and of ways af thinking like deduction, convergence ang, P

'hypothesis.ltesting: The more proficient‘and appealing these

*

v prégra.ms are, the more they inevitably convince children that

. t

.

television is‘whét's real and i.mportant., jha{‘. they teach well, ’

they simultaneously demean in importance., Parents often play aloiqg

[hg - -

um«fittingly,: When a very young child learns to count from Sesame s
“ Street, it is not the child who is deemed amaging, nor the useful ‘ -

_intellectual tool she has manag(ed to grasp; it.is Sesame Street.

that is amazing. We encourage not more counting, but more viewing, ’ ==
. B £

Our alternatives, 'however, are ludicrous; Take the programs off the
N . ~ °
air? Make them less good? We can only wait and see what form literacy

takes when its origins are thus reshaped. ‘I have only tried to spggest

. sdéme ,dimensions'for us to think adout, T i 1

-13~
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