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Introduction

Public television, alfeady accused of liberal bias and elitism,
was given another jolt in 1975 when Federal Communications
Commissioner Benjamin C., Hooks, the only black member of the
FCC, charged that WNET, the public TV station in New York
serving about one faur&?af the total television audience, had
rconcentrated its effort on one minority group, the cultured
white cosmopolite and too often neglected the enlightenment

of other less fortunate minorities which it has a fundamental

duty to serve.“l

Hooks' charge, which the New York Times' television critic

John J, O'Conner called "a cascade of claptrap and cantradi%ign,“z
was made in his dissent to a 6~1 FCC ruling rejecting a petition
to deny WNET a renewal of its broadcasting license, The

petition had been submitted by the Puerto Rican Media Action

and Zducational Council which claimed that the station had

falled to provide adequate programing for the Spanish-speaking
residents of New York, The commission rejected the argument
except fér Hooks whose angry one-man mincrity gpiniéﬁ charged
that "public television, without the legal or moral right to

do so, has become the Caucasian intellectual's home entertainment
game," "From its perpétual;y low ratings,” Hooks chided, "it

igs evident that WNET's British ﬁrama, German music, French
cuisine and Russian ballet are of interest to a minimal

portion of the television audience."
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Several of the points raised in the WNET controversy were
not new, Under most circumstances, public television cannot
compete with the commercial networks for a mass audience,
and most agree that it probably should not tgy, From its
beginning as unsung and unwatched educational television,
public TV has been defined as an alternative to commerecial
stations, not a competitor, And as an alternative, most
observers agree that public television 1s interested in
minority audiengesiB Here the term includes more than
racial or ethnic minorities; it means any numerically small
group of viewers whose special program interests are not
adequately served by the mass-appeal commercial networks.
In a thoughtful and influential essay, Lloyd Morrisett,
president of the John and Mary R. Markle Foundation, argued

this paintag

If public broadcasting must be Justified on the basis
of serving an audience yet can't compete with commercial
television for a share of the mass audience, public
television must then attract its primary audience by
presenting material aimed at subgroups of the population
that share special interests, In fact, this direction
for public television has already been proclaimed, even
though the record of success is mediocre., Aside frcm

a very few programs such as "Sesame Street,” there has
been 1ittle attempt to define s»ecial audiencea.
discover material that satisfies specific interests, and
present that material in highly attractive formats,

The relatively few shows aimed at special interests --
such as palnting or gardening -- were produced without
any thorough audience assessment and usually on lcw
budgets. Where relative success has come -- as with
Julia Child's "French Chef" =-- it is a tribute to the
flair of the performer.
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Morrisett's broad definition of "minorities" whose interests
represented by the Minorities and Communication Division.
And among those minority audiences, the one which stands out
most clearly on the public television program schedule is
blacks, Whatever minority audiences public television
should be concerned with, clearly the black audience is among
them. And blacks are the one group whose special interest
programing appears most often on public television channels,
Whether the attention given to black interests is adequate is
obviously an important question but one outside the scope of
this paper. The point here is that most public stations do

provide at least some programing aimed largely at blacks,

Morrisett's essay also raises the problem of public televigi@n's
audience size. Except for a few programs this season,
public television has not been able to reach more than a
small proportion of the total TV audience. Specific program
ratings of 1-3% of the total TV audience are normal; serious
competition to commercial stations -- such as the National
Geographic special on the human body -~ are rareii And some
evidence suggests that viewing by blacks is even lower than
among whites. If Hooks' characterization of the public
television viewer as the "cultured, white easmapciite" is
unfair -- and it is when one considers that half of the

public TV adult audience has only a high school or grade
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echool education ~- then it must be acknowledged that
public television, nevertheless, has not demonstrated its

ability to reach significant numbers of the black community.

This paper focuses on two questions pertinent to the issue

of public television and its black audience: Do blacks watch
publié teléﬁisian less than whites? And do programs on

public television aimed at black viewers attract their intended

audlence?
Background

The size of the public television audience depends to some
degree on the definition of a viewer, Bawer's5 nationwide
survey in 1970 found that one-third (33%) of the respondents
in his survey watched public¢ TV at some time and one-fifth
(20%) were weekly viewers, The figures are somewhat misleadiﬁg,
however, because the potential public television audience is
smaller than the total p@pulatian; Some areas of the country
atill have no public TV signal available, and the medium's
heavy use of the UHF channels -- 25% of homes had access to
public television only on a UHF channel, according to a 1974
study by the Corporation for Public Braadeaatingé -~ reduce
the potentlial audlience to 50*Sf§7 of the total populazion,
IH;EEWEE‘S study, among people who knew they could rec¢: ve
puﬁiie television, 68% watched at some time and 40% were

weekly viewers,
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Clearly t.ie public television audience has increased since
that study was done, A CPB analysis of Nielsen data in
19758 indicated that over a four-week period, almost half
(b9%) of all households in the country tuned in to public
TV and 30% of all TV households watched at least once a week.
A Roper study’ in November, 1975, defined 43% of a national
gample of 2007 adults as public television viewers, This
definition was derived from two aided recall questions of
public and commercial TV programs and the number of shows
seen on public or commercial television during the past four

weeks,

So in the country as a whole, about half -- perhaps a little

under =-- of the households tune in public televislon at least

occasionally, but if households where no public TV signal is

available are excluded, the figure increases considerably.
The weekly audience is sbout one household in three in

the zountry =-- perhaps somewhat more, The audiences for
gpecific programs, however, are small and seldom compete
seriously with commercial competitors, At mes§;§i§es during
the prime time evening hours, 1-3% of all séég are tuned to
a public channel; a program which draws more than 5% of the

total TV households is rare,

The most recent of these studies =- the 1975 Roper Report ~-

indicates 2 lower use of public television améng blacks than

7
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whiféé. In that study, 45% of the white respondents were
classified as public TV viewers, but only 32% of the blacks
were in that categ@ry.io
Bower does not report breakdowns of public television viewers
by race, but Lyle‘s 1974 monograph summarizes several studies,
some sponsored by CPB, others undertaken by difféfént sponsaré.
CPB studies found no differences in public TV viewing between
blacks and whites in Boston, Dallas-Ft. Worth, Denver, Los
Angeles or Nashville, Smaller proportions of black viewers

than whites were found in surveys in New York and Washington.

However, Lyle points out that an "overwhelming number* of
minority viewers were tuned to daytime children's progranms,
not to the evening schedule where the adult black-oriented
programs were available, This caveat relates to the question
of the ability of public television to attract black viewers

to special minority-oriented programs.

Data pertinent to this question are difficult to glean from
commercial ratings because of the small numbers involved,

A series of Nielsen reports based on subsamples of black
households in Chicago, Detroit, Philadelphia ah& Washington
showed that, with a few exceptions, the audiences for public
television programs were too small for analysis, The only

specifically black program in any of the five mérkéts that

8
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drew a measurable audience among blacks was Detroit Black
Journal, A report based on interviews with blacks in 20
major markets in 1973, using aided recall questions, indicated

program with Soul Train, then shown on commercial TV, Among

children regularly watched Sesame Street_il
These surveys present legs than a cons istent picture of the
black audience for public television. Nationally, the
proportion of blacks who watch public television seems to be
lower than that of whites. Some of the differences might be
the result of educational differences or differences in the
évailability of an adequate public TV picture, In metropolitan
areag, the picture is more confused: studies in several cities
found no differences, but in at least two major markets --

New York and Washington -- a smaller proportion of blacks

than whites watched.

One of public television's success stories has been its
children's programs, and it is here, if anywhere, that the
medium has been méét successful in reaching the black audience,
For the evening adult programs aimed at blacks, the data are

sketchy but provide little to support the contention that

9
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black-oriented public television programs are more than

marginally successful in reaching the black audience.
Method

New data applicable to the questions raised here are avallable
in three studies carried out in 1975 by public television
stations and networks in Mississippi, North Carolina and
Columbus, Ohio, All were part of a project sponsored by the
Corporation for Public Broadcasting testing the use of
volunteers =~- members of organizations usually known as Friends
of Public Television -- in audience research, In these three
studies, local volunteers did the interviewing ar? sometimes
helped with other aspects of the surveys as well, CFB
provided a consultant to give technical assistance to the
stations in designing the survey, executing the fieldwork and
analyzing and interpreting the data. While the surveys
generally followed procedures and definitions of similar
studies sponsored by CPB, responsibility for the design of

the three surveys and interpretation of the results rests

with the c@nsultant.lz

Details of the three studies are as follows:
In Mississippl, a statewide telephone survey of the awareness
and use of public television was carried out in July, 1975,

sponsored by the Mississippi Authority for Educatlional

10
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Television in Jackson, Telephone numbers were selected from
published directories in proportion to the population of each
county. Interviewing was done from the offices of the ETV

Authority on a statewide long-distance telephone system.

The sampling procedures were designed by a faculty member at ;

a local university, and the sample was drawn by a student
hired for the purpose. Interviewing was done from the
offices of the ETV Authority by members of Mississigpiéns for
ETV., Several people on the staff of the ETV Authority cﬂded

the results,

A similar statewide survey of the awareness and use of public

television was undertaken in North Carolina in October, 1975.

University of North Carolina School of Journalism assisted by
a member of the local volunteer group, Friends of University
Network Television (FOUNT), The statewide sample was a form
of random digit dialing. An ordinary interval sample was
drawn from telephone books in the state. 1In this case, every
300th name was taken from about 40 directories in use in
North Carolina. The last three digits were then replaced by
random numbers. This permits interviewers to reach unlisted
numbers and new installations but is more efficient than

dialing totally random numbersiij

Interviewing was done from the administrative offices of

11
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the UNC-TV network (the statewide public television netwo.. )
by volunteers and students enrolled in an introductory journalism
research methods course, Students coded the completed

questionnaires,

The third survey was similar in content but different in the

‘population sampled. In October, 1975, a telephone survey was

carried out in the areas of Columbus, Ohio, with a concentration
of black residents. Telephone numbers were drawn systematically
from street telephone directories in census tracts classified

as 50% or more black., The purpose of the survey was to measure
awareness and use of public television among blacks in Columbus,
Interviewing was done by volunteers and some members of the
WOSU-TV staff. Staff personnel also completed the coding of

responses,

All three studies used similar questisnnaires which were
patterned after, but not exactly like, those developed by

the Corporation for Public Broadcasiiug for use in other
audience surveys. Two sequences of questions are of interest
here. The first was a series of questions designed to measure
awareness and use of public television, " Do you know if there

is a non-commercial educational or public television station

in your area? Does anyone in your family ever watch educational:
television? Do you yourself ever watch? Have you watched

within the past week?' From responses to these questions,
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res pondents were categorized as Unaware of PTV, NQﬂ’ViEWEfS
af PV (that is, they knew about it but never watehed),f
Occasional Viewers (respandents whc watched at som#time but
not last week), and Weekly Viewers (indiv1duais who said they

watched during the previous week).

Respondents who said they watched public television at least

- occasionally were then asked about a series of specific

" programs, “Here are some programs that have been on educational
television., Do you remember watehing...?" The list of programs

varied from survey to survey.
Results .

Results of the Mississippi survey are shown in Table 1. On

the whole, awareness of publie televisiaﬁ and use of it were

Same of the difference could be attributed to the generally
low educational levels in the state and to éxtensive use of
UHF channels in the state ETV network, The finding is
‘consistent with the 1975 Raper study which found tﬁafﬂviéwing
.of public television was 1awer in the south-as a whale than

in any other part of the ;auntry.

vDifferences between blacks and whites are dramatic._ Abaut

three whites in ten. (29%) claimed nat tc knew abaut ETV: abaut ;;;b

~§ane in three (32%) was familiar with the sefviee but_never
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watched; and the remainder (38%) watched at least occasionally..
Among the blacks in the survey, in contrast, more thaé half (58%)
did not know about the Mississippi ETV network, and only slightly
more than one in four (27%) ever watched., 'Sixteen per cent

sald they knew about it but did not watch,

In North Carolina (Table 2), results are consistent with those
in the Mississippi survey. Viewing figures were about the
sames 36% of whites watched, 22% of blacks viewed at least
occasionally. But there were some differences between the two
states in proportions of respandents who did not know about
public TV or WhD knew -about it but never watched (awareness
Carolina), but the relationships between blacks and whites
were remarkably similar, 1In both sfﬁdiésfithe prqpaffien of
white VLEWEfs of public television was about half again as

‘large as the proportion of black viewers,

The third study in Columbus differed in its focus on the core
of a northern urban area, Blacks in relatively well 1ntegrated
areas (i.e., census tracts of 1ess than 50% blacks) were

éxcluded and the whites in the sample were limited te thase

living as minorities in heav;ly black dgwntcwnbareas.

The results of the Galumbus survey (Table 3) grg?éﬁyﬁtising;l "'

The biggest surprise ia the levelyaf‘
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among the entire sample, but particularly among blacks., This
is the highest figure répcfted in any of the CPB-assisted
surveys and probably the highest obtained in any survey. Since
volunteer interviewers did the work on the survey, there is
(and largely unsupervised) interviewing. But this really does
not seem reasonable as similar limitations were operative
in the two statewide surveys as well, The results are
internally consistent so there is no basis for assuming that
there was some consistent interviewer bias., With no reasonable
alternative explanation of the results available, one can

accept the findings as accurate.

The second surprising fiﬁding is that use of public television
was, higher among blacks than among whites, a result different
from that of almost all other studies. A pgssible'explanatian
of this, hawevér. is in the characteristics of the two groups,
Blacks in this sample ~-- typical of those in inner city araasl
-- were heavy television users, frequently had large families
and were generally surrounded by a television-saturated
environment. The whites, in contrast, were for the most part
older people and usually without children. Their use of
television was lower also. In interviews collected-only in an
inner cit§ area, the black respondents tend to be fhe kindr

of people one would expect to be public‘televisian fiewers

and whites, on the other hand, are typically people one would

SO 15 JRN S S ot
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not expect to find in the public televieion audience,

public television audience, education is likely to confound
the relationship between viewing and race, Education is
consistently the strongest predictor of public television
viewing and could account for the lower level of viewing by
blacks sinée the educational level of blacks, on the whole,
is lower than that of whites, To test this pr;;g;itian,
education was entered in the analysis as a control variable. .
These results are shown in Tables 4, 5 and 6, In the two
statewlde surveys, most -- but not all -- of the difference
between blacks and whites-diéappears.~-At'the colluege level,
the statistical significance of the difference disappears,
and at the infermediate high school level it disappéars in
the North Carclina survey and drops from the ,01 lévél.te the
i05 level in MlEEiEEippi - In Galumbﬁs the pattern of na;j

The secand question with which this paper is eencerned is
whether blacks are in fact viawers of black—criented pregrams."

.Fer this analysis, we . insiude anly these respondents - blaek |

cf eaurse reduces the numbers af
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samples in the North Carolina and Mississippi surveys contain
a substantially smaller proportion of the total black sample

than is the case among the white viewer sample,

The proportions of black and white public television viewers
who claim to have seen —!.ever -- gpecific programs are shown
in Tables 7, 8 and 9, The results are quite remarkabdble in
their consistency. In each case in all three studies, the
proportion of black viewers who reported seeing the black-
oriented programs was significantly higher than the proportion
of white viewers who reported-seeing the same program. This
ineludes Seséme Street as a black-oriented program, a
reasonable classification given.theQabjestives_afuthatv."
series, In contrast, although there are saﬁe substantial
percentage differences between blacks and ﬁhifeéfin'ﬂthef
programs -- in some cases, bIaeka feperfeé ﬁighé} vié%iﬁgz

~..in no

iﬁ others, higher viewing by whites was indicated

case does the difference reach the custamary level_af”"

'isignificanee of less than one chance in 20 that the differeneej

could be the result of randam errer

'Diseuééi@nff"

based on natianal samplesi_,;;
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were found; in other surveys, no differences were noted. These
three studies seem to support that same gatterni in North
Carolina and Mississippi statewide surveys,-straﬁg differences
between races were found but in the survey in the inner core

of Columbus, no significant differences were found,

One explanation of the differences in the two statewide

surveys was the different levels of education between large
pepuiatiangiaf'blacks and whites, and‘indeed, when education
was introduced as a control variable, most of the racial
difference disappeared., 1In a separate aﬁalysis of variance

of the two surveys not reported here, race accaunted for about
10% of the variance of public TV use; but when education was
entered first as a covariate, the proportion of varianée
accounted for by race dropped to 1%. This can be interpreted .
as showing that race by itself accounts for very little of

the difference between black and white public TV uses educaticn,
as other stud;esihave also shawn, is a much more powerful
factor in public TV use, In the two studies here, race by
jteelf accounts for only about 1% of the varigﬁcejin-ﬁublia

TV viewing; education, in contrast, aeceﬁ?s for ;bsut 9%,

But if educatian rather than race seems tn be a‘degisive

z 'st;ll e

Iactar in publiec TV v;ewing in large pnpulatiens W

left with the fin&ing 1n Columbuskiﬁ and simllar results ;n f

"%Learlier stud;
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whites tends to disappear in urban areas.

A speclal factor may be operating in such cases that is
obscured when a sample is drawn from an entire state or

the nation, This is the dominance of television in the urban
inner city. A number of studies -- particularly those by
Greenberg and Dervin14 =~ have documented the saturation of
television in the urban core, and the study in Columbus was
consistent with earlier sfudiés. Among blacks, for example,
4% said they owned two television sets; 46% said tney had
three or more, In the same group, 33% said the set was on

5 to 8 hours a day; 41% said the set was in use 9 hours a day

or more,

A nationwide Nielsen survey in late 1975 was consistent with
these figures, - Natiaﬁaily'blacks on the average ﬁatehed 6

" hours a 15 minutes of television a day -- mare than an haur

more than whites.%?r Given a higher use gf televislen by
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The Nielsen study alse found that blacks tended to prefer
commercial entertainment programs that starred or at least
. featured a minority personality. The five most popular
ﬁragrams among blacks were Good Times, Sanford and Son,
That's My Mama, Get Christie Love and Chico and the Man, all
of which had minorities in leading roles. Only two of those
-- Sanford and Son and Chico and the Man ~- were among the

five most frequently seen programs of whites,

networks by blacks, it is not surprising that similar patterns
emerge from a study of the black viewers of public television.
7 But it is gratifjing -~ if'nﬁt“surprising“éé“that‘tha'prégramS”“”'““
oriented especially to a black audience do iﬁ fact attract
black viewers in significantly larger numbers thaﬁ white
vigwers, But a caution is in order as well which is gamething
like the problem of deciding whether a:half-giasé»éf-ﬁafer is -
half full or half empty While it is true that these three'

| studies shﬂw é signifleantly highér prapertiﬂn af blaek

ﬂnce bl ﬁks'ﬁr

‘ ﬁthe base of white v;ewera._

fpubl;c TV audienee the; tend ti w




Summary and Conclusions

Public television has acknowledged the black audience as

one of the spsciallssd sissrlty audiences which it has a
responsibility to serve, Whether that service is adequate
is still-under debate, and the strong views of people like
FCC Gommissisnsglﬁssks indicate that the debate is likely to
continue, But ﬁhiis the debate goes on, it is useful to
examine the use of public tslsvision by blacks, especially

their viewing of psogrsms oriented specially to them,

Results of previous studiss:suggsst that blacks are less

- often-viewers sf-publis~ts;svisisn-thanawhites.~ This is true - ———--
at the nstisnsl level snd in some studiés limitsd ts )

metropolitan areas, Little infsrmstian on visw;ng of

black-oriented prsgrsms is available.

Thrss studies carried out in 19?5 with assistance frsm ths

ccrpsratisn for Publlc Broadsssting bssr an thsss qusst;sns-‘rx
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differences disappeared when education was held constant.
This finding was interpreted as meaning that education rather
than race was the signifieant factor in the public television

audience,

In Columbus, viewing was higher among blacks than whites

although this could be explained by the differences in the

types of people found in the inner city. The saturation of
203

television in black hausehaldsAFans;dered a possible explanatian

for the high level of use of public television among blacks in
that study, f
” - _ ;'; ‘ .
In all three studies, blatck viewers consistently reported a-
higher level of viewing of black-oriented programs than whites,

And while this could be considered strong evideﬁee of public

pciﬂtéd out that among large populations, fewer blacks than
whites watched any public televisicn. The prcblem seema to
be ta encourage blacks to tune in to a publle TV statinn |
rather than to get thase who already watch to tune in the: )

programs targeted to them,
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Table 1: Use of Public Television by Race in Mississippi

White Black

n=495 n=141
Unaware of PTV : 29% 58%
Non-viewer of PTV 32 16
Occasional viewer 22 16
Weekly viewer 16 11

_ &
p=.00

*Significanee levels are based on chi square test.

Table 2¢+ Use of Public Telévisiﬁn by Race in North Carolina

White Black
n=514 n=95

Unaware of PTV L 5% 65%
Non-viewer of PTV 19 13 -
Occasional viewer 23 14

Weekly viewer 3 - 8

p=,00

F P




Table 3+ Use of Public Television by Race in Columbus

White Bl
n=125 ne

Unaware of PTV 18% 9%
Non-viewer of PTV ) 15 11

Occasional viewer L3 42

Weekly viewer 25 - 38
p=,02

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



FullToxt Provided by ERIC

Table by Use of Public Television by Race by Education in Nississippi

Grade School High Sehool College

White  Black  Whife  Back  hite  Black
n=56 n=60 ne2h§  n=50 ne{82  n=29

Unaware of PIV begg e B sé 186 4
Non-viewer of PIV 3% - 8 ! 16 3 28
Occasional viewer i 10 20 18 29 2k
Heokly viever g s o2
R p=,03 pe, b0

ﬁmyu@ﬂmmnMmemummmmmmmwmm

Grade Schocl  High Sehool - " College
White  Black  White  Black  VWhite  Black

o 92 me2d 2] meb9 95 w22
mmareofBN ™% ok bk 6w %

'if'jﬂénfiiéwer of PTV

- toomtoral viewer

i




Ta3le 81 Use of rublic Television by Race by Iducation in Columbus

Grade 3chool -~ High School College

"hite  JMack  “hite  Jlack  Uhite  Jlack
=t 09 =77 pEll7 0=l n=4)

Inaware of TV L3 567 174 % 3 02
Yon-viewer of TV g 2 16 13 12 7
Cecesionel viewsr 2 11 e 2 5
“pekly viewer b 11 23 38 33 3

pi:‘.?o p-;’ill PE!BE{
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Table 71 Viewing of Public TV Programs by Race in Mississippl

White Black Significance
n=190 n=37 of difference
PTV Viewers who sawi ‘
Candidate '75: 30% 32% p=.87
Film Classics 56% 65% p=.40
Nova 25% Li% p=.09
Black Perspectivei 21% 60% p=,00
F-Y-I For Your Information 25%%~, k1% p=.08
Feeling Good ' 30% Lé% p=.08

- Faces” 21% 46%  p=.00"

Minority-oriented program

Table 31+ V wing of Public TV Programs by Race in North Cara;ing”;L;

White Black  Significance -
n=184 n=21 'ai;diifgren¢é '

PTV Viewers who saws

Masterpliece Theatre 5g% 33% | 'iPé{iSﬁ :;3 ;
Monty Python R IR g U
-iSegaﬁeiSffégt* ' '“"r‘:%égiﬁ;,j e it e
>7t¢°ﬁéﬁmg?5“ffi?5lvﬁit. 3

"laékéPgrspéetive*




Table 91 Viewing of Public TV Programs by Race in Columbus

Black Persgective*
Masterpliece Theatre
Aframatian‘

Soundstage

The Way It Was
Washington Week in Review

Say Brether*

White

n=85
39%
72%
18%
L 5%
35%
L2%
17%

31

Black
n=140
79%
62%
53%
Li%
1%
kog
35%

Significance
of difference

p=.00

p=.26

p=.00

p=. 99

p=. 53

p=. 57

p=. 01




