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THE CONTENT OF CHILDREN'S NEWS SOURCES: A COMPARATIVE 

ANALYSIS OF THE WEEKLY READER AND TELEVISION NEWS* 

For nearly twenty years political and other social scientists have ex-

plored the concept of political socialization.1 However, the search for an 

understanding of the political socialization process too often has been con-

strained (by design or otherwise) to the broad Lasswellian question of who 

learns what from whom under what circumstances and with what effect. Empiri-

cal political socialization inquiry has thus been guided to a research emphasis 

on interpersonal agents of socializatioh. In large part, research has suggested

that two agents of socialization--the family2 and the school3--dominate childhood 

political socializatipn4 while considering two other interpersonal variables--

peer interactions avid personal experience--to,play a major role in the ongoing 

political, socialization of adults.6 

In recent years,, communication scholars have begun to consider the role of 

7 
the mass media in the political socialization process of children. But more 

often than not, the media have been largely ignpred because of their perceived 

role 'as only reinforcing agents. To some extent, this perception is rooted in 

an implicit assumption that children have only limited exposure to politically. 

relevant information. However i no one has yet to explore this assumption. This 

study attempts to empirically assess the validitjr of this assumption by•compar-

ing the contént of two news media generally avpllable to U.S. school children, 

the Weekly Reader and television news. 

*A portion of, the, research reported herein was supported by the National 
Institute of Education (Project huial:4r 3-2406), wlii•ch bears no'respons;i-
bility 'for its content. The author would I ike 'to thank Marilyn Jackr.on-

Beeck for her comments on an earlier version of this paper.
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The extent to which media socialization Variables have been ignored 

has recently been explored by Kraus and Davis.8 Indeed, even within bhe 

context ofother agents, the media's role in the socialization 'processes 

are not often considered. Television, for example, beyônd•providing express 

images of law enforcers and political figures or even general images of 

power relationships in society through dramatic programming, provides hard 

data on the political world in the form of news. Even if the news itself 

were of little relevance to a politically maturing child, it often provides 

a stimulus for dinnertime discussion of political issues, concepts, or 

personalities.9 Therefore, beyond whatever role the news media play in

setting the adult agenda, 10 they also   play a role as a source of informa-

tion in the news flow from parents to children. 

In the schools, classroom media have occasionally been studied, 

primary emphasis has been on the role of teachers, the curricula (rather than 

the content of the curricula), or the role-imitation politics of the classroom 

(student government, class elections, and sa forth). School children, however, 

are exposed to more information than this, particularly from textual material. 

Yet, only one major study exists documenting this conteQt in political terms. 

A content analysis by Edgar Litt11 showed certain themes such as the "partici-

pation ethic" and the "democratic creed" to be emphasized by social studies 

textbooks. Countless other studies by local schoolboards, although less 

scientific, have shown textbooks to be culturally biased, rarely featuring 

 minority characters, infrequently showing women professionals, and generally' 

supportive of middle class life styles. 
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In general,. these findings fail to breathe life into the issue of educa-

tional systems ab agents of stability or change. For the most part, political

values of preceeding generations are inculcated into succeeding ones, and•the 

stability of the political order persits. In part, there is more continuity 

°than. change because discussion of politics-like religion-is largely taboo in

the classroom. This is not to argue, of course, that political     events go un-

noticed in the classroom. Certainly they-are discussed. But the significance 

of those events, partisan perspectives, and evaluative judgments of. those 

events are ignored. In short, school politics is non-controversial, or to put. 

it another way, politics is non-political.

If the classroom were the only source of political information, the notion 

of non-controversial politics would dominate the political-socialization on 

experiences of school children. However, as noted earlier, alternative sources 

exist. Formal education is only a portion of the wider political learning ex-

'perience. Children are not isolated from controversy, for they have access, 

even before attaining newspaper literacy, to television news. ,The questions

then arise as to whether or not nôn-classroom sources of political news are 

indeed used by chil4ren, and to what extent they effect their political learn-

ing. 

The questions of the influence of various sources of information on the 

political socialization of children becomes even more complicated when the non-

text and non-teacher sources of political information are considered, Indeed, 

as in the adult world, media such as newspapers and television arts appropriate 

for presenting current affairs.. 



Instructional television in the elementary school classrooms focusing 

on political affairs has been quite limited, but within American schools, a 

widely used medium is the weekly current events magazine, Weekly Reader and, 

its imitators. Each week during the academic year, the Weekly Reader is

published and distributed nationally in several editions (News Parade for the

fourth grade, Eye for the fifth grade and Senior for the síkth'grade, among 

others). The magazine contains news features from a variety of fields, edited 

for compatibility with reading levels. Although.somewhat less structured than 

adult news weeklies such as Time and Newsweek, many of the same general topics 

such as political dews and recent events in sports,'movies,,the sciences and 

so forth are covered. Supplemental classroom materials such as the Weekly 

Reader,'despite the fact that they are nationally distributed and widely. used 

(a combined circulation of over eleven million copies weekly) have not been 

analyzed anywhere by educators, political scientists or cómmunication scholars 

even though 'they may serve as an important source of socio-political'informa- . 

tion available to children. 

.The absence of such analysis has left even those socialization scholars 

who have considered mass media variables to•ignore or minimize.the -role of such 

news magazines in the 'political socialization process as providers of informl-

tion about the political world. For scholars concerned with the impact of tele-

vision news on political 5oçialization,12 this research gap has made it impossible 

to assess the relative itnpact of classroom news magazines compared to non-

classroom sources of political information such as television news. With the hope 

of providing empirical foundations for others to explore this' gap, a detailed

analysis of thß manifest content of the Weekly Reader was initiated.



Knowledge of the contènt of the Weekly Reader alone, of course, would 

,be insufficient to permit scholars to draw any inferences about its capability 

to provide political information to children compared to other news sources: 

Ample evidence suggesting that television is the primary source of political 

information among adults13 is likely to be true for children as well for 

several reasons. It can be argued at the outset that a substantial number of 

households watch television news during the dinner hour, making it impossible . 

for the child to avoid contact with that news medium. Secondly, children 

have a generally positive orientation toward television as the medium which 

,beings them their daily entertainment: Finally, the limited literacy of

young schoolchildren does not make newspapers viable as alternative sources 

of information at home: Therefore, a second medium,. television news, was 

also selected for analysis to determine the role of each source as,a provider 

of information from which children draw political knowledge, or to ascertain 

the extent of information redundancy tó which the children might be exposed. 

This report deals only with the manifest content of the two news sources. 

'Elsewhere, the question of the use to which the information gathered from con-

14 
tending media saurces of informati,pn,is put is explored in detail. 

Method 

For two ten week periods in Fall, 1973 'and Spring, 1974, the fourth, fifth 

and sixth .grade editions of the Weekly_ Ruder, (to which all of the , students 

interviewed for a large political socialization research project suliscribd) 

were content" analyv.ed, l5 Each article was coded separately across various

dimensions such as length of the item, number of accompanying photographs, and

other dimension: , particularly the subject of the article. A maximum of three
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subject themes per article were coded, although a majority of articles ;06% 

for the fourth grade, .62% for the fifth and 51% in the sixth)'had only one 

theme emphasizéd in each story. Themes divided:basicallyinto political 

issue themes, items describing scientific progress, and items related-to 

recreational activities. Over sixty issue themes were found across the three 

editions. 

Concurrently, the abstracts of the network television news broadcasts 

were content analyzed plong the same dinvInsions is the Weekly Reader, Only 

with broadcast time substituted for column inches as'the indicator of story 

emphasis.16 By sdmming the items, the most widely reported news themes 

could be identified.. One purpose of the television news snalysis was to 

determine the extent of overlap with the Weekly Reader so that those issues 

emphasized in both media could be isolated from those in only one medium. 

Through this technique, the independent contributionsof the two media to 

7
the political awareness of interview respondents would be identifiable. 

During the content analysis period, two measures of emphasis were taken. 

The first was the number of times an issue.or subject appeared in an edition 

of the Weekly Reader. Secondly, the number of column inches devoted to a 

discussion of the issue was encoded. Ás several content analysts have found, 

these two measures are highly correlated, suggesting that the analysis of 

18
content emphasized proceeds equally well with only a single measure. 

For the Weekly Readers sampled, the .product moment correlation between the 

number of column inches devoted to the issue and the numhor of items was

+.93 for the fourth grade; and'+.92 for the Will and sixth grade editions. 

The following data are based on the use of column inches as the indicators;

https://and'+.92
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were the number of items used instead, similar results would have been ' 

generated. 

Results

The basic reporting parameters of the Weekly Reader are found in Table 

1.. It can be seen that the fourth Brade edition differs 

Table 1 about here 

notably from • the fifth and sixth grade editions in -terms of both the 

number of stories and.the number of issues mentioned in each weekly magazine. 

The number of issues mentioned and the length of each story increases mono-

tonically across grade levels, suggesting that the older students are not 

only exposed to a greater variety of news items, but lengthier and more 

multidimensional discussions as well. The greater gap between the fourth and 

fifth grades (p x.001) than between the fifth and sixth grades (n.s.) in 

terms of the number of stories and issues mentioned per week can be somewhat 

deceiving, for despite the greater number of issues and stories in grade five 

compared, to grade four, the number of issues méntioned per story is The same 

in both the fourth and fifth grade editions (1.4 issues per story). Thus, 

while the number of issues is increasing, the complexity of the discussions 'of 

those issues dóes not increase until the sixth grade. Nevertheless, the 

greater numbür'of stories and issues mentioned in the upper grades reflects 

the view that older children can manage a greatrr diversity and quantity of information.



The seven topics garnering the most broadcast time on the network 

news ate presented in Table 2. All the topics are political, divided 

Table 2 about here 

between foreign and domestic news, and vary across the two time frames. 9 

Only two of the issues (Watergate during the Fall time period for the sixth 

grade and the. energy crisis for all three grades during the Spring time • 

frame) overlap with the top ten Weekly Reader issues (see Table 3). Other 

issues such as impeachment or the economy and inflation are reported from 

time to time in the Weekly Reader, but are not generally among the top 

twenty most reported Weekly Reader items. Although the finding may be unique 

to the unusual number of highly important news events during the content anal-

ysis period, there was a considerable degree of stability in the list of 

important news items between the two time periods. Watergate, the Middle 

East conflict, and the enduring energy crisis provided much of the news 

common'toboth time periods. 

Employing column inches as the indicator of emphasis, Table 3 presents 

the ten most emphasized subjects across each grade during the two content 

anàlysis periods. A quick glance at the table immediately reveals that most 

Table 3 about here 

of the issues emphasized in t1ic Weekly Reader could not be classified as hard 

news (i.e. they are not dependent on fast-breaking, rapidly changing events

in thç political environment) , particularly t or the fourth and fifth grade



. editions. Moreover, there appears to be a division between those issues 

emanating from the adult world, and those from the child's world. 

At the'very least, the absence of hard news suggests that, the Weekly

Reader cannot be considered a news magazine because the nature of the 

material presented has little need to be rapidly disseminated. Of course,

it may be the case that the primarfunction of a weekly classroom supple-

ment such as the Weekly Reader is to acquaint the student with the concept 

of a periodical which report's on a variety of .news events as do the_ Weekly 

Reader's adult counterparts. This, however, by no means suggests that the 

Weekly Reader is without value, for as Hess and Torney suggest, imitation 

of the adult world can be an important aspect of political socialization 

20 
experiences. 

The topics emphasized in the Weekly Reader suggest that it is news 

independent. The extent to which this is true can be tested, for if the 

concern of .the Weekly Reader was to disseminate adult world information, 

a high correlation across grades (within the samé time frame) would be 

expected', although the story sophistication or detail would vary ecrbss 

grades. 

Within grades, there is a considerable variation in the correlations. 

.of issues emphasized across time' frames. In the fourth grade, the cross 

time Pearsonian correlation-across all issues for which items appeared was 

+.83, while for the fifth grade it was +.63 and for the sixth grade, +.54. 

In the fourth grade, there is consistent reporting; overtime, while for the. 

other grades, less consistent reporting. Apparently, reporting becomes 

more issue and more news-dependent in the higher grade levels. The turn-



over of issues in the sixth grade is consistent with the fact that of the 

top twenty issues in the sixth grade, over both time periods,ten can be 

considered as hard, adult world, timely issues which change over time, 

compared to only eight of twenty in the fifth grade and four of twenty 

in the fourth grade. Thus, the information to which the oldest children 

are exposed in the Weekly Reader is considerably more worldly than the 

information for the younger children.. 

. Although it appears as if this news content would contradict an 

impression from Table 3 that even the sixth grade edition has a large 

number of child's world story types such as.animal life, aports,'U.F.O's

(unidentified flying Objects) and new inventions, these ddminate'only 

the top ten issues and are followed by a variety of news issues which 

round out the top twenty. In the fourth grade, children's issues continue 

to dominate all issue reporting; indeed of 43 possible adult issue cate-

gories, there were reports in the sixth grade edition covering 41 over 

the two time frames, 33 covering the fifth grade edition, and only 21 

covering the fourth grade. This supports the earlier contention that the 

higher the grade level,.the greater the exposure to adult issues, i.e.

sixth grade students have far greater access to adult information than 

students in the fourth grade'. 

Looking at each grade separately in Table 3, it. can be seen that 

items from the child's world dominate, particularly in the youngest, grades. 

In the sixth grade, adult issues such as minority affairs, Watergate, farm 

and agricultural policy and the energy crisis dominate. However, even the 

leading adult world issues to which the sixth grade children are exposed
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.can hardly be considered as current events news issues. Events súch as 

minority affairs or'ecology; for example, can be •considered'long standing 

issues with which not only adults but children have had experience over the 

years. 

A further demonstration of how independent, the Weekly Reader is of 

current events and news can be seen by looking at. the synchronic across-

grade differences in rank order correlations of issue.reportiig. Because 

of the different formats and pages per issfie across grades, rank order 

Correlations appearing in Table 4 were computed for these comparisons. 

Table 4 about here 

It can be seen in Table 4 that during the first time, period, there is 

a moderate correlation between the issues emphasized in the various grades.

  Only three issues during Fall 1973 and five issues during Spring.1974 were 

major topics for all three grades., A stronger' relationship appears during 

the second analysis period,' boosted in part by the universal reporting of 

the energy crisis and related issues. 'These cross-grade correlations 

suggest again that there is little news content in the Weekly Reader given 

that they are drawing on the same universe of political news. This,finding • 

is underscored by the.fact that the correlations are computed. over the whole 

time period and not on a week to•weet basis. Thus, any differences which 

could have. arisen ftom different news deadlines or'gredtet editorial time 

required to simplify 'news to a fourth grade reading level ware minimized.

The fact that within-grade diachronic correlations 'are greater- than across-

grade synchronic correlations reinforces further the notion that the Weekly

Reader is new independent. 



Summary Conclusions and Policy Alternatives 

The difference between the-manifest content of the Weekly Reader

and of television news can be attributed to both institutional and 

audience differences: Network news editors consider the nightly news 

as essentially a headline service presenting the equivalent of the front 

page of a prestige newspaper, but presenting it'on a more superficial 

level which makes it attractive to. non-newspaper readers. Time con-

straints prohibit the wholesale presentation of soft news and features. 

The Weekly Reader has very different goals. Despite its claim that 

it is a weekly news magazine, its primary value is as a classroom heuristic.

It has been demonstrated above that the possible contribution of the Weekly

Reeder as a source providing news and political information for young school 

children is minimal. Earlier it was suggested that the concept of a weekly 

supplement to daily news was the lesson to be learned from the Weekly Reader, 

Alternatively, although there is little discussion of the functions or uses 

of-classroom hews weeklies in education journals, the Weekly, Reader may serve 

to'stimulate discussion or teacher instruction of political issues. But 

clearly the Weekly Reader serves as a non-controversial facilitator; indeed

it appears as if the editors will go to some lengths to avoid political con-

troversy: As an example, it is interesting to note in Table 3 that in the 

fourth grade edition, ecology, which had •been one of the most strongly am-

phasized'issues during the first time period, was absentfrom the list dur-

ing the second analysis period. It was replaced by the energy crisis, in. 

issue which can.be•.viewedas controversial with respect to its impact on 

ecological • and environmental issues. 



Undoubtedly, the Weekly Reader and similar magazines must have 

entertainment valued to attract the child's interest; but they could be 

more reflective of the important issues of the day. Perhaps a somewhat 

greater effort can be made to present issues and. eventsIn,a way that

viii make them interesting to the student rather than focusing simply on 

those, often obscure "news" topics that are believed to be inherently 

attractive to a child's interest. 

Of course, the value of Current events education itself is a question 

that educational policy makers must determine. By definition, current 

events have a short educational life. Yet, the concept guiding current 

events lessons seems to be that of, enhancing political awareness and not-

necessarily substantive knowledge of given issues. If this•is the case --

and if the purpose is also to encourage children to use non-textbook learn-

ing tools--then the Weeklÿ Reader serves a useful function. But,,if the 

intent behind a weekly news mágazitie is also td familiarize students with the 

adult political world, then the content. analysis has shown that the Weekly 

Reader. fails. 

To 3olve the problem of informing school children of current 'events, 

'it could be required that children view television news at. home. But the 

cooperation of parents as well as children would be required, and would 

further raise the issue of political teaching in schóols:. Problems such 

as the'proximity of the news to the dinner hour., established .viewing habits, 

and competition for the use of the set in sanglé-set households would pr.e-

vent this alternative.Moreover, the sophistication and attention span 

of younger students might be taxed.



One solution might be the Introduction of video-taped newscasts into 

the classroom. Given ,the success of television as an instructional medium 

in a variety  settings, regular newscasts (in light of the CBS-Vanderbilt 

'Television Archives'settment) or specially produced children's news such, as 

the Saturday morning "In the News" program could be presented in the class-

room. Such presentations could serve as springboards for cless•discussions 

of, the news, enhancing not only substantive knowledge, but the process of • 

political discussion as well. Relying only on supplementary materials as 

the Weekly Reader potentially has long range political     consequences. 

If the'Weekly Reader is neither controversial nor news laden what

there is its contribution to the deÇielopment of political awareness? Undoubt-

edly, such topics as disasters and scientific inventions are topics critical, 

to the adult-world, but they hardly are marked by the degree of controversy

which surround other, more political issues. Presumably, it.can•be argued 

that the absence of controversy is dysfunctional to political understanding 

because_it ignores a critical dimension of adult politics--conflict--in 

favor of consensus issues. Although the problems inherent in this consensus

approach generated by the. Weekly Reader go beyond the scope óf concerns of 

the'present research, its significance and possible links to discontinuities 

with other aspects of political socialization and with general political 

naivete ought, not be overlooked. 
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19. Only the top seven items were' chosen because of the techniques employed

in the survey phase of this research reported elsewhere. The purpose of the 

content analysis of television,     of course, was not to providea detailed-news 

analysis. Such analyses can be found in Frank, op. cit. and Neal E. Cutler, 

Albert S. Tedesco and Robert S. Frank, The Differential Encoding of Political 

Images (Philadelphia: Foreign Policy Research Institute., 1972)..-

20. Hess and Torney, op.'cit. 



Table 1 

Reporting Dimensions of the Weekly Reader 

Grade Number of Stories
Per Week 

Issues Mentioned 
Per Week 

Story
Length 

4 8.4 12.3e 6.1" 

13.7 19.4 6.2" 

14.3 22.6 7.0" 



Table 2 Issues Emphasized on Network News 

Fall 1973 1974 

Middle East War Energy Crisis 

Watergate Watergate 

Economy/Inflation 'Middle East War 

Crime and Terrorism Impeachment 

 Energy Crisis State Department/Kissinger 

Chinese/Soviet Affairs Labor News 

European Affairs Crime and Terrorism 

Spring



Table 3 Issues Emphasized in the Weekly Reader 

Fall, 1973 

Fouvth Grade Fifth Grade Sixth Grade 

Scientific Inventions Animal Life Animal:Life 
Youth Activities Sports minority Affairs 
Sports Youth, Activities Ecology 
Animal Life Disasters Watergate. * 
Ecology Ecology Hobbies. 
Science-General Women's Achievements Disasters 
Art .and-.Music Transportation Women's Achievements 
Entertainment Farming/Agriculture Farming/Agriculture 
Farming/Agriculture Science-General Sports 
Amusements/Recreation Amusements/Recreation Economy/Inflation 

Spring, 1974 

Animal Life Science-Inventions Energy Crisis 
Science-Inventions Sports Animal Life 
Sports Energy Crisis Ecology 
Science-General Youth Activities Sports 
Youth Activities Ecology Space-U.F.O's
Energy Crisis Animal Life Art and Music
Fads Women's Achievements Science-Inventions
Transportation Transportation Transportation 
Occupations Soience-General Crime 
Art and Music Art and Music Economy/Inflation



Table 4 Rank Order Correlations of Issue Reporting Across Grades

Fall 1973 Spring 1974 

Grade 

4 

5 ' 

.38* 

6 

.39 

5 6 

.64   .51 

.43                         .53	

*A11 correlations in table p4.001 
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