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Children's Learning from a Television Newscast
o . N )

; Communication‘;;searchers are Eecoming increasingly'interested in the

rolé of- television in the socialization of children. 'They have investigated

.

the relationship between televisibn viewing and the learning of. aggressive

s

behavior, prospcial behavior consumer behavior and sex roles. They have

A

studied also the process by which children learn this behavior.1

The bnlk of this research ‘deals with entertainment programing.\\>et,
the child‘aﬂdience for news programing is large. Atkin and Gantz report
4 ¢

that television news viewing begins early in elementary school and increases
I . v

monotonically with age.2 Drew and Reeves found that nearly 15 percent of

a third through seventh grade sample repbrted watching 1ocal television ﬁ\
news almosé\Eve ry day" while another 32 percent said they Watch sometimes".
A CBS news program designed especially‘for children, "In the News," attfacted

N

the\largest news, audience among these children with 40 percent saying they

watch it almost every week'3' < O

-
-, iwf ere is also evidence. that children learn from this exposuzre to news »
ahd pub ic af airs programintg. Chaffee, Ward and Tipton found t publig
affairs Fmdi exposure during the 1970 presidential campaign was moderately °

iflated to adolescents' polit&cal knowledge.a_ Atkin and Gantz'found that

the amount of news exp sure was related to- childrens*‘fbility to identify

‘leaders, issues, ties and countries in the news. %imilarly, Conway,

( *»  Stevens and th showed that exposure to television news increased

“preadole.cents ability to differéntiatélthe policies of poli cal parties,

their awareness of the law-makingvprocess in government and knowledge of

RN

s governmental roles.6 . 3 ol , } \

w - L .
Few of theseﬂstudies, however, look at the underlying process of;/

\‘l‘; .’r" . 3 (.
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.learning from informational television programing or at’message‘variables,
~ . A . ' . - ) . ’
- such as film use or program organization, that affect;learniﬁg; Yet, Drew

-

L4

) and Reeves fo/?d\that'childrens' perceptions ofL\‘news 5£o£§ are related
to learning. Children who understood the information function of neWs,
likediihe news and believed the newq/learned more than’ others.‘

This field experiment looks at the impact of news film on childrens
learning and jts impact on their judgments ‘of importance and liking of

news stories. It also looks at the relationship between some of the

-

perceptual variah&:s&mentioned above and learning and compares these variabled”

across a wide range of ages to see if they affect children of different. ages

differently. : : ‘ '
differently. : , .

The'impact of £ lm has long »een of interest to researchers involved

.with television news, and their work has produced conflicting results.

I

’

witd a newscaster alone, a newpcaster with still photos and a newscaster
r LN \
witqbfilm There was uo difference in information gain across conditions.8

Joij}nsen conducted the pioneer study in Which he showed groups newscasts

Hazared conducted a similarustudv and again found that film added little in

térms of viewer information gain or interest in the stories.9
\ .

. McDaniel, on the other hand, found inconsistent effects of f£ilm on’
information gain. It helped with some stories and not with others. McDaniel
suggested that film impact is dependent'on storp content, and that it

might.help learning in stories which have redundancy between the audio and

vvideo channels":'10

In other studies, Findahl found .that the use of stills in a newscast

o~

helped retention and interest Yn stories, but film added nothing more to

A
« lea.rn:Lng.].'1 On the other hand Edwardson, Grooms and Pringle found the

subjects remembered stories with film no better than stories presented by'a

I

.\ ‘ . . s ’ ) P \‘
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newscaster alone. Thus, 'the 1issue remains\unresolved. ' "

~.

One might suspect,, however, that the impact of film would be greater

s

on children than adults:because of its ability to attract and holdnattention.

Also, with the changes in wvideo technology over the past few years, film and
N . M

tape are moré'prevalent in television news and young people may have

become more accustomed to seeing visualization in television newscasts,
& el
Film may not affect all children the same, However, since children bring

rs

differing cognitive abilities and ideas about the news to their viewing.
[ 4

r

This s!udy also looks at viewing habits, ideas about credibility of ‘the media,

f R
emp:ctations about what they want from the media, and perceptions of media

f tions and their relatipnship to learning.

Film may affect the importance children attach to stories they see in

a_ newscast and their liking £f6r stories also. -The idea of importance is an

St -

riguing one becauss rgsearph w?l.th children [fdicates that their thinking

'ts.lé Yet,_adults program

is' often qualitatively different from that of\g
news for children and structure newscadts accordidy "

Greenberg, for example; compared-childrens"and‘programmers' perceptions of

childrens' programs and found them'to'be quite different.14 o : .
'This study tests;rzs following hypothgses. T ~\

'l. Childreg7 regardless of age, will remember more stories from a newscast

s a

with film stories)than ?kom a newscast without film stories.

-

2, Children, regardless of age,.will understand.more stories from a

~

newscast with £ilm ghan from one’ without. : —
3. JChildren who rank television high in credibility, who watch a lot of

news, understand the function of news, and usée television news for informatiodnm,

will learn more from newscasts than those who score low on these measures.

In addition, the study poses the questions:- How do childrens rankings
.sf . . . . ) g . . f

§

t

: .
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A

’Icondition..,Ihe content of both newscasts was identical’ except for the )

" N o . i’k’ ' S
L / . "\_/ C . .
.
of hews stories in terms of importance comparepwith adult ,rankings, and how

is their liking of néws sfories related to'their,id!as of importance? Are
b} . \ . 4 :

these, judgments affecned by use of film?

Methods

L4

A.series'of'news-stories’was videotaped from early evening network

’ . L : ) : :
newscasts. Six film gtories were chosen for inclusion in the newsétast

because, they represented a variety of story types ranging from featuré. to
hard news, typically found in newscasts. The 'first was a story abou
'6

4.

problems esident Reagan s proposed budget cuts were running into on tol

Y
Hill. The econd was a’ story\hbout a presidential commission recommending

that federal laws be established to permit workers to carry pension plans
with them when'’ they move from one job to another. The' third described U.S.
anger at Cuba’foriallegedly sending arms to El Salvador. ‘The fourth
described the‘near.crash of an airliner into the Wbrld Trade.Center."Thb‘
fifth was a.story about a school which had;fgproved learning and reduced

L — . , .
vandalism by going back to the "basics." The final story was a feature

about a town in Wisconsin. t was turning to solar energy. g

The audio track of tHe film stories was transcribed into a script for

use in the newscast 'that dn' t have film. A professional newscqster read

the stories;iniihe no-film condition and introduced the stories in the film

\.

!t

-

o

¢ . ”

absence of story introdnctions in the no-film condition. "The film version ~

of the newscast ran about 11 minutes and the seaﬁpd n?wscast was about a
B N "."" ‘. * A
minute shorter. ,

A two-part questionnaire was used to measure the-other'variables.
. - .
Children were asked about general v exposure and news exposure. They were

_asked also to rate media credibility and to respond to a series of questions

3

. .
¢ Y
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’ about”why‘the&;gatch the news. After ‘they completed this part of the

_questionnaire-the children watched one of the;two versions of the newscast.

- . . . . ¢

Then they were asked to recall as many of the stories as they could.@nd write
. P . ‘

what they remembered about thzm. Next they were given a list of- the stories

that appeared in the newscast and asked to write anything they dQuld remember

about any of the stories Following this recall portion oflﬁgk eriment
_children were given a list of the stories in scrambled order and asked to,
_rank, them by imfortance . Next they were\given another scrambled list and

asked to rank them by 1likin®. A series of questions then asked why they

-

thought two bf the stofies——the one about the airliner and the story about

| .
‘§he pensiﬁﬂs plans-fwere incldded in the newscast. Responses were_ranked-

-

on a four-point scale ranging from.entertainment to information. .
"»

Subj cts'for_the tudy ‘'were 193 5th, /7th 9th, and 1llth graders in a
/

small Wis onsin community. Two cl*s of each gradef-viewed the film, ang
‘ ] . />f'\“_' 0
.conditions were randomly assigned to grades. -

¢

’ In the content analysis of resyoqses te the recall question, childreén
» . - {

were given credit for remembering thefstory if the¥ could recall anything

3

- about it. For\example'if a child said there was "something about the

presidentls budget,” he/she was given credit'for'recall.f The responses~
; . ,

_"were coded also for story understanding, which was defined as the récall of

he basic elements in the.story”and thevrelationship among them. Thus, a

chNd who said there was a "story about congress arguing over president'g

budgét,' was credited with understanding.. zercentage of agreement amonéh”
AN ~ . . ) *

.coders for both elements of the content analysis was .98.

.
/’

Results
. t i , ’
The data strongly support the first hypothesis (See Tabl}s 1 and'27f//

. . i Y
~+ . . . o . )
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Analysis of'Variance of both aided and unaided recall show significant*main :

’ X . . N ) ) a ’ l60

- . {

. s

effects for grade and filmT The children Zzﬁh\gher ades remembered more

stories fr%ﬁ the newscast than children in>the lower.grades; and they

remem rod morevszories from phe newscast with film than they did from the \
' O . . ' ‘ . {
one wi ‘out film. There was no grade by film interactzon, howevei, indicating

that the effect of film was consistent across grades,

-

Inspection of the means aiso provides_some-interesting information. ‘With

” ' unaided recall the 5th graders in the no—film conditipn remembered an
qgverage of only 1.9 of the six stories in the newscast. The 1llth graders -
in the film condition,hwho did best, remembered an average of 3. 8 stories. -
The three hard news stories at theAbeginning of the newscast gave children’
the most problems in terms of unaided recall. Serenty—eight percent could

not remember the pension story, 76 percent couldn't remember the president's

3 -

.budget story and 62 percent didn't~remembe5/the El Salvador story. The_
" children did~best with the story about sol:r energy. \__

.\ _ Although the.figures indicate, that theré may be a recency effect with
, - . ) ) -
)the 1ast three stories of thé newscast remembered better than the first

)

thrhgi\;: s ossible to tell because the three "hardest" storjes were
in_the Beginnfng. -Thus, it may be that they remember the certain types of \
stories better than others. - ’;;’; | |

The analysis of variance produced main effects supporting hypothesis
o .
two, also. .Children in ?ﬁe earlier ﬁrades under§tood fewér stories tﬁg

those in the later,grades, and those who saw the film version of the

. » ¢ : : )
' newscast understood more than thepse who saw the no-film’yersion. In addition

- the analysis produced a film by grade interaction. Inspection of means
» P ¢ { s ;

shows that film-had an increasing impact on understanding from the lqyer to

23

the‘higher grades. For example, in the 5th grade;ﬁchildren in the no]Film
: 4 s X

. ~— . 8."~, o " —t |
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condition understood an average of 1.1 of the stories while those in the film
cdndition undgrstood an average of 1.5 stories. 1d the 1lth grade,‘however;
students in the no-film condition ynderstood an average of 2.1 stories while
those in»the‘film condition understocd more than twice that numPer»(A.B).
It may be that there was a ceiling-on the abilities of the vounger,children’
that prevented film from adding a great deal to undersganding. With the older
children who have greater cognitive skills, however, the use of film and it's «~

lability to hold attention produced significantly stronger results.

Analysis of the percentages of chﬁldren rememberi 4 the various. stories

4

"provides a pattern similar to that for recall. The least understood story

was the lead item about,the president's.budget. Ninty-one percent of the
. - . " .

" children did not grasp it.. The pension,story was next ‘with 86 percent

'failing to understand, and the El Salvador sto wasuthird with 78 percent

unayIﬁ'to undeystand.

f lhe youngsters' ranking of news stories by importance provides
interesting results. Table 4 shows that the childrentordered the newscast in

} .

" much the same waxgthat adults did. Although the Pension and El Salvador

’

stories are tied at second, the three hard news stories are all at the
o _ A

beginning of the newscast with the president'p budget story first. The only

-

story cle rly our of order was the solar energy story which they placed in
=

the’ middle of the newscast..

It would appear that the children "learned” ‘the ranking of the snpries
from the newscast they had watched indicating that even’ young children have
learned to "read the structure" oﬁ television newscasts. ) G F,f'
Anp,analysis‘ of variance was performed to see 1f use of .filmaffe/cce’d/:he-*-’
ranking o%_storiespby'ihportance. The\onlyihonsistent result with gradZNVas _’

a tendency of the younger children to rank the airplane story higher than

- , <

” 9&



\ ' L'. ' * - . ‘ . . I 8-
the older children ranked it (p<.04). ' ‘ .

« There were some eignificant_results from film, however. Children in

-

all grades who iaw the film&:ereion of the budget story ranked it higher =~ /
than .children who saw the no-film version (p<.05). The pension story

a -— . \
produced a film by grade interaction (p<.05). Film boosted importance wifth

the youngest and oldest children, but had 1ittle. effect with the two middle

grades. These fignres seem to indicate that children may see a hard news

story that uses film as more lmportant than one  that does .not use film. _ 'i

’ . - .
Table 4 shows also that crildren make'distinctions between what they

like and what they think is important iﬁ a television. newscast. The rankings
v T
of the story by liking is nearly the exact rgverse of the ranking by

importance. 'The hard news stories, which children said were most :

important were placed at the bottom of the liking list.' .

\l)'r Y

Analysis of variance of the liking rankings produced no:consiSEEnt

-

results. The youngsters in the higher grades generally viewed the pensiow
and budget stories more favorably than those in the young earlier grades.
Film produced no consistent patterns in terms of liking.

Correlatjon of items from the survey poré;on of the questionneiremshow
that a numbezﬁof varia les, in addition to film and grade, are associated -

with learning’?rom thﬂ newscast and understanding the stories. - TV viewing

A}

in general had a negttive correlation With recall (-.23) and underetandiﬁg

(-.20). This relationship appears to be working primarily through gra
, \

. . -y
Students in the later grades watch less televi8ion than those in the equier
_ .

grades. . : R ) ?» ‘ -
‘ Table 5, however,'show 'that watching the national ZEws is ageociated

- ¥ . . . 'n. ‘;'

with both recall and understianding and viewing local news ig associated

J .

10 * -
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) with recall. Grade does not account for this relationship. It seems
' (logical to assume that children who watch nevs;.especially national news,
are familidr with the‘issues covered.in the’storieauand perhaps areﬂmore
' interested in news. The fact that newspaper reading is. correlated vith
recall (.18) and understanding (.24) adds support to - this idea

Believing television news also is associated with story recall, but

this may ba operating through grade in as ‘much as the older children Pre

more likely to believe television news than the yOunger children Newspaper .

At

and radio credibility scales show a similar relationship.
o “ )
Only pne of the eight gratification items in the study correlated with
learning and understanding. Children who say they usually watch television

ff?he world" do better than those

*

- news to "learn about things happening’

who watch because parentg do, etc. This variable does not appear to be
. \
* operating through grade.

1

As one might expect, children who do better in school recall’ d
‘understand more of the: stories than thei;\peers. The children were“asked ,

- to rate how well they did in school on a three—point scale form "'elow

average' to "above average." Surprisingly, it provided variance..
, /
A similar relationship appears for understanding the function of two

.

' stories in the newscast Those who understood that the function of_the)<(

airplane story was gne of information rather thanfentertainment did better

/

- on story recall and those who understood the function of the pension story
©~  scored higher on understanding - .Since the students who rated themselves

; higher academically understood‘the fungglons better, some of this variance

t
-

seems to be the result of acgdemic ability //

\

Summary and’ Conclusions //

This field experiment of 5thL\7th 9th and, 1lth graders showed that a

q e ,

7
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number' of factors are associated with childrens' learning from a television‘

o,

newscast. The use of film helped children remember stories boqh through ‘

aided and unaided recall. I was probably film's ability to attract and hold
- attention that produced this effect. In additioh students understood

more of the stories presented with film than those presented without film.

There was a grade by film interaction with film helping under?tanding in

~

" the higher grades more than it did in the lower grades. ' "

Despite the advantages of film it's important to note that large
percenfages of childrenf even in the llth grade, did not remember or
understand important hard news stories a‘fsented in the newscast.o This

.indicates that those producing news programs for yonng people need to take

-

great care to present public-affairs stories in a clear and simple manner

t

/,zﬁat children will understand. o ' Sy
\ " The data also indicate tHat even young children understand the structure
Mof newscasts; They seemed‘to'nnderstand that the most important stories ¢
.were presented first and they followed this in their own ranking of the’

- N )
stories. It's also interesting to nate that they differentiate between

importgance/and their own liking of stories. , )

ally,'a number of other variables are associated with remembering

understanding stories in a newscast. Those who'watched news; believe

news, and understand the function of news get more out of newscasts‘

se& to imply that.schools might, help students become better news

.

suplers by teaching thdﬁ about the news media.

hS

v
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. ° - - Table 1 -

, " o , ST RN C g
o R ylysis'of Variance of Unaided Recall . ~

, 2 - : . o )
. - ) N : _ : -
. Source of Variation Sum of Squares. , DF 7 Mean Square F
N '.- X ", “ . B . )  d - »
) _ Main. Effects . 64.110 Y 1 1&>o§8 10.856 *
. Film ‘ . 21.731 .1 21,731 14.719 * . .
- *  Grade . 42.110. &l ' 14.037 9.508 * - /
*-, -+ Interaction : . : X oy N ) . oo
e ~.Film by.Grade - ,.083 3 ©.028 . .01 - b
) — h - — — - — — NI -

5 - *p. 000\, . _— | . :

. ~ | - ‘ _ . L ‘ c o <t -

) e . i g ; T
. . \,. . Nad . . - .

\%. ' - DRI TableZ.', ( .

3 . Sy o Analysis of 'vdfhnc%of Aided Rgcal]f K \//

Source of Variation Sum of Squares . . DF - Méa_n Square . F
_ _ - . . o L . .. L. . - . ) \( /
' Co . . X ) P | -
.'Main Effects ' . 9.920 < 4 - 2.480 ( 3.288 % .

. © Film " 3.276 -1 . 3.276 = 4,343 * oo
. ~Grade ' ' 6.238 3. - ..2.079 - 2.%57 * .
Interaction ' _ . " )

Film by Grade -1.150. -3 .383 . © ,508
*p¢.05 - g
’ L
) Table 3 o . {
N ) . ’ * . <. Lo
. Analysis of Variance of Story Understanding
w. | 4 - 4 : e
7. N - - ..
Source of Variation .Sum of Squares DF Mean, Square F '
¥ ' Main Effects .173.621 4 . 43.405°  12.336 *
’ Film+ \ 58.178 ) 1 58.178 16.534 *\  _

: . Grade \ 18,798 " - 3 38.599 10.9670 *

' . Interaction ' _ . {

' " - " Film by Grade 41.384 3 13.795 3.921 * A%

13




Table 4

‘ - Childrens’ Ranking of Stories by Importance and Liking
Story Order in Childrens' Ranking Childtens' Ranking
Newscast ’ " by Importance ? by 'Liking?®
. =+ 1. Budget : - Budget 3 v _ Airplane -
. s ’ . . ) . e . ’ AN
2. . Pension { Pension and El Salvador ' Solar Energy
. . " '
3. ‘El Salvador _ / Solar Energy .- . School - *
e X ~ \ - .
4," Airplane Airplane and School . _ El Salvador
5. School ' S ¢ . Peﬁsion
: . S ' s
6. Solar Energy : ’ // . . Budget
. .
) Se
: | 1
» W‘
L J 7
P

~

N




' Table 5 .° -
B o ’ éorielétions of Sﬁrvey Items L v
§ ‘With Recall and Understanding - : -
- ) . N Va '
- [f ' N i —F—
. 17 2 3 4 5 6 1 8 9
. _ £ N
1. ‘National New, /Viewing o ) .
2‘.'_ Local New ﬁiewing _ S 32 ’ s T \}
3. TVvCredibility»‘ : S 14 a2z o -
* ™~ ' . ./ e .
Rb. Learnaz‘ﬁng Grat., ' _ .31 .26 .2’5' oS
5. Academic Ability -’ . NS NS, .19 %S~ co .
. \. ) . ] - "* .. \ *
6. ,G;ade :2» - ... NS.,Ns» .11 NS Ns N ,
7;‘/Eunctio§ of Afrplade Story - NS, NS .13.°NS .22 NS e
8/ Function of Pension Story - NS NS NS NS .12 NS .17 -
. ) . ™, C ¢ » . o
/9. Total Story Recall : 17 .15°.15 .13 .26 .32 .13 . NS
’ . rv— ) . L o . .
10.  Story Understanding 18 N5 NS .17 .15 .36 -Ns. .13~ 50
All correlations listed 'in Table p ¢ 05 -
1. ® -]
' N
Y '
v J
’ ~
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