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The Impact on Children’s Education:
Television’s Influence on Cognitive Development

by
Daniel R. Anderson and Patricia A. Collins
Department of Psycholo
University of Massachusetts/Amherst

It is widely believed that iclevision viewing has a negative impact on school achieve-
raent. This belief is supported by negative statistical associations sometimes found
between school achievement-and amount of television viewing; that is, heavy TV viewers
tend to show poorer achievement than light viewers. Cne possible explanation of this
association is that television viewing has a detrimental effect on cognitive development,
This paper extensively examines this possibility.

There has been widespread public commentary about the cognitive effects of tele-
vision. A number of assertions are common thro:fgrgout this commentary:and are examined
in this paper. These assertions are: 1) Television has mesmerizing powers over
children’s attention; this power is exérted by the movement, color, and visual changes
typical of television. 2) Children’s comprehension of television is extremely poor; they
remember only disconnected images. 3) Children do not think about television programs,
that is, they do not enigage in inferential and reflective thought while televisi-n viewing,

4) Children get overstimulated by television; by some accounts this leads to hyperactivity,
and by other accounts this leads to passivit{. 5) Television viewing displaces valuable
cognitive activities, espécially reading and hoinework. 6) Attention span is Shortened,
prcbably because of the rapidly paced visual images. 7) Creativi'y and imagination are
reduced; in gﬁ:}le'ral, the child becomes cognitively passive. 8) Readinig achievement is
reduced. 9) The development of the left hemisphere of the brain is deleteriously affected

-because televisior: viewing activates the visual, spatially oriented right hemisphere.

In this paper we examine the scizntific research relevant to thése and other asser-
tions, The research literature includes work on: 1) The cognitive nature of children’s
television viewing including viewing bekavior, attention, comprehension, and arousal; 2)
The effects of television viewing, including displaced activities, general knowledge,
attentional processes, task perseverance and impulsivity, creativity and imagination, and
reading. 3) Modifiers of these effects, particularly coviewing by parents, and critical
viewing skills programis. 4) The relation of these effects to schooling. We conclude the
paper with a critique of the fesearch aréa and suggestions for future work.

With only a few exceptions, the research literature on any one issue is sparse. In
considering the common assertions about television we found:

1) There is no evidence that television has a mesmerizing effect on children’s
attention caused by color, movement, and visual changes. Rather, children’s attention to
television is quite variable, and appears to be strategicaily guided in the service of
comprehension of the TV program, as well as participation in concurrent activities. While




attention is attracted by features such as movement, these effects are small as compared
to, for example, comprehensibility of the content or the presence of humorous content.

2) While preschool and early elementary school-a]ge children’s comprehension of
television can be fragmented, this holds primarily for relatively complex adult-level
dramatic presentations. Programs produced for tyloung children consisting of brief seg-
ments are readily understood by preschoolers, who also can understand some longer
Sit}’liafiﬁ(()ln comedy type programs. The assertion that comprehension is poor is only partly
verified.

3)_Even preschool children demonstrate frequent inferential activities while tele-
vision viewing. Conversations between children in their homes indicate that they do
speculate about prgﬁam resoiutions, character motives, and the relation of prior scenes to
ose subsequent. These inferences are not always accurate and are limited by children’s
experience with television and with the subject matter being portrayed. Contrary to
gopular assertions, children are cognitively active during television viewing and attempt to
crm a coherent, connected understanding of television programs.

4) There is no eviderice that children generally get overstimulated by television.
Children look away from TV frequently, and often leave the viewing area, these behaviors
allow reduction of potential overstimufation. Self ratings from TV viewers generally
indicate relative relaxation, although some television content can be arousing.

5) There is little evidence that television viewing displaces valuable cognitive
activities. The clearest evidence indicates that viewing displaces movie attendance, radio
listening, comic book reading, and'participation in organized sports. Homework, however,
is often done concitrent with TV viewing. There is no evidence that homework done
during television viewing is of lower quality than homework done in silence.

(2‘ The assertion that television viewing shortens attention span is difficult to test
since the term "attention span", as commonly used, has no certair: technical meaning,
Nevertheless, a mimber. of investigations indicate that television may increase attention
focusing capabilities. Other scattered research indicates TV viewing may affect task
perseverance and impulsi,viz, but some of these studies indicate a ﬁmsitive effect and
others indicate a negative effect. The effects may depend on which types of programs
are watched: Viewing violent action programs may cause reduced perseverance and
viewing educational programs may cause increased perseverance.

7) There is no clear evid.nce that television influences imaginativeness, but one
study indicates that television may negatively affect verbal "ideational fluency", i.e.,
ability to think of alternative uses for an object. ‘There is also mixed evidence that
children may be more imaginative immediately after listening to the radio than after
watching TV. There has been no research on television’s effects on productive cognitive
skills, such as writing, and in general, there is no evidence that television makes children

cognitively "passive".

8) There is some weak evidence that television availability reduces reading achieve-
ment. If this effect actually occurs, it appears to occur during the early elementary
school years and is probably temporary. Relative to other factors, such as family
encouragement of reading, the eifect of television on readindg achievement appears to be
small if 1t s in fact real. Related to this issue, there is mixe
viewing increases vocabulary acquisition.

evidence that television

L




9) There is no evidence that television ~symmetrically influences brain development,

The rescarch literature provides little support for most of the common beliefs about
the influence of teevision. For a number of reasons, however, it is difficult to conclude
that television has no major.effects. First, there has been almost no research on a
number. of major issues, inciuding the inflnence of entertainment television on children’s
academically relevant knowledge. Second, considerations of what is known about tele-
vision viewing suggest possible negative effects tg'o‘r example, on listening skills) that have
not been explored in research. Third, some of the existing research can be challenged on
methodological grounds.

The probiem of television’s cognitive influence is tractable and solvable by new
 research approaches. In particular we recommend that fuure research consider the

c%gmtive activities involved in television viewing itself in developing hypotheses about
effects that mmay transfer to other domains,




The Impact on Children’s Education:
Television’s Influence on Cognitive Development
by
Danicl R. Anderson Patricia A. Collins
Introduction
Public discourse on the influence of television includes substantial concern about

negative effects on cognitivc development and consequently on education. Common
propositions include makes children intellectually passive", "TV shortens children’s
attention spans”, "T'V hypes kids up, makes them restless in the classroom", "TV hyp-
notizes children", "TV displaces reading and other valuable intellectual activities", and "TV
recuces im tion and creativity”. When national achievement test scores decline,
television is blamed. When they rise, television has no role. While specific television
programs or scries are sometimes praised as benefitting cognitive development, teievision

in general is pot. This belief in the negative influence of television has considerable
historical precedent.

Media used by children for entertainment are blamed, at the peak of their popularity,
for the perceived problems of childhood. Books, magazines, coraic books, movies, radio,
board games, and computer games have all been suspected of undermining intellectual
thought and the educational process (cf, Greenfield, 1984; Morgan & Gross, 1982; Wartelia
& Reeves, 1985). As an example, comic books were blamed for an agparent decline in
reading skills during the 1950's. The ostensit.e problem was "linear dys’~xia" caused by
vertical movement of the eyes between cartoon gures and text balloons (see Gilber,
1986). In the 1970’s and 8('s television was accused of producing readin_theﬁcits because
children did not get enough practice movirg their eyes ?Moody, 1980). Therz is a certain
hlilsi{grical consistency in popular concerr: about the influence of entertainment media for
children.

Recognizing the historical cyclicity inherent in modern concerns about television does
not dis uahfy the question: 'What are the influences of television on cognitive develop-
ment? There are plausible reasons to believe that television might in fact have effects.
One reason is the observation that American children spend large amounts of time
with television, such large amounts of time that it is virtually a cliche to point out that
children spend more time with TV than they spend in school (e.g., Dorr, 1986). It is hard
to believe that such an invesiment of time has neither cost nor gain. A second reason is
the observation that television viewing is often negatively (and sometimes positive‘ljy)
associated with school achievement (Morgan & Gross, 1982). While associations do not by
themselves indicate that TV viewinf affects achievement, they indicate that an impact on
achievement and on cognitive development is possible. For th~se reasons alone, the
question of television’s influence on cognitive development deserves examination in depth.

The examination does not yield the simple propositions characteristically given by the
journalists, social critics, tgsycho ogists, &l}fsicians, and educators who write articles for
pggglrar magazines, On the whole, we will conclude that many common assertions about
children

’s TV viewing are wrong, and that evidence for cognitive effects, negative or




positive, is weak.

Rather than rhetoric supported by anecdote and bolstered by unstated political and
social bias, we believe that the questica of television’s cognitive effects should be
approached by careful empirical observation and analysis combined with clearly stated and
testable hypotheses and theory. Methods and procedures must b¢ fully described with data
and analyses reported in detail. In other words, v : believe that the question of televi-
sion’s effects should be approached scientifically with proposed answers ?cn to informed
debate based on rules of evidence. To many, this approach is obvious and they assume
there must be a large scientific literature on the cognitive effects of television. They
further assume that assertions made in the popular press stem from such work. Unfor-
tunately, however, a scientific approach has informed little of the discourse on the
cognitive influence of television. There is, in fact, only a small relevant research
literature and that literature yields only a few firm conclusions. Hornik’s (1981) excelient
review of the influence of out-of-school television on schooling came to essentially the
same position. The scientific question of the influence of television on cognitive develop-
meat, much I¢ss on schooling, remains largely to be answered.

In this p: »er we provide a review of that limited literature, indicate the broad areas
where research and theory are lacking, and suggest some new approaches. We also
consider the difficulties of research on the cognitive influence of television and suggest
approaches to dealing with those difficulties. Our hope is that this paper will belp cast

¢ problem, although complex, as being tractable. The difficulties are substantial, but we
are confident that they can be overcome and that the answers obrained will be worth the
effort. Before considering the effects of television, however, we will very biriefly review
contemporary thinking about cognitive development.

Coguitive Development

Based on numerous empirical disconfirmations, contcmporar{ developmental theory has
backed away from positing the discrete all-encompassing stages of logical thought as
originally advocated by Piaget. Instead, cognitive development is currently seen as

fo owinlg a number of independent parallel courses within specific domains (e.g., Xeil,
1984). Development within a domain depends heavily on experiences relevant to that
domain, with a growing theoretical emphasis being placed on the role of adults’ implicit
and explicit teaching ((,%F" Brown & Campione, 1984) as well as specific aspects of the
cultural milieu ﬁc.g, e, 1985). Along with a general growth in the child’s knowledge
base of facts, relationships, procedures and scripts, there is an acquisitioa of strategies of
cognition (€.g., rehearsal in memory), and metacognition (knowledge of. the circumstances
appropriate to the use of a given strategy, Flavell, 1979).

There has been relatively little current emphasis on the growth of basic cognitive
capacities, although some theorists have argued the basic capacity to hold and manipulate
information in short term memory increases with development (e.g., Case, 1978). Others
have argued that this apparent increase is due to sophisticated representations based on
experience which allow the child to "chunk” or organize information, ireeing up cognitive
capacity (e.g., Chi, 1978; Sternberg, 1985). The story schema is an example of such an
or§anizanon strategy, children who have acquired an elaborated story schema generally are
able to recall more of the story than children who have not acquired a story schema
{Mandler, 1984). Even the great increase in general speed of cognitive activity that is
observed with age can often be attributed to the autor:atization that comes with ex-
perience (e.g., Sternberg, 1985), although some increase in speed may be based in neuro-




physiological maturation (e.g., Case, 1984),

In sum, contcmpora:{nthcorics of cognitive development heavily emphasize the role of
experience ik forming the knowledge base, in creating strategies and metacognition, and
2utomatizing mental processes. The child, then, can be viewed as similar to an adult in
cognitive potential except latking the rich and organized knowledge base, cognitive
strategies, and repertoir: of automated cognitive Froccsscs. Beyond about two years, little
role in most contemporary theory is given to purely maturational factors as being

important for cognitive developu. tat.

With rciards to the influence of television, mainstream researchers in cognitive
development have not even speculated that television is a significant factor. In a recent
massive and definitive 942 niaagc review of research and thcorg on cognitive devcloiz;xcnt
(Mussen, 1983), there is only one mention of television {which asserts that little is known
about the process of social learning from TV), and in three recent texts on cognitive
developmen, two do not mention:television at'sll (Flavell, 1985; Siegler, 1986), and the
third examines cognitive processes involved in viewing television but not %ossi le effects
of viewing (Dachler & Bukatko, 1985). Given the importance attributed y.contemporary
theory to the role of experience, however, potential effects of TV viewing on cognitive
development could be hypothesized, but the issue has simply not received consideration.

A Framework for Considering Television’s Bff .. ;

While hypotheses about television’s effects abound and can each be independently
examined, we believe such hypotheses should be evaluated within a comprehensive concep-
tual framework. Such a framework should include the examination of potential mech-
anisms of influence. An analogy may be made with medical research: ough correla-
tional epidemiological studics, one may examine hypotheses that a given disease process is
associated with particular lifestyles or cnvironmental contaminants. Acquired immurs
deficiency syndrome (AIDS), for example, is associated with homosexu behavior, asd lung
cancer is associated with cigarette smoking. Fiading such associations and determining
whetizer implicated factors play causal roles is an essential aspect of the process of
understanding the disease and its causes, but is not by itself sufficient.

What'is also needed is an understanding of the mechanisms of the disease groccss,
that is, the proximal chain of cautie and effect that produces the final outcome. indings
that a virus is part of the proximal cause of AIDS and that volatile organic corapounds in
cigarette smoke are; it of the proxiraal cause of lung cancer represent highly important
advances in understanding the diseases and are essential in deve oping treatment and
prevention regimens.

Returning 10 the effects of television, correlational and quasi- experimental research
demonstratin rclationshigs between TV viewing and aspects of cognition and school
achievement (cf, Hornik, 1981; Morgan & Gross, 1982; Williams, 1986) is highly valuable in
determining whether there are phenomena worthy of concern. Such research, through
partial correlaticn procedures and causal modeling, cau also provide some indication of
which factors may. £~ srasal. It caninot by itself, however, indicate the mechanisms of

influence anq ¢/ ~~eZimal chain of cause and effect. Clarification rcquires field
observation-a- -xperimental research dairected at the behavioral and cognitive
details of TV iemphasis on the mechanisms of retention, transfer, and
carzyover fro::. v other contexts, especially school. Suck a conceptual

framework 4f . » and effect should cover four major areas:




1) Television viewing itself should be carefully described in behavioral, cognitive, and
developmental terms. The nature of cognitive engagement with television content of
varying kinds shoulq be described as a function of the viewer’s cognitive status. A
moment;by moment account should.be made of thz cognitive processes involved in
attending to, comprehending, and anticipating content. In addition, engagement in
concurrent activities during TV viewing should be described. From such an account we
can understand the cognitive processes which are aad are not activated during television
viewing. Such a description can be used to. evaluate claims that TV viewing is an
intellectually "passive" activity, "mesmerizing" to young children, or displaces valuable
cognitive activities. A detailed account of television viewing behavior, then, will help to
formulate and understand the mechanisms of transfer to otger contexts, including school.

2) Accounts of short- and long-term effects should be developed with explicit
reference made to the processes identified in the description of children’s television
viewing. If a relationship is hypothesized between TV program pacing and the child’s
-ability.to maintain attention, for example, there should be an explicit set of propositions
enumerating the ways in which pacing activates or deactivates attentional mechanisms and
ow this might transfer or carry over. to-other contexts. Furthermore, a distinction
between short- and long-term effects arid the mecharisms by which they are obtained is
necessary. This follows from several lines of prior research.” Studies of memory for text
and for real life experience, for example, indicate that memory for discourse varies
substantially if tested immediately or after a delay of several weeks (e.g., Myles-Worsley,
Cromer & Dedd, 1986; Kintsch & van Dijk, 1978).

3? Conditions that modify the effects specified above should also be described. It is
virtually certain that memory, carryover, and transfer effects are modified by the viewers’
experiences with other people.and by activities both within and outside of the television
viewing setting.

4) Understanding the effects on schooling will require an additional explicit account
specifying the nature of interference with, or enhancement of, instructional methods
and/or educational goals. Development of this account is of necessity dependent on
progress in the other three areas, although empirical Gemonstrations of television’s effects
on particular content areas of schooling can point to appropriate topics of concentration.
A complete account must distinguish between motivational, social, cognitive, and metacog-
nitive effects of TV viewing. Most importantly, a distinction should be made between
direct effects of TV viewing (changes in attentional dispositions, enhanced knowledge
base, etc.), and indirect effects due to displacement of other cognitive activities.
Specification of the consequences of television’s effects for various educational goals
should relate television’s effects to identified processes and knowledge required in the
attainment of those goals. For example, the knowledge base acquired from television may
affect (positively or negatively) the learning of content in social studies in specified ways,
or specified changes in attentional abilities may affect problem solving perseverance in
mathematics.

The following sections of this patper will review the research and theoretical
literature pertaining to each of these four areas. We will discuss common hypotheses
relating to each area, present relevant findings ard theory, and attempr to identify
plausible-areas that have not been examined by research.

A comment is in order about our strategy in selecting research to review. We have
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examined all the relevant American research we could find through computer searches of
bibliographical data bases as well as a variety of other indexes and bibliographic guides.
This is not a simple task since relevant work is done in a variety of disciplines and is
reported in a large number of research journals and professional books. We have probably
missed 'some relevant work, especially in unabstracted chapters in grofessional books. We
have reported as much relevant foreign research as we could find, but-we cannot guar-
antee anything approaching complete coverage, especially for research which is not
indexed and abstracted in English. Also, we have discussed unputlished research only
when it is highly relevant and recent. In particular, we have not cited unpublished
conference presentations and dissertations more than a few years old. Finally, we have

not reviewed the many investigations which report simple correlaticns between TV viewing
and school performance or IQ. These are summarized elsewhere (e.g., Hornik, 1981;
Morgan & Gross, 1982; Neuman, in press; Williams, Haertel, Haerte! & Walberg, 1982).

TV Viewi Conitive Activi

In this section we will first discuss television viewing descriptively in terms of
observable behaviors, and then, inferentially, based on experiments and studies of atten-
tion, comprehension, and arousal.

- Behavioral Descriptions of Children’s Television Viewing

There are multiple ways one may invoke the concept of "television viewing" as a
variable of interest. Some of these are essentially theoretical constructs having char-
acteristics-that may be only implicitly defined (Salomon & Cohen, 1978). For many
purposes, for example, television viewing is conceived as the uniform absorbing of
messages, with the assumption made that the longer a person is in the presence of
television, the more messages are absorbed. Given such an assumption, one need only
provide a measure of exposure to television, as well as 2 measure of messages presented
on television, to provide a complete accounting of television’s effects. This set of
simplified assumptions appears, for example, to be the basis of much of the early work of
gc(r;bncr ai%%(%ls colleagues concerning the "cultivation” effects of television (e.g., Gerbner

TOSS, . ‘

To some extent, a simplified coricept of television viewing is a necessary and
unavoidable step in accounting for television’s effects. We argue, however, that knowing
what actually goes on while children are with television is essential to understanding the
proximal chain of cause and effect, without which a comgllgte and accurate-accounting of
television’s impact is impossible. Part of that understanding must come from qualitative
and quantitative descri;t)’tﬁivc research based on direct observation of television viewing
itself. Issues that have been examined through direct observation include time children
spend with TV, activities carried on while with TV, what children talk about during TV
viewing, and patterns of 1o0king at TV.

Time spent with television. At the most general level, a description of children’s
television viewing must provide an accurate accounting of how much time is actually spent
with television. Unfortunately, most of the techniques used to estimate this fundamental
descriptor are'indirect, have not been validated, and only modestly agree with each other.

As an example, Anderson, Alwitt, Lorch, and Levin (1979) asked mothers of preschool

children to estimate-the-amount of time their children "watched television" ift two
different ways. One technique required the parents to estimate the amount of time their

11
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children watched TV during each 6-hour block of the day, each day of the week, during a
"typical" recent week. The other technique used a recent TV Guide and required the
parent to check off each show the child watched and the frequency with which the child
watched.  Both technichoes allowed estimates of the number of hours the child watched
television weekly, and.both techriques are widely used in research on children’s television
viewing. The first technique produced an estimate of 24.3 hours and the second produced
an «stimate by the same parents of 32.7 hours, with a modest correlation of .77 between
the two estimates (if the correlation seems substantial to the reader, keep in mind that
these estimates are being made by the same parents within the same questionnaire).
t\}’\;’ithm:]t1 further information there is no way to determine which estimate was closer to

¢ truth. .

Asking preschool and young elementary school children themselves is not necessarily
an improvement. There is little agreement between children’s estimates of their own
viewing as compared to estimates of the children’s viewing by their parents: The
cotrelation is close to zero (Greenberg, Ericson & Vlahos, 1972). oung children a}tgpear
to have little ability to estimate the time they spend in activities {Medrich, Roizen, Rubin
& Buckley, 1982). Simple parental global judtgements of amount of time spent with TV, on
the other hand, may also be poor measures of time spent with TV. Anderson, Field,
Lorch, Collins, and Nathan (1985) found that parent global estimates of TV viewing
correlated relatively poorly with videotape observations of children’s viewing, and were
generally overestimates. These, by and large, are the kind of estimates used in research
relating TV viewing and school achievement.

Until very recently, the major techma'.ﬂue used by the commercial ratings services to
assess children’s television viewing is a daily viewing diary marked off in 15- minute
blocks. Recently, Anderson et al. (1985) and Choi, Anderson, Burns, and Collins (1987)
examined the relationship between parent-kegt diary reports and viewer.presence as ,
determined from time-lagfle videctapes recorded over 10- day periods in the homes of 99
families with preschoo! children in pringfield, Massachiusetts. They found dgenerally good
agreement, with very little mean deviation betwéen videotape estimates and diary esti-
mates. For family members only, (not including visitors), cortelations ranged from a high
of .88 for 5-year-old chiidren who were the focus of research efforts, to a low of .64 for
preschoolers who were not the focus of the research efforts. The correlations for the

-other age groups were .71 for school-aged children (6 through 11 years), .77 for adole-

scents (12 through 17 years), and .82 for adults. These relationships suggest that viewing
diaries are moderately good instruments for measuring total amount of time spent with
television, The accuracy of diaries for recording the viewership of particular programs
has not yet been examined. . .

Assuming that viewing diaries reasonably accurately measure time spent with tele-
vision, the question is then, how much time do American children spend with TV? The
answer, unfortunately is still not clear. Ratings services’ estimates of viewing are heavily
biased by the use of announced "sweeps”, measurement periods which occur four times a
year. Networks and local stations provide numerous special programs designed to attract
the maximum possible audiences during these periods. Estimates of child audiences based
on these figures must be consideréd overestimates of typical viewing. During the 1980.-
1981 viewing season (when the Anderson et al., 1985.time-lapse videotzpes were recorded),
the Niclsen Television Index reported 27.8 hours for children aged 2 through S years, 24.3
hours for children aged 6 through 11 years, and 23.0 hours for teenagers. Viewing diaries
from the research in Springfield, on the other hand, indicate figures which are only about
60 percent of those reported by the ratings services. These lower figures are also in line




with those of Singer and Singer based on diaries collected in the New Haven area
rothy Singer, personal communication). Huston, Wright, Rice, Kerkman, and St, Peters

1987), used viewing diaries in a study of 3- to 7-year-olds in the Kansas City area and
reported viewing ranging from 15.5 to 20.8 hours. Timmer, Eccles, and O’Brien (1985)
used a day- after recollection technique similar to the viewing diary, based on a naticnal
representative sample examined in 1981 and 1982. Without defining terms, they distin-
guished TV viewing as a pri activity or as a secondary activity. As a gnmary
activity, TV Vicwing occupied 13.3 hours for preschoolers, 15.6 hours for through
11-year-olds, and 15.8 hours for 12 through 17-year-olds. Detai's on TV viewing as a
secondary activity were not provided, but combining primary a._ jecondary viewing,
children of all alges spent an average of 18.6 hours per week with TV. These figures are
also considerably lower than those of commercial rating services.

) In sum, we have substantially discrepant estimates of kow much time chiidren spend
with television. National commercial rating services, which probably provide overes-
timates, indicate ayguafc numbers of hours per week in the low to mid 20’s, and academic
researchers, using similar procedures, report numbers in the mid to upper teens. A
difference.of ten hours per week is substantial and the discrepancy deserves resolution.
Nevertheless, even the lower estimate represents large amounts of discretionary time spent
witk TV such that the opportunity clearly exists for television to exert an influence un a
large number of children.

Entering, exiting, channel changing. Reports of TV viewing at home, based on actual
observation of viewing behavior, consistently comment on the observation that children
frecguently exit and then reenter the viewing area while the TV pro;ram is on (e.g., Allen,
1965; Anderson & Field, in press; Bechtel, Achelpohl & Akers, 19 2). Anderson (1987
provided the first quantitative analyses of this phenomenon. Based on video chservations
of 53 families, he reported that preschool children average 8.3 minutes in the viewin
room'before exiting, and school age children average 7.6 minutes. While lengthy uninter-
rupted viewing sessions are not uncommon, it is clear that children are likely to be absent
during some part of a half-hour or hour TV program. -

Another way for the viewer to.interript the continuity of programming is to change
the channel. While even preschool children are observed to change channels durin
-viewing sessions, the frequency of doing so is not known. Anecdotes of children (and
adults) restlessly skipping from program to program abound in the popular literature, but
documentation of this phenomenon is lacking. ‘
Cincurrent activities. Despite pﬁpular stereo%g;es of children just sitting and staring
at the television (e.g., Mander, 1978; oody, 1980; Winn, 1977) it is common for children
to engage in other activities while with television (Allen, 1965; Anderson & Field, in
press; Bechtel et al., 1972). As yet, however, there have been no quantitative descriptions
of these concurrent activitiés based on direct observation. Activities of children which
are commonly observed iniclude talking with others, eting, playing with toys, coloring,
reading, game playing, rough-housing, ersonal grooming, sleeping, and doing homework.
Based on analyses of our time-lapse videotapes, we estimate that approximately one-third
of the time school-aged children spent with television wes actually devoted to concurrent
activities (Anderson, Lorch, Field, Collins & Nathan, 1986).

There have been only a few studies of conversations which -ccur during television
viewing, and these studies have generally provided little quantitative information. Lemish
and Rice (1986) observed the home television viewing behavior of 16 very young children
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from 6 to 29 months of age. They found that most viewing was shared with adults, and
noted that there was considerable language interaction including naming objects, identi-
ging familiar objects, repeating riew labels, asking questions, and relating TV content to

e child’s experience. ount of talk was related to the program being watched, with
Sesame Street. eliciting the most verbal interaction.

Alexander, Ryan, and Munoz (1984) observed siblings between the ages of 2 and 16
years at home with television. While most conversation was not related to television,
there was frequent interpretation and evaluation of TV Brograms, with the older child
interpreting for the youriger. Younger children frequently asked questions concerning
character identification, narrative conventions, and visual techniques. Prediction of events
on the TV program was common. '

Reid and Frazer (1980) observed five- to eleven-year-olds viewing at home with their
families. They state, "..little uninterrupted viewing was observed...television viewing has
an ongoing, emergent character consisting of many interacting and competing activities
and events.” Some of these activities are play or social interactions with family that
incorporate TV content as a point of departure. For example, card playing on TV may
lead to card playing by the viewers. Television then becomes the back-drop to the card
playing. While quantifying the relative frequency of concurrent activities remains to be
done, it is clear that television is not a singular, never-varying activity.

Viewing distance and angles. Children generally place themselves closer to the
television than do adults (National Center for Radiological Health, 1968; Nathan, Anderson,
Field & Collins, 1985). About 35 percent of children 2picallWew extremely close tc the
. TV (within 6 feet). The angle suotended horizoitally by the TV screen at the average

viewing distance for children is 12.3 degrees (Nathan et al., 1985); as such, the TV screen
is generally framed within parafoveal vision, allowing rapid and accurate identification of
visual scenes with a minimum number of eyé movements (Saida and Ikeda, 1979). There
are probably relativeh\;ts'ew eye movements during most TV viewing, although normative
quantitative data on this issue are lacking. In formative research for Sesanie Street
utilizing eye movement technology (Flagg, 1978), an abnormally lagfe visual angle of the
- TV screen (21.7 degrees) was employed in order to get a substantial number of eye
movements'to measure (B. Flagg, personal-.communication). As will be noted below,
however, children frequently look away from the TV screen, usually to engage in a
concurrent-activity. The concurrent activity may involve eye movements.

Summary of behavioral descriptions. Observations of children spending time with
television do not conform to popular descriptions. of the "zombie" viewer. Not only do
children probably spend less time with television than commerecial rating services estimate,
about a third.of that time is occupied with activities other than looking at the TV.
Although children’s convetsations during TV sessions are often about topics not related to
television, there is nevertheless a great deal of discussion about the events on TV in
terms of their meaning, plausibility, and implications for future events. About a third of
children sit within 6 feet of the TV set-despite numerous warnings to parents in the
popular media to view from a greater distance (based on health concerns about radiation
emissions from older color receivers). The distance at which children typicalig' view TV is
probably optiwal for rapid visual identification of scenes with a minimal number of eye
movements.




Attention to Television

If television is an infiuential medium of communication and entertainment, it is so
partly by its power to gain and maintain attention. Many writers have argued that
children in particular are sﬁect to attentional enthrallment by TV. Moody (1980), for
example, in a popular and influential book on television, quotes other writers and herself
uses the following terms to describe children’s attention to telévision: addictive, mes-
merizing, glazed eyes, drugged, %’a}ced out, and zombies. She notes: "Television does not
arouse active attention; rather, TV viewing suppresses it" (p. 17). Typical of such writing,
the evidence given is anecdotal and is based on interviews with and quotes from "experts”
including a pediatrician, other journalists, a hypnotist, several psychologists, a psychia-
trist, and a botanist.

The most common description of a young child confronted with television is that the
child stares unceasingly at the screen. In'such accounts the child is always seen as a
passive recipient who is "controlled” by factors such as rapid cutting, changes in color,
and movement. In early theoretical accounts of ‘¢hildren’s attention to television by
academic psychologists, similar notions prevailed. Lesser (1977) referred to the young
child’s viewing as "involuntary; Emery and Emery (1976) referred to it as “fixated"; and
Singer (1980) emphasized atfention as being passive and extemalily controlled due to the
repeated elicitation of the orienting reflex by constant visual novelty. As might be
guessed from the behavioral descriptions of children’s TV viewing described above,
systematic research on attention to television has not verified these notions.

Before we review the research on attention to television, a brief discussion of the
concept of “attention” is in order. By most usages, attention is not directly cbservable
since 1t refers to the direction and i_ntensit‘y of cognitive activities. Cognitive activities,
however, usually involve selective processing of tirel:l external environment. This processing
of the external environment does have observable manifestations in visual orienting and
tactual exploration, but some uncbservable as[)ects of attention such as listening and
intensity of grocessing must be inferred. In television research, inferences about atten-
tion are made based on recognition or recall, from secondary tasks administered concur-
rently with TV viewing, from electrophysiological recordings, from self-ratings, and most
commonly, from visual orientation toward the TV screen, or "looking",

Looking at tclevision. Visual attention to television has been examined both in
"laboratory" experiments and in observational studies in homes. When the laboratory
studies create a viewing environment which affords activities alternative to looking at the
TV (such as l{)layin with toys), patterns of looking at TV generally parallel those
observed at home (Anderson & Field, in press). In the typical study a "look" at the TV is
defined as beginning with the onset of a visual orientation toward the TV screen and
ending with the offset of the visual orientation. The periods between looks are called
"pauses. Looks are usually rated b an observer who views a videotape of the child; the
observer presses a button when the child looks at the TV screen and releases it when the
child looks awilﬁ'. The button pushes and releases are recorded by a microcomputer and,
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depending on dy, these records of looks at the TV can be related precisely to the
ongoing content of the TV program. .

Although infants sometimes look at television (Hollenbeck & Slaby, 1979; Lemish &
Rice, 1986), visual attention steadily increases from very low levels during infancy to a
maximum during the late elementary school years, declining somewhat during adulthood




(Anderson et al., 1986).

Children generally look at and away from the TV between one and two hundred
times an hour; the distribution of look lengths is highly skewed and as a consequence,
median look lengths are usuall{ oniy several seconds (Anderson & Field, 1983). Extended
episodes of visual attention as Jong as a minute in duration are not typical but neither
are they rare. Looks as long as ten minutes in duration have been observed but they are
exceptional.

Within a given age there apgear to be moderately reliable individual differences in
vitual attention to television (Anderson et al,, 1979), and distinct viewing "styles" have
been frequenitly noted (e.g., Bechtel et al,, 1972). In our laboratory work with pre-
schoolers, we have consistently found that percent visual attention to the TV is positively
correlated with Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT) IQ (correlations ranging from .2
to 4. We also found a positive correlation of .26 for 5-year-olds observed at home over
10-day periods by means of time-lapse videotape. We have examined the correlation with
older children in only one study (Field & Anderson, 1985); for 9-year-olds it was .27. We
have not found any evidence, however, that percent visual attention is correlated with the
amaciunt9 gg ;ime spent with TV; correlations are near zero (Anderson et al., 1985; Anderson
etal, 1 .

With regard to look length, Anderson et al. (1979) described a phenomenon they
called "attentional inertia”, They pointed out that the longer a look is in progress, the
more probable it becomes that the look will remain in progress. In particular, a plot of
the conditional probability that looks will survive through each successive interval of time
after they have begun shows a negatively accelerated increasing curve which levels off
after about 15 seconds. This pattern is characteristic of individual viewers from young
children through adults, and is found in heme observations as well as in laboratory studies
{Anderson & Field, in press). Anderson and Lorch (1983) demonstrated that ihe longer a
look is in progress prior to a content boundary (as, for example, between segments of
Sesame Street), the more likely it is that the look will remain in progress after that
content boundary. Content boundaries otherwise tend to terminate looking at the TV.
Anderson and Lorch (1983) argued that attentional inertia thus serves to maintain
attention across changes in content. As we will see below, attentional inertia may be

-indicative of increased cognitive engagement.

There have been a number of investigations concerning the characteristics of TV
programs that influence children’s looking at televicion. These investigations have
generally concerned two issues: program comprehensibility and noncontent features
characteristic of televisicn as a medium.

Effects of program comprehensibility on looking. Comprehensibitity is an influential
factor in determining whether a child looks ata TV program. Anderson, Lorch, Field, and
Sanders (1981), for example, found thatvpreschoolers’ visual attention was higher during
dialogue with immediate ("here and new”) referents than it was during dialogue with
nonimmediate referents which are more abstract and thus less comprehensible to very
young children. Rice (1983, 1984) proposes that programs using relativeiy more of these
immediate referents might be more effective in teaching vocabulary because they are
similar to mothers’ speech to their children. Furthermore, it may be the similarity to
mothers’ speech that makes this content more comprehensible. any case, the observed
increase in attention to these segments should augment any vocabulary learning from
them. Anderson et al. (1981) also found that visual attention was greater during normal
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segments of Sesame Street than if the segments had their comsrehensibility experimentally
reduced by using backward speech or foreign language. Randomly ordering scenes within
segments of Sesame Street, hiowever, had only marginal effects on visual attention, a
manipulation which was rated by college students as leaving considerable residual com-
prehensibility.. Other studies have replicated these effects with the exception that no
effect of randomly ordering scenes was found (Lorch & Castle, 1986; Pingree, 1986).

Campbell, Wright, and Huston (1987) experimentally mani;fulated comprehensibility of
short TV segments by employing several levels of sentence complexity, abstractness, and
amount of message redundancy. They found only small and nonsignificant reductions in
attention with increasing difficulty. If af therefore, that while the program must be
locally comprehensible before a child will attend to it, normal variations in comprehen-
sibility have only small effects. This conclusion must presently be limited to compre-
hensibility variations within segments of less than a minute’s duration, since the cumu-
lative effects of material which is difficult to comprehend have not yet been examined.
Longer, difficult-to-understand matérial ma rogressively lose attention over a several
minute period; such.an effect was found by Hawkins when he reanalyzed Pingree’s (1986)
data (Robert Hawkins, personal communication).

The influence of forinal features on looking. The second set of variables that have
.been investigated as l’gossible determinants of looking are various "formal features".
Research groups at the University of Massachusetts and at the University of Kansas are

primarily resporisible for this work. Formal features are defined as characteristic at-
tributes of the medium which can be described without reference to particular content.
Attributes which have been examined include voices of different types (e.g., adult male or
female voices), music of different types, animation, cuts (sadden visual changes due to
editing or caimera switches), zooms, sound effects, and so on.

Results of research on formal fcatures have been surprisingly robust, with each
research group generally replicating the other’s findings. Features that are consistertly
positively associated with visual attention include children’s voices, peculiar voices, sound
effects, auditory chan%es generally, and visual movement. Consistent negative features
include men’s voices, long zooms, and inactivity (cf, Alwitt, Anderson, Lorch & Levin,
1980; Anderson & Levin, 1976; Calvert, Huston, Watkins & Wright, 1982; Campbvell e al.,
1987, Susman, 1978). Both research groups have noted the importance of auditory features
in determining visual attention, and both have argued that the attentional value o many
of these features are a consequence of chiidrez’s learning about the medium of television
through long exposure.

One piece of evidence that children learn to attend in the presence of some formal
features and to suppress attention in the presence of others, comes from Levin and
Anderson’s (1976) demonstration that these effects are largely absent in children under
about two and a half years of age. If the formial features catch and hold attention by
means of innate and unlearned attentional mechanisms such as the orienting refiex
(Sokolov, 1963), then one would expect the effects to hold for such young children as
well. Another item of evidence comes from thé finding that visually inattentive 5-
year-olds are much more alike in terms of the specific points at which theg look up at
Sesame Strest than are visually inattentive 3-year-olds (Anderson, Lorch, Smith, Bradford
& Levin, 1981), suggesting that the older children have learned that speific auditory cues
indicate the presence of interesting content,




Formal features mﬁv serve several pmggses in children’s cognitive processing of
television. Anderson and Lorch (1983) and Huston and Wright (1983) have hypothesized
that formal features are correlated with particular kinds of content which are significant
from the child’s perspective. Thus the formal feztures may serve the informative function
of indicating the likely tEresence of that content, Anderson and Lorch (1983), for
example, hypothesize that men’s voices generally aré correlated with adult-oriented
content which is less comprehensible and thereby less interesting to the child. The
visually iniattentive child, hearing a man’s voice, and having learned that men’s voices are
correlated with uninteresting content, is less likely to look up at the TV. Sucha

strategy is efficient, particularly for thé child who is time-sharing TV viewing with
another activity such as tcy play.

~_Huston and Wright (1983) suggest that formal features also play a role in structuring
the flow of contént for the experienced child TV viewer. This notion is verifiéd in part
by the finding of Alwitt et al. (1980) that when a major content boundary occurs (as
between Sesame Street segments or the transition from program to commercial), the
visually inattentive viewer looks up at the TV and the attentive viewer looks away.
Huston and Wright ‘§119&3) sufgest that learning about formal features is part of a general
"media literacy” on the part of the child. The child learns that a given formal feature or
constellation of features is unique to a particular series or program genre, or suggests the
presence of particular kinds of content (such as exciting action) and is therefore worthy
or not worthy of attention.

In addition to formal features and comprehensibility, it is clear that engagement with
articular content determines visual attention to television. Content that is rated as
appealing" by childrer, humor, and some special effects have been demonstrated to

increase looking (Bryant, Zillmann & Browr, 1983). In general, B%ant et al. (1983) find
that programs which receive high visual attention are also likely to be chosen over others
during channel selection by children. Thus, formal features, comprehensibility and appeal
of particular content influence children’s level of attention to television.

External factors. Factors external to the television also influence children’s looking
at TV. Not surprisingly, when toys are available during a TV program, visual attention to
the TV is lower than when there are no toys (Lorch, Anderson & Levin, 1975; Pezdek &
Hartman, 1983). When children view television together, their looking becomes much mere
synchronous than wher. they view the same program separately, indicating that they
substantially influence each others’ looking at and away from the TV screen (Anderson,
Lorch, Smith, Bradford & Levin, 1981). Lemish and Rice (1986) noted that parents often
direct very young children’s attention to events on television. Also, even young children
are sensitwve to the task demands of a viewing situation and can adjust their visual
attention a‘cqordingl({: Fieid and Anderson (1985) found that 5-year-olds who were told
they would be tested for their memory of a TV program selectively and appropriately
increased their visual attention to those parts of the program which did not contain
redundant auditory information.

Listening to television. Due to cbvious difficulties in measuring auditory attention,
much Jess is known about children’s ﬁsteninf to television as compared to loqkin(f. The
research does indicate, however, a strong re ationship between processing the video and

audio in children. The coherence of the audio and video information appears to be
important in determining visual attention even for infants: ‘Hollenbeck ang Slaby (1979)
found that 6-month-olds locked less at the TV when the sound track did not match the
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video.

As we noted earlier, roducing the comprehensibility of the audio has a strong effect
of reducing looking, indicat’ug the importanee of semantic processing of the audio while
paying visual attention. Apparently, however, children are generally less likely to listen
to ielevision at a semantic level of analysis when they are lookin% away from the TV.
This follows from findings that auditory information is more like y to be recalled if the
child was looking-at the TV:at the time ihe information was presented than if the child
was not looking (Field & Anderson, 1985; Lorch, et al., 1979). This linkage between
looking and listening; however, weakens with age (Field & Anderson, 1985), indicating that
clder children are somewhat more likely to listen to a program at the level of semantic
comprehension when they are not looking at it. ‘Lorch et al. (1979) hypothesized that
young children, when not looking, listen to television at a relatively superficial level of
analysis. The children listen for auditory formal features as cues to begin Jooking.

Strength of attentional engagement. Looking at the TV scrsen does not necessarily
signify strong attentional engagement. The notion here j, that even if vision is engaged,
attentional involvement can be rivinimal. This idea undcrlies characterizations of child TV
viewers as having essentially blank minds, or being "spaczd out” while they stare at TV.
The attempt to measure stréngth of attentional engagement has produced a number of
methodologies of assessing intensity of attention to television. These methods include
vicwer ratings of involvement (e.g., Csikszentmihalyi & Kubey, 1981; Field & Anderson,
1985; Salomon, 1984), measurement of electroencephalo aphic (EEG) activity Guring TV
viewing gKrugman, 1971; Mulholland, 1974; Rothschild, Thorsen, Reeves, Hirsch & Gold-
stein, 1986); examining distractibility during TV viewing (Anderson, Choi & Lorch, 1987);
and using interference with a secondary reaction time task as an estimate of involvement
with the program (Lorch & Castle, 1986; Meadowcroft & Reeves, 198S; Thorsen, Reeves
& Schleuder, 1985).

In the absenccof a general theory of attention to television, the notion of "-
strength” of attentional engagement is really an idea without a precise definition. As
such, it is not ‘clear exactly w hat underlying process each of these techaiques measures or
how the different techniques are rclated to each other. In general, the research usin
these techniques breaks down into two classes: studiss which attempt tc make broa
generalizations about the strength of cognitive involvement during television viewing as
compared to other activities, and studies which examine online variatiens in attentional
engagement while watching television.

Common sense notions of attentional engagement suggest that the mor= a person is
attentionally involved with some activity; the less distractible he or she wouid be.
Anderson et al. (1987) applied this notion to preschoolers’ TV viewirg as a means of
determining whether attentional inertia (see description above) is associated with increased
attentional engagement. The general question was whether children become rogressively
less distractible the longer they maintain visual attention to the TV. Sesame Street was
presented to 3- and S-year-olds who also had toys with which to play. At irregular
intervals a rear projection screen to one side of the TV set presented a slide which would
stay on for 4.0 seconds; each slide was signaled by a loud "beep". The children’s looks at
the TV and headturns to look at the distractor were determined from videotapes. The
major result of the experiment was that when the children continuously looked at the TV
for 15 seconds or longer, they became substantially less distractible than if they had
continuously looked for a shorier period of time. A parallel finding held for the pauses
between looks dt the TV, which were ordinarily occupied by toy play: 17a pause lasted




longer than 15 seconds the child also became less distractible. These and other findings
rrom the experiment were interpreted as indicating that attentional engagement increases
over the time course of a look at television, but this increase is also found for the
self-generated activities the child engages in when not tooking at the TV. :

Lorch and Castle (1986) report an analogous experiment using the secondary reaction
time task procedure. This techmque, which has a long history of use in cognitive
research, has only recently been applied to television viewing (Thorsen et al., 1986). The
procedure involves instructing a person that when he or she receives a particular signal,
to press a reaction time key as rapidly as possible. The reasoning behind the procedure
is that if a person is engaged in another activity (such as watching television), the
secogdar{‘r)eaction times will be slowed in proportion to attentional eng;fement with that
activity. Lorch and Castle (1986) showed 5-year-olds a specially prepared version of |
Sesame Street which contained pormal segments as well as segments which were rendered
less comprehensible by random rcarrangcmcnts of scenes, or usin% backward dialogue, or
using foreign language dialogue. They found that réaction times during normal segments
were much slower than during distorted segments, and that, within normal segments,
reaction times were slowed if the child had been continuously looking for at least 15
seconds. These results indicate that preschoolers increase their attentional engagement
the longer they maintain visual attention to television, but that this effect holds only for
no %comprehensiblc material. This pr%gressive engagement parallels the findings for
distractibility reported by Anderson et al. (1987).

The comments by many writers that children can pay rapt attention to television and
be undistractible is apparenily true. The many interpretations that this effect is produced
by mcvement, color, visual change, and the like are clearly wrong, since the effect holds
only for normally comprehensible material, and may also characterize self-generated
activities such as toy play.

Meadowcroft and Reeves (1985) used the secondary reaction time task procedure with
children ranging in age from five to eight years. The children were shown a cartoon with
. @ complex but regular story structure which consisted of scenes which were either.central
for understanding the story or which contained incidental information. Reaction times
during central scenes were substantially slower than reaction times during incidentai
‘scenes indicating that the children were more intensely engaged during the points in the
story which were most critical to comprehension.

Taken together, the studies using the distractibility and secondary reaction time
procedures indicate that children’s attentional engagement during a television fprogram is
variable. The variation, however, is selective and appropriate to the content of the TV
programs. The longer visual attention is maintained, the child becomes more deeply
engaged with the program, but only when the program is comprehensible ard especially
when the current content is essential to understanding the program.

Popular books on television viewing always cite measurement of EEG to make the
case that television viewers are menta'}vl(,vacant. Emery and Emery (1976), for example,
argue that EEG studies indicate that TV viewing simulates severe damage of the left
frontal cortex. Usually such claims (most are not quite so extraordinary) are based on
the appearance of alpha waves recorded from experimental subjects during TV viewing,
Alpha (a rcﬁgular wave-like pattern of brain electrical activity at about 8 cycles per
second) is often found when subjects are awake but relaxed. Alpha generally ceases and
is replaced with asynchronous brain electrical activity when subjects are presented with a
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novel stimulus which engages attention. This phenomenon is often referred to as "alpha
blocking"., An important aspect of this research concerns the methodological constraints.
A research subject is usually fitted with multiple electrodes and is required to sit as still
as possible during the TV viewing session. Particularly with children, this represents a
highly unusual and unrealistic form of television viewing.

Most research with EEG has concerned adult viewin§ of commercials; this work has
produced mixed and contradictory findings (see Rothschild et al., 1986, for a review), but
generallby, reduced alpha during commercials is associated with better recall. Rothschild et
al. (1986) additionally showed that alpha ’i:lockinﬁ was common during adults’ viewing of
commercials and that sudden visual chaages predicted alpha blockin (EEG activity during
the program in which the commercials were placed was not reported§. )

Walker (1980) recorded EEG during 18 adults’ viewing of a 3-minute excerpt from a
television talk show. There were no significant differences in EEG as comf)al.'ed to3
minutes of reading, although both reading and TV viewing produced less alpha than sitting
with eyes closed or open or during imagination of a beach scene. Shafer (1878) found
that the EEG response to an irrelevant flickering on the TV screen was diminished in
proportion to the interest value of the ongoing TV program to the viewer. This finding is
¢ nalogous in some ways to the finding by Anderson et al. (1987) that distractibility
Jecreases as look length increases.

Work by Mulholland (1974) has been widely cited by journalists and others as
evidence that children are mentally blank when they look at TV. Mulholland (1111274), on
the other hand, described his owr results as not "definite" .5). He described hi
findings: "We have noticed ... that children watching TV often drop to a rather low level
of arousal, wit’lllngienty of alpha. The posture is often a relaxed one, especially the facial
musculature. This high level of alpha (with the programs we used) ledprle to speculate
that children may be spending a huge amount of time learning how to be inattentive or
bow to operate at a low level of attention while watching TV Gefore they get to school."
(p.14). He concluded his discussion of television with "more research is surely indicated
?;rleg)since children spend a huge amount of time watching TV before they start school”

A final approach to assessing the intensity of involvement during TV viewing makes
use of the viewers’ own judgements of their involvemeni. In research with adults and
adolescents, Csikszentmihaly: and Kubey (1981), Kube Ng1985), and Larson and Kubey (1983)
have employed the "Experience Sampling Method" (Eg ) in which an individual carries a
paginﬁ device and when signaled, fills out a self-report form concerning current activities
as well a5 a vaziety of subjective states, including concentration, relaxation, and others.

They verified previous findings that adults, as well as children, frequently eqﬁge in
concurrent activities while with TV, and found that subjective states durm% viewing
were characterized by "little cognitive investment, and consistently tied to eelings of
relaxation, passivity, and drowsiness" (p. 317). Larson and Kubey (1983) examined

adolescents’ self reports while TV viewing as corpared to listening to music (usually rock
music). iIg‘hag reported that the level of concentration was about the same for both media.

Kubey ( considered adults’ self réports while reading as compared to TV viewing,
There was more sense of concentration, deployment of skill, and ¢ allenge during reading
as compared to TV viewing. Kubey (1985) also reports that as TV viewing is maintained
(over a time course of several hours), concentrati~ declines whereas the l]c-)rpposite effect
is reported over several hours of reading. Kubey warns that the latter “spillover” effects
should be considered as "tentative",




Salomon (1981; 1983a,b; 1984; Salomon & Leigh, 1984) uses a self-report method he
labels AIME (Amount of Invested Mental Effort). AIME is assessed by a short series of
questions concerning effort and concentration involved in cognitively t_l)lr-:c«':ssing agiven
program or medium. In research with children, he found that TV or film viewing gener-
ally is reported to require less AIME than reading. These reports, however, can vary:
Isracli children generally rate television viewing as more demanding than do American
children, and AﬁdE increases if children expect to be tested on the material (Field &
Anderson, 1985; Salomon & Leigh, 1984). Xunkle (1981) found that university students
report more AIME'if thcl)"aﬁ;ercclvc the program to be produced for public rather than
commercial TV. In general, then, televisi~ viewing is considered by viewers to require
little mental effort, especially relative to ruding, but this perception is easily changed by
situational or other factors.

Since television is more difficult for younger children to comprehend, perceived
mental effort expended in viewing should decrease with age. Only one study eﬁplicitly
compared younger and older children’s self-reports of mental effort expended uring TV
viewing. Field and Anderson (1985) found that 5-year-olds reported more effort in
understanding a television program than did 9-year-olds, Both ages increased their
reported effort when they were told they would be tested on the material.

Attention to Television: Summary

Direct examination indicates that the popular accounts of children’s television
viewing are wrong. As a rule, children do not just sit and stare at the television
vacan {‘ Rather, they look at and away from the TV frequently, and their looking is
guided by auditogy features which they have learned sifna.l rogram material which is
designed for children and is likely to be comprehensible. Visual attention increases over
the greschool years, likely reflecting the increasing compzehensibility of television, and
brighter children have higher levels of lookin%. Listening to television at the level of
dialogue comprehension a;:geaxs to be strongly linked to looking in young children, but
this linkage gets weaker with age. Intensity of attentional engagement increases the
longer a look is maintained, and children adjust the intensity of attentional engagement
appropriate to the centrality of the content. Children’s attention to television generally
appears to be a rational rule-guided activity which acts in the service of comprehension
and allows engagement in concurrent activities.

This account of TV viewing stands in contrast to accounts which compare TV
viewing to other activities, especially reading. Reports of EEG studies Swhich are almost
entirely limited to adults’ viewing o commercialfs?P tend to emphasize relaxation rather
than activation effects, even though activation effects clearly occur. Self ratings of
cognitive involvement during television viewing are generally lower than ratings for
reading, These ratings vary, however, by nationality as well as by the perceived purpose
and ditficulty of comprehending television. Viewers do not szc television as inherently
undemandin%rather, since television is ordinarily viewed for entertainment and relaxation
(e.g., Lyle & Hoffman, 1972), less cggnitive effort is devoted to television viewing than
reading. Since television is more difficult for ({vuc:ung children to comprehend, they may
perceive felevision viewing as a more demanding cognitive activity than older children.
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Comprehension of Television
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Until recently, researck on TV program comprehension has emphasized the deficits in

comprehension frequently seen as "fragmented". Fragmenta-

tion of comprehension resulis from-the difficult task of temporally integrating information

throughout a TV program. To understand this notion, consider the structure of most

entertainment grograms. A dramatic program ez comedy is a half hour to an hour in
ay, can be divided into acts, and within the acts, scenes. Each

scene, furthermore, corsists of dialogue and action conveyed by sequences of shots

organized by techniques of "montage". Montage can consist of abrupt changes between

erent scenes, zooms to radically differant views, fades,

n of montage frequently requires inference in onder to
tween shots. As an example, a standard techaique of

montage is the ase of the establishmnt sequence to identify location and central charac-
ter. Consider the following sequence taken from a TV program (Vegetable Soup) produced
for children: From below, a large jet airplane is seen passing far overhead; cut 10
interior scene of an airliner cabin with a cabin attendant walking down the aisie ap-
g(r)(())aching the camera; pan to the righit and zoota to a closeup of a boy.lookina at a comic
0k; the boy apﬁlears unhappy and anxious. This entire sequence is accompfishcd in Jess
order to comprehend the sequence, a chiid must infer that the
interior scene is occurring inside the airplane seen the momerit before; the inference is
therefore one of spatial and temporal rc,lationshi%
cinematic practices as well as knowledge about what the inside of a passenger airplane
looks like. If comprehension is complete, the viewer will also realize from the pan and
zoom sequence that the boy is a main character, and that his emotional expression
represents a complication that will subsequently be elaborated and probably eventually be

s and depends on knowledge of standard

From local comprehension of the dialogue and action and from comprehension of
montage, the viewer builds up a rcgrcsematlon of the content within a scene. As
subsequent scenes are presented, t

e viewer must integrate them with his or her know-
understanding of character motivations, enabling conditions

for subscgucnt events, and so on. Within this welter of information, some of the actions,
shots, and dialogue are central for understanding the overall program and some are
incidental or nonessential. Comprehension requires discrimination of central from inci-
dental information as wéll as a great deal of inference in order to build up a coherent
cognitive représentation of the pri"gl?Fram The view of f'oung children’s comprehension of

avily influenced in early research by Piaget’s theories of

(cf, Noble, 1975; Wackman & Wartzlla, 1977). Piaget (1926)
tﬁy children under about 7 years of age was limited due

well as limited abilities to infer and comprehend the

transformations which connect an event earlier in a story to those later. 'The develop-
ment of seriation (putting events in
formations are essential, in Piag

Without the story schema, stories are poorly understood with comprehension fragmented.

correct temporal ozder) and appreciation of trans-

et’s theory, for the developmerit of the story schema.

As discussed early ir: this paper, contemporary theory has generally abandoned the
notion of cognitive stages fundamental to Piagei’s theory. "Yhis abandonment was forced
by many demnonstrations that, with more sensitive nonverbal testing procedures, or with




sma}ized training, children could be shown to be capable of sophisticated reasoning
skills at much earhier ages than Piaget had claimed possible. Furthermore, acquisition of
one skill did not predict acquisition of other skills as stage theory implies (see, Mussen,
1983, for extensive reviews). With fespect to the development of siory comprehension,
numerous demonstrations indicate that preschool children have story schemas and that
they are able to seriate events from stories (Applebee, 1977; Brown, 1975; Mandler &
Johnson, 1977). All this work, however, tends. to use very brief stories and specialized
testing procedures. -

Research on children’s comprehension of television has followed this historical trend,
with earlier research indicating failure of inference and fragmentation of comprehension,
ang later research, using new testing procedures, showinﬁ;lore sophisticated comprehen-
sion than previously thought (cf. Wartella, 1979). These lines of research, however, are
methodologicaily divergent in a major respect: Earlier research emphasized comprehension
of length¥ and complex stories while later research has emphasized lr.cal comprehension of
very brief pieces up to several minutes in duration. As such, the results of these lines of
research are not necessarily contradictory.

In addition to research examining the development of television comprqhensjon, other
investigations have considered the influénce on comprehension of formal features, co-
viewers, perceived cognitive demands, and differences in cultural background. It should be
pointed ouit that nearly all investigations of children’s comprehension of television use
abnormal viewing conditions, that is, there are no activities available alternative to
looking at the television, and the children know they will be tested. As such, comprehen-
sion dilsffrobably higher than might be expected from normal entertainment viewin§, but

the difference 1s also probably riot great (Field & Anderson, 1985; Lorch et al,, 1979;

Salomen & Leigh, 1984).

We will review research on children’s comprehension of television beginning with
montage, followeclvt:ﬁ brief segments, and then lengthier relatively complex programs.
Subsequently, we will examine the role of formal features, perception of media demands,
and cultural background of the viewer. ‘

.

Comprebension of montage. Most television viewed by children incorporates a great
deal of montage. A program that was highly popular with children, Dukes of Hazzard, for
example, intensively used montage to convey action and meaning. In one randomly
selected episode Smith, Anderson, and Fischer (1985) réported there were 556 cuts, 118

ans, 38 zooms, and 63 dolly or truck shots (when the whole camera is imoved, as shot

om a moving vehicle), such that there were about 16.7 such devices ger minuté. For
connected local comprehension, these techniques of montage demand frequent and rapid
inferences of among other things, time, space, implied but not explicitly shown events
(called "ellipsis"), and viewing the world from the point of view of ‘one of the characters.

A good deal of early writing argued from Piagetian principles that preschool children
should be incapable of integrating moritage, and instead should perceive film and television
as a set of disconnected imaies, events, and utterances (e.g., Flapan, 1965; Franck, 1955;
Noble, 1975; Zazzo, 1956). Research heavily dependent on verbal explanations by children
seemed to support these ideas. Based on such research, Barbn'(198())‘y claimed that "eight
appears to be the average age when understanding (;qnceﬁ)ts related to TV technique
appear. Such technigges as zoom and editing are not well understood by younger child-
ren" (p.11). Tada (1969) claimed that "to couple two shots of different camera angles is
an intellectual task too difficult for a child of four who just acquired the topological
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concept of space” (p.125).

Recently, however, Smith et al. (1985) reported two experiments in which montage
was manipulated and young children’s compre ension was assessed. Their results con-
tradicted the early claims. In their first experiment, Smith et al, (1985) produced three
stop-animated stories in wkich dolls moved about doll house environments. Control
versions of the stories were shot with a still camera and there was no editing, that s,
there was no mogt%lge. Experimental versions presented thé same stories but incorporated
pans, zooms, and edits. Comprehension was assessed largely. nonverbally by having the
children reconstruct the story using the same dolls and sets employed in the original
groduction. The results showed substantial comprehension of the stories by 3- and

-year-olds, with no differences between the versions incorporating montage and the
control versions, Although 5-year-olds reconstructed the stories better than 3- year-olds,
the age difference was not attributable to the use of montage.

In their second experiment, Smith et al. (1985) examined the comprehension of
montage which-required specific inferences regarding simultaneity of action, ellipsis,
spatial relationships, and character perspective. They produced 12 brief stories each of
which incorporated montage requiring one of these inference types as necessary for
comprehension. The reconstruction grocedure was :lfam used to assess comprehension by
4- and 7- year-olds. Smith et al. (198%) found generally good comprehension of the
montage at both ages, although 7-year-olds were better than the -year-olds. The easiest
form of montage was ellipsis, and the most difficult form was seeing the world from the
perspective of one of the characters. In any case, the authors concluded that even
preschoolers are capable of good comprehension of montage.

Cinematic techniques can involve much more complicated elements of montage than
those studied hy Smith et al. (1985). For example, techniques are used to convey memory
flashbacks, distorted perceptions experienced by a character (e.g., a drunk’s view of the
world), instant replays of events, and so on. Recent as yet unpublished work done by the

RITC research group at the University of Kansas indicates that school age children have

difﬁc;xlty comprehending some aspects of this more complex montage (Wright & Huston, in
press).

Salomon and Cohen (1977) argue tha specific cognitive skills such as attention
focusing, spatial inference, and temporal inference are necessary to comprehend montage.
They produced four films which incorporated fragmentation of spaces, logical gaps,
closeups; and zooming. They reported that pretests which presumably measured the skills
necessary for compreinending these films, predicted fifth graders’ comprehension. There
thus appear to be individual differénces in the skills necessary for comprehension of
montage. Aswe will see in the effects section, it has been postulated that these same
skills may benefit from viewing television’s cinematic techniques.

Our workin% conclusion from research on the comprehension of montage is that
chiidren are capable of understanding ‘montage during the prescheol years and that this
understanding improves with a§e. This improvement with age is likely due to expanded
world knowledge of a variety of kinds, as well as knowledge of cinematic conventions
gained from experience with film and television. At the most local level, then, children
are capable of comprehending television early in the preschool years. Much of this
comprehension requires inferential activities concerning spatial relationships, temporal
relationships, implied events, and character psychology. At the most basic evelotyv
comprehension of television, children go beyond the information provided.




Comprehension of brief scgments. Beyond the level of montage, comprehension |
requires temporal.integration of information across shots to form a local representation of |
activities in a scene or a brief segment. There s little question that even preschool
children can compréhend brief tclevisioztf:lg’ments that are ;’,\roduced for them. Lorch,
Bellack,-and Augsbach (1987) carefully analyzed S-year-olds’ comprehension of four Sesame
Street story segments, using free recall, cued recall, and recognition procedures. They
found that the children selectively recalled the idea units that adults considered centrai to
understanding the stories, such that 92 percent of central items were recalled or recog-
nized. In a second study, they compared 4- and 6-year-olds’ comprehension of the same
four segments: Both ages performed at high levels on central units, but the older
children recalled or recognized relatively more than the younger. There were no age
differences in performance on incidental (noncentral) units which were recalled and
recognized at much lower levels than noncentral units. Lorch et al. (1987) note that if
conclusions about comprehension were based on free recall alone, or without distinguishing
central from incidental information, a much lower estimate of comprehension would be
obtained. Earlier investigations which have concluded poor comprehension of brief
television segments produced for young children have generally failed to'make these
clligs%ctions and have used insensitive testing methods (e.g., Friedlander; Wetstone & Scott,

Gibbons, Anderson, Smith, Field, and Fischer (1986? used recall and reconstruction

grocedures to examine comprehension by 4- and 7-year-olds of four specially produced

0-second animated story segments. Gibbons €t al. (1986) analyzed compiehension
protocols in terms of explicitly presented idea-units, central idea units, and inferences
relevant to story comprehension. They found high levels of comprehension at both ages,
with selective recall and reconstruction of central idea units. Both ages provided many
relevant inferences which were plauségjlf' constrained by the stories. The major age
difference was that older children recalled a much larger proportion of character utter-
ances than did the younger children. There were no age differences in inferences. The
reconstruction procedure was compared to verbal recall: It produced much tetter perfor-
. mance than recall, indicating the importance of testing procedures for conclusions
concerning comprehension competence.

Compreheinsion of lengthy programs. It is clear that while preschoolers are capable
of comprehénding montage and are capable of understanding brief segments or individual
scenes, it remains to be demonstrated how well preschool and older children in fact
comprehend lengthier programs characteristic-of most entertainment television. The
evidence is that integrated understanding of such progams is often poor, especially by
children under about 8 years of age. Leifer, Collins, Gross, Taylor, Andrews, and -
Blackmer (1971), for example, found that 4-year-olds were poor at ordering the three most
central scenes from a 20-minute film, and Noble (1975) describes similar findings. Collins,
Wellman, Keniston, and Westby (1978) reported that second-grade boys showed no evidence
of being able to distinguish a normally presented detective show from the same story
edited so that the major component scenes were presented in random sequence. In
ggg;;al, comprehension of lengthy programs improves dramatically with age (cf, Collins,
1982). '

There are 4 number of possible reasons for these findings. One methodological
possibility is that testing procedures may have been insensitive in assessing younger
children’s comprehensicn. Pingree, Hawkins, Rouner, Burns, Gikono, and Neuwirth (1984)
used the reconstruction procedure described above and found surprisingly complete and
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connected comprehension by preschool children of a family situation comedy. Since the
history of research in child evelggment can be well characterized b{ underestimations of
children’s capabilities, the possibility is open that comprehension of lengthier programs by
young children may be better than generally thought. .

There are, nevertheless, a variety of reasons to believe that comprehension substan-
tially improves with age. First, even sensitive testing methods usually reveal age trends.
Second, although‘ig'oung children are capable of comprehending montage, Smith et al.
(1985) point out that in their investigation, 4-year-olds were correct on an averaﬁe 62
percent of key inferences-and 7-year-olds were correct on 88 percent. In a lengthy
program hundreds of local inferences based on montage may be required; cumulatively,
enough may be missed to render total comprehension very poor. Wright and-Huston (in
press) point out that even older children may fail to understand more complex devices
such as flashbacks or instant replays. Third, the very nature of television as a "window
to the world"is such that children must constantly be exposed to novel material that is
difficult to assimilate. Much of what children are exposed to on television is produced
for adult audiences, and as stch, unfamiliar language, situations, ideas, and actions are
common, Failure to comprehend an early scene containing unfamiliar language or ideas
will jeopardize comprehension of later'scenes, producing a cascading failure o integrated
comprehension. Only by about eighth grade is cinematic knowledge, linguistic knowledge,
and world ki;owledge‘sufﬁcienﬂy eveloped that comprehension is comparable to adult
levels:(Collins, 1902). \

‘With.such kiiowledge base issues in mind, it is not surprising that Xounwcr children
may remeniber less central content relative to incidental content than do older children
(Collins, 1970; Hale, Miller & Stevenson, 1968; Hawkins, 1973). It is clear that this is not
a difficuity.on the. part of ounﬁ;er children in selecting central content, per se (Gibbons

et al., 1986;. Lorch et'al., 1987: Meadowcroft & Reeves, 1985), so it is likely that a limited
knowledge base restricts the child’s ability to discriminate central from incidental
information in many programs. ‘

Collins (1982; 1983) has argued that a failure to make relevant inferences underlies
much of young children’s comprehension failures. In an extensive series of investigations
(Collins et al., 1978; Collins, Sobol & Westby, 1981; Newcomb & Collins, 1979) central,

.-incidental, and.implicit content of adult dramas was systematically identified by university
students. Tmplicit content was defined as implications and linkages that the viewer must
make in order to comprehend the central plot of the drama. The dramas were shown to
children from second to eighth ‘grades with comprehension tested by verbal multiple choice
tests. -General results are that performance on implicit content dramatically improves with
age. Detailed-aiialyses indicate, furthermore, "that second-grade viewers are significantly
less likely than fifth and eighth graders to infer implicit cuntent, even when they know
the explicitly presentéd information from which the inferences are to be drawn. Indeed,
Younger. ade school children have only performed at, or slightly better than, chance

evel in these studies” {Collins, 1982, p.15). ‘

It is clear from research using brief television segments that even preschool children
readily draw a variety of inferences and form coherent representations. The work b
Collins in the context of adult entertainmerit drama, on the other hand, indicates failures
of inference by older children.. This discrepancy is not yet resolved, but may be due to:

1) The necessity in complex drama of integrating information over much longer spans of
time with.a Iargvser amount of intervening material irrelevant to making the inference. 2)
The types of inferences in Collins’ work appear to be different in type than inferences




studied in research with brief segments. For example, a character’s motivations may have
to be inferred in order to account for his subsequent criminal behavior. 3) The lack of a
rich knowledge base may limit the ability of the youéalfer child to draw inferences. This
knowledge base would include familiarity with typical plot structures, general expectations
of stories conveyed by television (e.g.,criminals always get caught), and general world
knowledge. As an exam(})le of the latter, a set of inference questions in one of Collins’
investigations concerned a stolen check protector. If 3 child had no idea what a check

rotector is, the child would be limited in his or her oilities to draw relevant inferences
?e.g., the criminal could then issue fraudulent checks). .In addition to ignorance of the
adult world, lack of knowledge about adult motives and interactions might also lead to
depressed levels of relevant inferences by children viewing adult dramas.

Collins and Wellman (1984) in detailed analyses of children’s predictions of the
outcome of a program, point out that some of young children’s com]prehensioh failures
result from a stereotypical or inflexible application of common world knowlédge baszd on
e)t(gectations s,temminﬂrom particular events in a recent scene. Older children, on the
other hand, are more likely to base their predictions on information specific to the
program and taken from a number of scenes throughout the program.

That young children draw on their own background experience in comprehend.ng a
TV program was revealed in a study by Newcomb and Collins (1979) which examined lower
or middle class elementary school children. The children either saw a TV program
representing middie class characters or one representing lower class characters. Newcomb
and Collins (1979) found that lower class second graders understood the program with
lower class characters better than the middle class children understood that program.
Conversely, the middle class children better understood the program with middle class
characters than did the lower class children. These differences did not hold for older
children. Presumably he older children’s tireater experiences with television'as well as
more extensive social kriowledge allowed them to understand each show equally well.

In summary, work with lengthy dramatic program material indicates that comprehen-
sion greatly improves at least until adolescence. Older children are more likely to
selectively recall central idea units and are more likely to make relevant inferences; they

are also less likely to have stereotyped expectations based on limited experience.

-Consistent with ¢ontemporary cognitive developmental theory, we suggest that the increase

in cotx:lprehension is primarily due to expanded knowledge bases rather than to a funda-
mental shift in ability to identify central content or to make inferences.

Role of formal features. it has long been observed that scenes-with salient action
and auditory features are more likely to be remembered (Holaday & Stoddard, 1933). A
question addressed by recent research is whether general aspects of television’s form -
influence memory and comprehension. The television form consists of visual and auditory
modalities, within which occur a variety of characteristic formal features and formats.

At the most general level is the question of whether auditory or visual information
is more likely to be remembered. A series of investigations seemed to indicate "visual
dominance", particularly in preschool children (Hayes.& Birnbaum, 1980; Hayes, Chemelski
& Birnbaum, 1981; Pezdek & Stevens, 1984; Smith & Anderson, 1985) such that visnal
information was more likely to be remembered. }f visual and auditory information was
conflicting, several experiments found that visual but not auditory information would be
remembered by the child (Hayes & Birnbaum, 1980; Pezdek & Stevens, 1984). ‘Gibbons et
al. (1986) argued, however, that such demonstrations did not take into consideration the
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relative difficulty and abstractness of the auditory as compared to the visual information,
Furthermore, the visual information is often in the form of character actions whereas the
auditory information is in the formof character utterances. In an experiment with 4- and
7T-year-olds, Gibbois et al, (1986) carefully controlled these factors by, for example, using
a control condition in which actions and utterances were bothi presented auditorily with

narrated action statements carefully matched to the utterances on a variety of linguistic
criteria. The results indicated that actions were generally remembered more than utter-
ances regardless of whether they were presented visually or auditorily, The prior findings

of visual dominance were probably due primarily to the salience of action.

Gibbons et al. (1986) did, however, find that younger children’s recall and recon-
struction of actions, utterances, and relevant inferences were superior with an audiovisual

preséntation, indicating that presence of movinglpiéturcs somehow enhances the formation
of anjntegxétéd representation of the story. Other less controlled investigations have

also found differin '%agt,e;ﬂsof recall and inference for.audiovisual versus audio presenta-
tions Gggqpﬁeld‘ _Beagles-Ross, 1987; Greenfield, Geber, Beagles-Roos, Farrar & Gat,
1981; Meringoff, 1980; Pratt & Mackenzie-Keating, 1985). These investigations have
generally\adc‘i‘gd.visqal’tragks to preexisting auditory stories. The complex results were
enhanced detail recall combine with reduced inferencing and auditory processing in the
audiovisual versions. These latter results are prctably due to both information redundancy

ST T g om Tt

.and ovérload from the added visual informatiox,,

In sum, there is probably no visual dominance in children’s memory for television,
but since actions are generally more memorable, visual information is normally more likely
to be recalled, Audiovisual presentations probably produce more coherent memories in
younger children than audio preséntations, but adding pictures to an already well formed
auditory presentation may provide some distraction.

At.a more detailed leve] of analysis of television’s form 2L{)roperties, individual formal
features can be examined. Certain auditory and visual formal features a arentéy can
enharice reténtion 6f material presented on television. Bryant et al. (19 g found that
addition of audiovisual special effects increased information acquisition by - to 8-year-old
children. 'I’httag'interpret the effect as being due to increased intensity of attention
produced by the special effects. Calvert et al. (1982) found that elementary school

children who most differentiated certain formal features in terms of their visual attention,

that is, incredsed attention to some, and diminished attention to others, also showed the
greatest comprehension of a dramatic cartoon story.,

This finding was followed up experimentally by Campbell et al. (1987). They produced
several public service type commercials which extolled good nutrition, One version of the
commercials was produced in a child-oriented fornat consisting of animation, s n;ghtly
voices, and lively background music. The other version was produced in an adult ormat
employing live photography of real ople and objects with narration done by an adult
male using a serious tone of voice. The commercials were shown to kindergarten age
children and tested for comprehension; the results showed a large effect of format, The
children who viewed the commercials presented in a child-oriented formaéall)aid greater
visual attentior and'showed betier comprehension despite virtually identical content.

In sumr‘na;?',’formal features and formats (consisting of particular constellations of
features) not o ﬂy affect attention to television, they also affect comprehension. While
some of these effects may be due to reflexive increases in the intensity of attention
caused by novel special effects (cf, Bryant et al., 1983; Singer, 1980), many of the effects
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can be attributed to learning based on experience with the medium of television. Children
learn to pay attention to programs and parts of programs that contain features which
signal comprehensible entertaining content (Anderson & Lorch, 1983; Huston & Wright,
1983). This increased attention is reflected in increased learning.

Influence of coviewers. Children commoniy view television in the presence of others.
Analyses of verbal interactions of coviewers, reviewed earlier in this paper, indicates that
conversations between siblings about television are often directed toward issues of
comprehension. It is reasonable to suppose, then, that children’s comprehension of
television might be aficcted by coviewers.

This supposition is borne out by a number of varying investigations. When coviewing
adults are specifically instructed to provide commentary relevant to comprehension,
comlprehension is increased in both preschool and elementary school children (Collins et
al,, 1981; Corder-Bolz & O'Bryant, 1978; Singer and Singer, 1974). Studies of Sesame
Street also report grcater rcarning by children who coview with Bareﬂts (Ball & Bogatz,
1970; Salomon, 1977). The work by Saloinon (1977) with Israeli children indicated that
coviewing influences were greater for lower socioeconomic status children. Although
coviewing children influence each others’ visual attention to television and talk about
ongoing programs, we are not aware of any investigations of the effect on comprehension
of coviewing with other children, As discussed later, even though it has been shown that
adults can be helpful to children’s comprehension, it is not clear to what extent such
helpful interactions between adults and children are common. '

Perceived cognitive demands. We have already noted that television is frequently
judged by children as requiring little mental effort for comprehension. Salomon (1981;
1983a,b; 1984) has argued that perceptions of low cogritive demand consequently produce
little mental effort devoted to processing television. He suggests that grocessing that
does occur is shallower and less elaborated than processing that would occur if television
was seen as more demanding. This presumably happens because TV viewing has bacome
highly automatized with years of exposure to the medium.

There is some evidence that this perception of television as "easy" reduces com-

Erehension and retention of television programs. Cohen and Salomon (1979) reported that

raeli children, who had generally had less access to TV, perceived television as more
cognitively demanding than did American children, and'that the Israeli children retained
more content from TV programs. Salomon (1984) found that American sixth-g:‘ade children
reported investing less mental effort in comprehending a silent film than they did in
reading a comparable text. The more self-rated mental effort they expended in com-
prehending the film, the greater were reccﬁnition and inference scores in subsequent
testing. Field and Anderson (1985) and Salomon and Leigh (1984) found that telling
children they would be tested on the program material increased self ratings of mental
effort and increased retention scores.

Perceived cognitive demands of television may thus be a predictor of comprehension.
When a child perceives television as demanding cognitive effort, more effort is expended;
this extra effort appears to produce greater comprehension. It may be that under
conditions of normal television viewing for entertainment, the perceived demands of
television are low, at least for older elementary school children.
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Summary of Comprehension

There is little question that preschoolers are capable of comprehending montage as
well as brief segments produced for children up to several minutes duration. There is also
an indication, using sensitive comprehension procedures, that preschoolers can understand
even longer programs of the famig' situation comedy type. In comprehending television,
preschoolers select central content and engage in a variety of inferential activities.

There does not appear to be visual dominance in young children as has been
progosed, but there does appear to be selective retention of character actions as opposed
to character utterances. Auditory information may be more likely to be retained by young
children if it is accompanied by video, indicating tgat audiovisual presentation may
enhance listening or listening comprehension.

Deslpite the findings of unexpectedly sophisticated comprehension of television by
preschoolers and young school age children, there is a great increase with age in com-
Elrlehension of lengthy child oriented and adult programs. An increase in children’s media

owledge and general world knowledge clearly J)lays a large role in this improved

comprehension. Older children better select and retain central content, are more Jikely to
make relevant inferences, and are less likely to interpret content in terms of their own

ersonal background and experiences. Comprehension of some kinds of montagc, such as

ashbacks and replays, continues to improve throughout the school-age years and probably
into adulthood, as nove! cinematic techniques are encountered. By a§out eighth grade
children have levels of understandin of entertainment television that approximates adult
levels, althollllfh it is apparent that increasing world knowledge will add to comprehension
throughout life.

Comprehension is influenced by formats and formal features. Judiciousl laced
special effects increase retention, and children learn more from rograms in child-oriented
formats than pr%g;ams with equivalent content produced in adult-oriented formats,
Combined with findings concerning attention to television, these results indicate that

children acquire a form of media literacy which guides their comprehension activities.

There is some evidence that American children regard the cognitive demands of
television lightly, and as a consequence, engage in less elaborate cognitive processing than
they are capable. That children are able to readily change their processing, however, is
demonstrated by findings that greater effort and increased comprehension occurs when
children are told they will be tested for their memory of the content.

In general, research on comprehension of television reveals no major discontinuities
with research on comprehension of other media, especially text. The basic communication
codes of television are’ certainly more readi(lf' mastered at an earlier age, without explicit
instruction, but once the codes are mastered, comprehension develops along similar lines
(cf, Rayner & Pollatsek, in press; Salomon, 1983b), with inferential processes and as-
sociated world knowledge playing major roles. Television is, of course, different in some
important ways, Audiovisual integration, formal features, and format effects probably play
greater roles than analogous features do in text (e.g., use of text with pictures; use of
1talics, underlining, or boldface as formal features; use of child oriented or adult oriented
text formats). Also, the primary use of television as an entertainment medium may create
different expectations about the appropriate depth of processing necessary for comprehen-
sion.




Compared to the startling popular characterizations of children’s comprehension of
television as passive, fragmented, and virtually nonexistent, systematic research presents a
reassuring alternative view. Children make judgements about comprehensibility and
interest value, make inferences, interpret content in terms of their own experience, and
are more likely to remember central rather than incidental content. When they fail to do
s0, and such failure is common among young childrer, the most likely explanations are
failure to comprehe=d montage, or simply lack of the relevant background knowledge
necessary for comprehension. Each of these components develops with experience. The
child’s comprehension of television indeed develops, but that development shares much in
common with the development of comprehension in general.

Arousal During Television Viewing.

We have already seen that characterizations of children’s television viewing as
mindless, invariant and undemanding are inaccurate. Another common assertion claims
that formal features and pacing lead to hc;ifhtened levels of arousal. For examgle, Moody
(1980) claims: "Television is an intense kaleidoscope of moving light and cound. It can
create extreme excitement in the brain and, after prolonged viewing, it can produce a
’drugged state’..."(p.18). She quotes T. Berry Brazelton, the pediatrician: "...television
creates an environment that assaults and overwhelms the child; he can respond to it only
13' bringing into play his shutdown mechanism, and thus becore more passive" (p.18).

ery similar ideas may be found in Emery and Emery (1976), Mander (1978), and Winn
(1977). The common element in such commentaries appears to be that television is highly
overstimulating, producing "hyped up" reactions in the short term and extreme passivity in
the longer term. While this issue is not specifically cognitive, it is highly related to the
issues of attention, distractibility, and task pcoscverance.

The evidence on television’s role in arousal is very limited. As discussed earlier,
children are often behaviorally active when they are with television, engaging in a variety
of activities concurrent with TV viewing. There have been no studies as to whether these
behaviors are hyperactive or abnormally hgcl)active as compared to other behaviors the
child engages in. One study suggests that children are less active, earning television its
role as "babysitter" (Gadberry, 1974). From our observations, concurrent viewing activities
by children appear unexceptional.

Children frequently look away from television, on the order of 150 times an hour (as
do adults), allowing opportunities for reduction of stimulation. The pattern of concurrent
activities and attentional behaviors typical of children’s television viewing do not par-
ticularly conform with either the notion of a "drugged state" or passivity. On the other
hand, it is not uncommon to observe a child sitting or reclining, quietly watching TV.
From our viewing of time-lapse videotapes recorded in homes, we believe these quiet
periods occur primarily early in the morning and late in the evening, and we suggest they
reflect normal diurnal activity cycles. There are as yet no quantitative analyses to
support these qualitative observations.

The EEG studies described earlier do indicate the presence of alpha during TV
viewing; alpha is generally associated with a relaxed state and low levels of mental
activity. On the other hand, alpha is also observed during reading and many other
activities; there is no consistent evidence that alpha is especially characteristic of TV
viewing. Viewers are undoubtedly more likely to be relaxed during television viewing than
during many other activities, as borne out by a variety of self rating studies reviewed




earlier,

Zillmann (1982) argued that the relaxing or arousing effects of television are due to
the meaning of the content to the viewer in relation to the viewer’s prior cognitive and
arousal state. If a viewer is in a state of stressful arousal which is maintained by
repetitive thoughts related to the siress (as in thinking about a bad day at school), then
becoming engaged in television content unrelated to the. source of stress can block the
thoughts that maintain the stress. Alternatively, if the television content is related to
the stressful thinking, it can reinforce and increase the level of arousal. Zillmann (1982)

reviews a number cf investigations with adults that support these hypotheses.

Although entertainment television viewing appears to be generally associated with
relaxation, television content can be exciting and increase arousal in both adults and
children (Zillmann, 1980). There has, however, been no research on how frequently child
viewers’ level of arousal is increased by television. In general, however, the lower the
initial level of arousal as a viewer watches television, the more likely it is that the
content will be arousing (Zillmann, 1982).

In sum, television viewing is capable of both increasing and decreasing levels of
arousal. On the whole, viewers are probably relatively relaxed when viewing television,
but it is not yet clear whether tslevision causes a relaxed state, or whether viewers
watch television at times when they would normally be relaxed. There is simply no
evidence that arousal states during television viewing are highly deviant as compared to
arousal states during other activities.

Summary of Research on TV Viewing as a Cognitive Activity

The most common assertions about children’s television viewing are related to the
notion of cognitive passivity. in one form or another these assertions may be found in
hundreds of newspaper and magazine articles as well as in books and chapters by Cohen
51972 » Emery and Emery (1976), Lesser (1977), Mander (1978), Moody 1980%, Schorr

1983), Singer (1980), Postman (1979), and Winn (1977). The assertions are: 1) Children
Spend enormous amounts of time watching television and doing nothin§ else. 2) Children’s
attention to television is involuntary; attention is captured and held by formal features.
Children just sit and stare at the TV without regard to content. 3) Comprehension,
especially 2y young children, is passive; there is no reflection and inference. Retention is
merely a disconnected set of images. 4) Children get highly aroused and overstimulated
by television; this causes them to "shut down" and become extremely passive. We will
summarize the research on television viewing with respect to each of these assertions.

1) Children do spend large amounts of time with television, but probably not as much
as ;f)ropularly represented. Since most figures derive either from parents’ global estimates
or irom commercial ratings services, overestimates appear to be common, Time with TV is
apparently about 60 to 80 percent of that popularly reported. About two thirds of the
time school age children spend with television is speat actually watching it, with the rest
of the time spent in a variety of other activities.

2) Children’s attention to television is quite variable. Looking away from the TY is
quite common, and extended periods of leoking as long as several minutes in duration are
relatively rare. Listening to TV appears to occur primarily at the same time as looking,
although this linka%gngets weaker with age, so that older children are more likely to
listen when not looking. Although formal features do act to get and hold attention, the
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most effective features are auditory rather than visual. The evidence indicates that
children learn that particular features signal comprehensible and entertaining content and
thus pay attention when those features occur. Children are quite sensitive to content and
ay little attention to television when the content is not comprehensible, regardless of the
ormal features. In general, children appear to icarn strategies of attention which are in
service to comprehension and which allow activities concurrent with TV viewing.

3) Preschool children comprehend short television se%nents in a connected and
coherent fashion. Inferential activities are quite common. Preschool and early elementary
school children, on the other hand, have considerably more difficulty comprehending full
length dramatic programs. They form fewer essential inferences and arz more likely to
misinterpret programs based on their own limited experiences. Older elementary school
children who have by and lardge mastered comprehension of television perceive the medium
as being relatively undemanding in a cognitive sense, and as a consequence, they often
devote less mental effort to comprehending television programs than they do to text.

This may be a consequence of the perceived entertainment vs. information functions of TV
as compared to readllrg. Since "reflection" during TV viewing has never been defined in

an operationial scientific fashion, it is difficult to determine whether it occurs. Looks

away from TV are frequent, during which thinking about the program may occur, and
reflective conversations concerning ongoing TV content are common between siblings
watching television together.

4) There has been relatively little effort to determine whether television is over-
stimulating and creates passive withdrawal. Most research indicates viewers tend to be
relaxed when with television, although television can cause excitement and arousal. It has
not been demonstrated whether these characteristics of TV are unique to it as a medium.
Furthermore, sii.2e viewers frequently look away from TV, there is in general no compel-
ling evidence to support the assertion that they become overstimulateg.

Some researchers who have intensively examined young children’s attention to and
comprehension of television have been impressed by the ﬁn&’ings of children’s learned and
strategic cognitive processin%;)f TV. Television viewing is, in many ways, as cognitively
active as reading, and many find this surprising. This perspective stands in rather bold
contrast to characterizations of TV viewing as cognitively passive.

Rather than calling TV viewing passive, therefore, researchers have used the term
"active" (e.g., Anderson & Lorch, 1983; Huston & Wright, 1983). Unfortunately, active and
passive are relative terms without precise technical meaning, and the use of either term in
a scientific context can lead to misinterpretation. For example, television viewing
probably does not require many of the self—l%‘enerated cognitive processes required by
writing; as receptive cognition, it is likely diffcicu in many ways from productive
cognition. The terms "active" or "passive", however, do not convey the relevant differ-
ences, so little information is provided by using such terms. Television viewing is a
complex cognitive activity in its own right and deserves consideration as such.




Cognitive Effects of TV Viewing

Common assertions about tic cognitive effects of television generally stem from
beliefs about the nature of television viewing itself. The assumed enthrallment of
attention by rapidly paced formal features presumably reduces attentional abilities. The
assumption that comprehension by young children is a passive storage of disconnected
images enables the belief that television reduces the ability to infer and reflect. These
h)ggtheses involve direct effects of TV viewing. Other assertions about television imply
indirect effects. Chief among indirect effects is the belief that the time spent with
television dis;{llaces activities which are valuable for cognitive development. For exam le,
a common belief is that television viewing displaces reading, with the indirect effect o
reducing reading ability due to lack of practice.

Consideration of the information we have already presented casts doubt on many of
these common beliefs. Since TV is not obviously enthrar[‘ljng of attention, one ma
question its effects on attentional abilities. As inferential activity occurs during

viewing, it is not clear that inferential ability would be adversely affected. Because
activities concurrent with TV viewing are common, it is not assured that reading is
displaced. Knowing about television viewinfg helps in the consideration of questions about
television’s effects, rendering some less likely to be true, but raising the possibility of
others. For example, since children develop strategies for looking at ang listening to
television, is it possible that these strategies transfer to academic situations and interfere
with the acquisition of attentional strategies more appropriate to school situations?

In this section we will examine the research literature on the cognitive effects of
television viewing. Unfortunately, the literature is s arse, so that many possible cognitive
effects of television are not addressed. Consequently, we will suggest some possible
effects and the mechanisms by which they might occur. Where the literature indicates an
effect may exist, we will also consider possible direct and indirect mechanisms that might
be responsible. Due to the scattered and inconsistent nature of the research literature,
this section of the paper is considerably more speculative than the section on televizion
viewing itself.

We will first consider the Literature on displacement in order to determine what
potentially valuable cognitive activities are replaced by television viewing. We will then
Brieﬂy discuss effects on children’s knowledge bases. Our major concern, however, will
be with effects on cognitive processes, an area where some research and considerable
speculation has been published. Effects on task perseverance and creativity will then be
sepg.gately considered. Finally, we will examine the effects of television viewing on
reading.

Displacement

One of the most plausible hypotheses about the consequences of television viewing is
that it displaces other activities. The hypothesis may be found in most writings on
television's cognitive effects and is usually stated in the negative: Television viewing
displaces activities which may be valuable for cognitive development. Interestingly, the
hypothesis is rarely entertained thai television viewing may displace activities that are
less cognitively valuable than television viewing itself.

In order to make a case for negative displacement effects on cognitive development,
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two conditions must be satisfied: 1) There must be a demonstration that displacement of
a particular activity actually occurs. 2) There must be a demonstration that the displaced
activity is itself mo; . valuable for cognitive development than television viewing. These
conditions are not easily met.

esearch relevant to displacement is of three types: studies of children’s time use
before and after television comes to a locale, correlational studies of children’s time use
relative to the amount of time they spend with television, and experimental reduction of
TV viewing time with an examination of the activities that then fill in the available time.
In all three types of studies measurement problems exist in assessing time use. It is not
yet clear what measurement technique is tne most valid assessment of time spent in
activities other than TV viewing.

Studies of children’s time use before and after the arrival of television seem in many
ways to be the most "pure” assessments of displacement effects. Unfortunately such
studies are limited in a number of important and largely unavoidable ways. First, the
locales of these studies have usually been relatively isolated small towns or rural areas in
a number of different countries and with a number of specific homogeneous ethnic
subgroups. - The very nature of the studies, furthermore, limits then: to a particular
narrow historical time period; they are not even in principle subject to replication.
Intezpretation of these studies, therefore, must be approached very w.utiouslg. For
example, if a study were to demonstrate that children in the Rockies in the 1950’s
listened to the radio more before television than they did after its arrival, it is unclear to
what extent we could generalize that finding to say, New York city children of the same
era. Furthermore, since radio itself has changed in format since then, it is unclear
whether children would engage in more radio listening if TV were not available today.
The results may be limited to a particular time and place, more so than other research
which is at least open to replication so that generalizability can be assessed.

With these considerations in mind, there is in fact some consistency of findings
across studies of the arrival of television (cf, Hornik, 1981). In school-age children
television viewing primarily displaced other entertainment activities: radio listening, movie
attendance, and comic book reading. With some exceptions (e.g., in Japan, Furu, 1971)
only minor displacement of reading, homework, and other activities has been noted
(Brown, Cramond & Wilde, 1974; Campbell, 1962; Himmelweit, Oppenheim & Vince, 1958;
Murray & Kipzax, 1978; Schramm, Lyle & Parker, 1961). Several studies (Brown et al.,
1974; Murray & Kippax, 1978; Williams & Handford, 1986) note a decline in organized
outdoor activities after tae onset of television.

The onset of television primarily replaces consumption of other entertainment media
with small additional effecis ou zcading and homework. It is an open question whether
the displaced entertainment media in the particular times and places of these studies were
more intellectually stimulating than television. Differences between movies and television
were probably not dgreat enough to produce a cognitive impact. Comic book reading may
have provided reading practice that some children would otherwise not get (cf, Hornik,

1981), but there is no evidence that comic books generally facilitate reading or other

cognitive abilities; there have been many claims to the contrary (cf, Gilber, 1986). There
are some arguments that radio drama may be more stimulating to inferential activity and
imagination than television (Greenfield & Beagles-Roos, in press), but empirical support is
presently mixed (see imagination and creativity section below). It is possible that radio
enhances listening skills, and that these skills, in turn, may be related to reading acquisi-
tion (see discussion on reading, below). In general, however, media comparisons are




notoriously difficult to unambiguously achieve, (cf, Meringoff, Vitbert, Char, Fernie,
Banker & Gardner, 1983) and claims of differences have not been convincing (Clark, 19¢
Besides media consumption, attendance at organized outdoor activities, especially sports
Participation, is reduced by the arrival of TV. It is not clear what cognitive skills are

ost by this displacement, although it is certainly possible that valuable social and athletic
skills are less developed.

The second of displacement study considers TV viewing in places where
television is already well established as an entertainment medium. ese studies generally
compare time spent with television and time spent with other activities, The major
g(r)ob em in interpreting these studies, as pointed out by Hornik (198 1?, is that "..when

th watching and other activities are the result of individual choice, {a negative correla-
tion] will not tell us anything about what would happen if current watching behavior was
forced to change. An individual who, by choice, watches 4 hours of television per day
and is forced to reduce watching to 2 hours Pper day, will not do the same activities in
the excess time as ssmeone currently choosing to watch 2 hours a day” (p. 200). In-
dividuals presumably choose television viewing in preference to a number of other possible
activities; less viewing would not necessarily mean a choice of activitics more cognitively
valuable than watching TV.

Given these cautions on interpretation, there are, in any case, few comprehensive
time use studies of children. Hornik (198 1) cited a survey (Survey Views TV, Homework
Habits, 1978) indicating a negative correlation between hours of television watching and
hours of homework, Walberg’s (1984) synthesis of 3000 educational productivity studies
- and his meta-analysis of studies addressing the effectiveness of homework (Paschal,

Weinstein, & Walberg, 1984) indicated that homework, especially graded homework, had a
strong and significant positive relationship with school learning. In fact it had 3 times

the effect of SES. Noting the large number of hours that hiih school students spent
watching television and the few hours spent doing homework weekly, Walberg suggested
that television ma lc_iuj'si)lacc homework (Paschal et al., 1984; Walberg, 1984; Walberg and
Tsai, 1985). As Hornik (1981) points out, however, it s impossible to determine the cause
and effect relationship here: Those children who are assigned less homework may as a
consequence have more free time and thus watch more television. In fact, some educa-
tional researchers suggest that the small number of hours spent doing hemework by
today’s students reflects changes in schools’ curricula that coincide with the time period
when television became pervasive in our society (see D'Angelo, 1983, for a summary of
this argument). At any rate there is no conclusive evidence that television viewing
displaces homework.

Williams and Boyes (1986), in their study of children from three small western,
Canadian towns, report a small negative correlation between TV use and radio listening,
and a small positive correlation with comic book reading. Medrich et al. (1982) in a study
of Oakland, California children, found that light viewers were more likely than heavy
viewers to engage in organized fine arts or sports prciga]ms. Th?’ found Lttle difference

ely 1o rea

in overall reading altkough light viewers were more every day than heavy

viewers. Timmer et al. (1985), in a national U.S. study, found that Jight viewers spent

miore time than heavy viewers in personal care astivitics and in church. Neuman (in

press) in a reanalysis of eight state educational assessment studies as well as datz from

the 1984 National Assessment of BEducational Progress found little evidence that television
displaces reading or homework. Similarly, Anderson, Wilson, and Fielding 1986) found no
significant relationship between leisure time reading and TV viewing in a detailed study
carried out in Illinois. Again, as with studies of the arrival of television, there is no
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convincing evidence of a tradeoff between time spent television viewing and time spent in
apparently valuable cognitive activities such as reading. Hornik (1981} put it succinctly:
~ "There was not much reading before television, and there is not much now" (p. 202).

The third approach to examining displacement involves experimentally reducindg TV
viewing. The first of two published studies taking this approach was reported by Gad-
berry (1980;. Fifteen 6-year-old middle class children’s TV viewing was restricted by
their parents tn "the lowest level comfortable for the family". Compared to a control
group, the restricted group viewed half as much for a 6-week period. Of interest here is
what activities filled in the now available time, about 6 hours per week. The only .
category to show a significant increase was "reading time", which increased from 48
minutes a day to 66 minutes a day. The nature of reading time was not clearly defined
(e.g, beintg read to, comic book reading, etc.), and it should be pointed out that the
amount of reading time by these children prior to TV restriction was about seven times
greater than the figures reported for a national sample by Timmer et al. (1985). A
tentative conclusion from this small scale study is that reducing TV viewing time in
children who already read much more than average can further increase reading.

The second reduced viewing studv (Wolfe, Mendes & Factor, 1984) concerned 5
children aged 8 to 12 years from three working class families. The children were all
-considered by their parents to be heavy TV viewers and the parents indicated that they
had been unsuccesstul in reducing their children’s viewing by reminders and criticism.
The reduction in TV viewing was accomplished over a 3-month period by a system of
token rewards. Reading (of all kinds), TV viewing, and homework were monitored via
time-use diaries. These diaries revealed that the amount of TV viewing was reduced from
an average of 21 hours per week to about 10 hours per week. Two out of the five
children increased their homework time, from nearly zero to several hours a week, but
this increase remained in effect for only about a month of the 3-month reduced viewing
period. All 5 children increased their reading time to as much as 10 hours a week, but
again this effect dropped back to baseline levels after about 6 weeks into the reduced
viewing dperiod. Without providing data, Wolfe et al. (1984) suggest that most of the time
released from television viewing was taken up by "appropriate recreational activities" other
than reading. Taken together, then, the two very small experimental studies indicate that
at least a short term increase in reading may be found when amount of TV viewing is cut
in half. It is also clear from these studies that most of the time made available by
restricting TV is devoted to recreational activities other than reading.

A problem with interpreting displacement claims is that some activities are not
mutually exclusive with TV viewing, While cinema attendance and outdoor sports certainly
cannot be engaged in while with TV, and radio listening is unlikely to occur during TV
viewing, a variety of other activities can be timeshared with television. These timeshared
activities include reading, doing homework, and a variety of other potentially intellectually
valuable activities. All investigations which have involved extensive observation of TV
viewing in homes bg' means of film or video have reported that these activities occur, but
none have provided quantitative estimates of their equen? (Allen, 1965; Anderson &
Field, in press; Bechtel et al., 1972?. Williams and Bcges (1986) have argued that reading
and homework timeshared with television must ve reduced in quality because of the

distraction provided by the TV. There is no direct evidence concerning the quality of
reading and homework done in the presence of television, although a number of investi-
gations using auditory backgrounds find facilitation of task performance under some
conditions and interference under others (e.g., Higgins & Turnure, 1984; Von Wright &
Nurmi, 1979).
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Patton, Stinard, and Routh (1983) addressed the issue of homework timeshared with
TV, radio, or recorded music through a survey of 387 grade 5 through grade 9 students in
Cedar Rapids, Iowa. The students were questioned on four major topics: amount of time
spent on homework, actual and preferred home study conditions, judgement of optimal
study conditions, and rated effect of TV, radio, and recorded music on studying of
different kinds of material. The children reported an average of 4.2 hours %er week on
homework, with most (1.8 hours) devoted to mathematics and the least (.7 hours) devoted
to reading. The setting preferred by children for doing homework varied primarily by
subject matter, with quiet settings preferred for reading and nonquiet settings precerred
for mathematics. Overwhelmingly, the children’s preferred study conditions were those
they actually studied in. Twenty-two percent of the elementary school students reported
reading with television as a background and 37 percent reported doing mathematics with
TV as a background. The figures for studying under quiet conditions were 47 percent for
reading and 22 percent for mathematics. Junior high school students were more likely to
study in either quiet conditions or with music as a background; 11 percent reported
reading with TV, and 23 percent reported doing mathermatics with TV, Background music
was rated as more helpful to studying by better readers, whereas TV was rated as slightly
bothersome to studying by all but poor readers.

Patton et al. (1983) interpret their findings as indicating that children tend to
choose a study environment appropriate to the task. They also suggest the possibility
that music or television may actually facilitate homework through motivational means:
"...studyin Im;ﬁht involve more than doing one’s best work (e.g., students might be more
concerned with persevering through a lengthy assignment to produce a finished product);
and it is possible then, while environmental gistractors have perceivable, adverse effects,
they might be beneficial in other respects (e.g., by increasing the length of time a student

can or will work)" (p. 285).

In sum, there is no consistent or strong evidence that television viewing displaces
valuable cognitive activities. The major activities that are displaced, radio listening,
comic book reading, and movie attendance, have not been demonstrated to be more
generally intellectually valuable than TV viewing. When the meager evidence concerning
experimental reduction of TV viewing is considered, we find a slight increase in reading
(possibly comic book reading), but there is no evidence that this increase is maintained
beyond about six weeks. Interestingly, tuere have bzen no studies which have involved
experimental increases in homework or in reading to find out if TV viewing would be
spontaneously reduced. Also, none of th= investigations of displacezaent have pointed out

at there are enormous seasonal fluctuations in amu.nt of time spent with television; in
eneral, TV viewing is reduced in better weather. It is not clear what activities displace
viewing in good weather, but outdoor play is a likely candidate.

We believe future research which hypothesizes displacement as a mechanism under-
lying television’s effects should take into consideration the question of why children spend
time with television. If the children and their families are viewed as active agents in
their choice of activities, the perspective changes: Rather than television displacing other
activities, television viewing is chosen over or concurrent with other activities. These
choices very likely stem from a constellation of factors including parent education and
occupation, attitudes toward television, attitudes toward reading, ethnic cultural back-

ound, available leisure time, weather, and the perceived availability of alternatives.
ese factors probably determine the totality of cognitively valuable activities engaged in
by children more than does the availability of television.




Effects of Television on Knowledge

Depending on which figures one believes, American children average between 12 and
25 hours a week with TV. Even accepting the lower figure, children are exposed to a
large amount of television-presented information: images, language, fantasies, facts,
fiction, and action. Research on comprehension and memory for television rograms
indicates that while young children may not necessarily fo.m a coherent un erstanding of
complex J)rograms, they nearly always remember some settings, actions, characters, and the
like. Older children apparently remember far more. It is certainly the case that a great
deal of information is retained about .Ieciﬁc programs (educational or otherwise),
commercials, and characters; witness the popularity of trivia questions about television.
Information of more general relevance is presumably retained as well.

Information absorbed from television becomes part of the child’s store of knowledge
and, according to contemporary cognitive research ard theory, the general knowledge base
acquired by the child plays a central role in cognitive development. In this section we

ill examine what little is known about the contribution of entertainment television to the
content and structure of children’s knowledge. There is little question that television.
which is ?eciﬁcally designed to convey knowledge does so (e.g., Bryant, Alexander &
Brown, 1983).

Unfortunately, with the exception of one research group, there has been little effort
to systematically categorize and q:antify the content of entertainment television.
Consistent with the predominance of concern with the effects of television on social
behavior, content analyses have cencentrated on the numbers and types of television’s
characters, and on their social behavior. The analyses done by the niversity of Penn-
sylvania research group associated with George Gerbner are the largest and most sys-
tematic efforts at categorizing and quantifying content (cf, Gerbner and Gross, 1980;
Geioner, Morgan & Signorielli, 1982). Their research, however, has primarily focused on
what migiii be considered background, setting, or incidental information about characters
and character behaviors with an emphasis on hypothesized influences on viewers’ construc-
tions of social reality. Since this kind of information is generally the least erleto be
retained by viewers gcf, Collins, 1983; Gibbons et al., 1986; Lorch et al., 1987; Meadow-
croft & Reeves, 1985), one would expect that the hypothesized effects of this backeround

cggg;;nt are generally present but weak. This appear o be the case (Hawkins & ingree,
1982).

Relevant to present concerns, what is generally missing is an inventory of explicit

declarative and procedural information glresented on television which is relevant to
cognitive development and academic achievement. The information should come from those
programs most watched by children, and should be relevant to the physical and earth
sciences, the life sciences and health, technology, mathematics, the social sciences, law,

istory, current events, literature, and language. The information, furthermore, should be
categorized a5 to whether it is essentially grocedural épotentially leading to knowledﬁf of
how to do things or how things work), or declarative (expressing a fact or a relationsalip).
Finally, the information should be categorized, if possible, as to whether it is essenti y
accurate or whether it is false or fictional.

Without such a s¥stematjc content analysis, it is very difficult to know what the
information content o television is to American children. Although most entertainment
television watched by children is certainly not dense with academically relevant informa-




tion, the appropriate question concerns cumulative exposure to such information. This
may be especially true given Greenberg’s (1974) (as reviewed Mome (1983)) finding that
nine to fifteen-year-olds’ most commonly reported reason for liking to watch TV was to
learn about things and themselves. In any case, children ma'i'_hbc 3posed to a great deal

of some kinds of information and very little of other kinds. ey also may be exposed to

a great deal of academically relevant but false (fictional) information, Examples of the
latter would be misref)resentations of physical principles ia cartoons and science fiction
dramas or of normal legal procedures of criminal trials in crime dramas.

Most of what children watch on television is fiction. Neverthelsss, within fiction,
there is likely to be some academically relevant information which may be either accurate
or inaccurate. We know from Noble (1983) that school-age children can and do learn
academically relevant factual informaticn from self-elected viewing of entertainment

rogramming as well as, of course, from educational programming (Bryant, Alexander &

rown, 1983). An important question not yet dealt with in research, however, is the way
in which children, if they recognize a program as fiction, enter information from that
program into their knowledge base. Do the children "tag" all or some of the information
as fictional? If so, is that information unlikely to be retrieved when it is academically
relevant to do so?

The issue is central to understanding the way in which information taken from
television is likely to be used l:g the child. If fictionalized information is tagged as
academically irrelevant, then the infsrmation acquired from fictiona! telcvision is academ-
ically useless. Ifit is not tagged, then there is some danger that academically relevant
but inacurate information becomes part of the child’s general knowledge base. It is our
intuition that literate adults have sophisticated teckniques for tagging information gleaned
from fiction as essentially accurate or as not accurate ?for example, background events
and settings in a historical novel are likely to be accepted as essentially accurate). Note
that this question is not the same as the question of whether a child perceives a televi-
sion program as essentialldyl'srealistic or nonrealistic (cf, Dorr, 1983); the question is, given
that che child makes this distinction, what is the fate of academi ly relevar iuferma-
tion?

Lacking an inventory of academically relevant content in programs watched by
children, an lacking knowledge of how c]}llildren encode that information, it is not

surprising that little is known about the influence of television on knowledge. In their

study of television’s arrival, Himmelweit et al. (1958) found that English children with

access to television showed better krowledge of some topics than children without access

to television, but these effects appeared to be restricted to younger, less intelligent

children. Lemish and Rice (19%6) observed a good deal of voca ulary seaching by parents

to their infants and ioddlers in the context of television viewing, suggesting that vocabu-

lary may be added to the knowledge base. This observation was supported in a laboratory
study by Rice and Woodsmall (in press) who demonstrated that preschoolers acquire
vocabulary from TV, especially object and attribute words. Schramm et al. (1961) found
that children in a town with television did better in feneral vocabulary than children in a
town without television. In tests of general knowle e, however, there were no overall
differences between towns. Harrison and Williams 1986), in their comparisons of Canadian
towns with and without television, found little consistent evidence of an advantage in
vocabulary for television towns. Thus, while television may provide some advantage in
increasing children’s vocabulary, the results are not entircly consistent.
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In areas where television is well established, there is generally a negative correlation
between vocabulary and TV exposure, except gzossibly for low intelligence children where
the relationship tends to be positive (Morgan & Gross, 1982). It is difficult to interpret
correlational findings relating television viewing and knowledge in general because TV
exposure is inversely related to ability; brighter children usually have more general
knowledge and especially larger vocabularies (Sternberg, 1985). Brighter cl%ildren may
choose to watch less television for a variety of reasons, producing a negative corre! .tion
between vocabulary and TV viewing.

One study that could be interpreted as supportive of this possibility is that reported
by Selnow ad Bettinghaus (1982). They found an interesting relationshi underlying the
generally small but significantly negative correlation between hours of television viewing
and linguistic competency, namely, preschool children who "...displayed less sophisticated
langua%;e tended to view more language-poor programs than other children" (p.477), and
those children who had more sophisticated linguistic productions watched programs that
modeled more sophisticated language. Thus, brighter children may not only be viewing
less television, but the programs they view may be different and more in line with their
intellectual abilities. In this regard, Harrison and Williams (1986) report an interestin
result: Children who had higher vocabulary scores before television arrived, tended to be
light TV viewers later. This finding suggests that observed negative correlations between
vocabulary and TV viewing (cf, Morgan & Gross, 1982) are in fact best interpreted as
higher vocabulary children choosing to watch less television, rather than television
stunting vocabulary acquisition.

In sum, due to a general lack of relevant research, there is little evidence that
children’s academically relevant knowledge base is influenced by entertainment television.
There is mixed evidence that children acquire vocabulary. Since most vocabulary is
probably learned from context, not from explicit teaching (Sternberg, 1985), it is'an
interesting conjecture that the audiovisual context of television may be helpful in
vocabulary acquisition. In any case, the issue of television’s effects on children’s
knowledge base is of considerable importance and we believe is an ‘mportant problem {or
future investigation.

Effects oa Cognitive Processes: Cinematic Codes

By "cognitive process"” we refer to a mental activity which operates on and trans-
forms a memory representation or a perception. While there are a large number of
candidate cognitive processes which can in principle be affected by television, only a few
have received attention from researchers.

One means by which television might influence cognitive development is through the
activation and cultivation of particular cognitive processes. As we saw in the section on
comprehension, television makes use of a set of conventional cinematic codes, including
montage, intended to convey meaning via their similarity to, or by calling upon specific
cognitive precesses. That is, they are meant to represent or demand the transformation
or manipulation of memories and perceptions. For example, the zoom is a camera
technique by which the viewer’s attention is gradually focused on some element or subset
of elements present in the whole. If the zoom technique is frequently used in children’s

rograms, one hypothesis is that viewing thesc programs wonld lead to the development or
improvement of an ability to relate detail to whole. The ability to generate inferences, or
integrate sequences, on the other hand, might be expected to result from frequent scene




changes that imply a change in time or place, or that imply the occurrence of particular
events, Finalglg, cinematic techniques that are intended to convey the perspective of a

character might be capable of enhancing the development of perspective taking abilities in
children.

Little research has been conducted investigatin%the extent to which programs
watched by children consist of such cinematic codes, but grelimmaq' ' content analyses
indicate that they occur with great frequency (Anderson Smith, 1984; Huston et al.,
1981). Nor has it been established that cognitive processes are affected by cinematic
cc-2es under normal viewing conditions. Rather, evidence suggests that in principle,
television and film could lead to the internalization of filmic codes and alterations of
cognitive processes (Rovet, 1983; Salomon, 1974, 1979).

We will begin by reviewing the evidenc= which pertains to filmic presentations of
transformations, that is, the explicit modeling of specific cognitive Erocesses. In three
different experiments, Salomon (1974) =xposed eighth-grade Israeli children of differing
skill levels to media presentations tra: varied in the degree to which a specific cognitive
process was completely modeled.

The first experiment used a film modeling the relation of detail to the whole through
the vse of camera zooms. A éroup of children exposed to this film improved in their
ability to list details contained in a complex visual display. In fact, performance was
equivalent to that induced by practicing the cue- attendance task itself. Furthermore,
performance was significantly better than that of glrﬁroup exposed only to the beginning
and end states of the attention-focusing process. This group, in turn, performed better
than a group receiving no training, From this we might conclude that the ability to focus
one’s attention on detail is better served by training that entails either the explicit
modeling of the cognitive process involved in doing the task or direct practice of the task
itself, than it is by training that simply shows the beginning and end states of that
cogpitive process.

In support of such an interpretation is the fact that degree of improvement in a
articular training condition was modified by level of cue-attendance ability, as measured
in the pretest. Children who scored higher on the pretest benefitted more from racticing

‘the task than from seeing the transformation modeled. On the otaer hand, children who
scored lower in benefitted more from observing the processes involved in noting details
than they did from practicing this task. What is most interesting for present purposes is
that training which involved presenting the cinematic analogue of a cognitive process was
sufficient to induce at least sEort term changes in attention focusing perfoimance. The
somewhat incongruent finding that exglicit modeling may have disrupted performance of
the better skilled children might best be explained by the fact that the zooms were
randomly sequenced. Rather than maving from one subsection of Breughel’s painting (the
complex visual stimulus in this case) to an adjacent one, the zooms followed one another
in what might have appeared a "willy-nilly" fashion to the ckild who would normally

roceed more systematically (eighth graders have systematic visual scannin strategies,

urpillot, 1968). Nevertheless it was demonstrated that eighth graders could improve their
cue-attendance performance afier viewing. It seems that the eighth-grade children had in
fact internaiized the zoom technique.

The evidence to support this phenomenon _may appear to be weakened by the fact
that the second experiment did not entirely replicate the first. There were no significant
differences between groups in performance on the post-test. This was perhaps due to




insufficient training or a lack of power to detect group differences. Training sessions in
the second experiment involved only a small fraction of the number of transformations
used in the first experiment. This may indicate that a substantial amount of exposure (at
least within a single viewing session) is required to produce the phenomenon.

The third experiment, however, verified filmic internalization. In this case the
cognitive aperation modeled was the laying out, or unfclding, of an object from three
dimensions to two. Exposure to a film that demonstrated the entire process, from the
unfolding of the first to the Jast side of the object, led to tperfcrmance that was signi-
ficantly better than seeing the three dimensional object followed by its representation in
two dimensions without the intervening unfolding process. Together, these experiments
suggest that when cinematic codes are used in films sp=cifically designed to teach their
cognitive process analogues, children may internalize the cinematic codes, thereby
increasing their repertoire of cognitive skills.

Rovlfltlﬁl983) extended the findings of Salomon (1974) to another cognitive process.

sing a similar methodology, Rovet examined whether mental rotation of objects in space
could be taught when conveyed through film. Third grade Canadian children were
assigned to one of three film conditions, or to a no training condition. or to a condition
in which the child was taught to physically manipulate objects wiica trying to solve
problems of spatial rotation. The problem to be solved was whether two objects in
different orientations shared the same shape. The film conditions varied in the degree to
which the rotation process required to solve this problem was explicitly demonstrated.
Children whe had ejther witnessed the entire transformation process via film or who had
been taught to physically rotate the objecis to solve this problem, demonstrated equivalent

rformance both immediately and two weeks later. Their performance was significantly

tter than that of children who had seen only the beﬁinning and end of the rotation
process oa film. Yot even this reduced degree of explicitness was superior to modeling
only the beginning and end statcs, which was completely ineffective. These results
support those reported by Salomon (1974). Children’s ability to perform specific cognitive
operations caz be imrroved by observing films that explicitly present beginning and end
states and the intervening transformations.

To review, we have evidence indicating that a child’s level of competence in focusing
attention or mentally transforming representations can be improved by instructional films
that use cinematic codes to model these %_rocesses. This effect is perhaps achieved b
internalization of the codes themselves. Furthermore, the usefulness cf the cinematic
codes as models depends on thie child’s level of comgfltence in the analogue cognitive
process prior to viewing training films. For skilled children, practice in the skills
themselves may improve test performance more than training via cinematic codes.
Verification of this result is required and could be achieved by replicating the fi~st
experiment of Salomon (197:4;} using a stimulus film that does not model a random search

attern. If skilled children still benefitted more from practice than from observing this
glm, it me' be that the power of this class of cinematic codes is limited by some sort of
ceiling. Alternatively, improvement beyond a certain level may require large amounts of
exposure to the technique.

For the class of cinematic codes that call upun, as opposed to model, particular
cognitive processes, children more skilled in these processes are better at com rehending
films which use those codes than less skilled children §Salomon & Cohen, 1977, see the
earlier description in the section on comgrehension of montage). This finding impiies that
when this class of cinematic codes is used to convey meaning in a narrative, the codes do
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in fact call upon specific cognitive processes, e.g., inferencing and integration of sequen-
tial information.

Yet, even if some codes can be internalized, these studies have not demonstrated
whether, under conditions of normal home viewing, there is any direct effect on specific
cognitive processes. Attempting to examine this issue, Salomon (1979) reported a long-
itudinal study involving preschoolers, second graders, and third graders in Israel. The
purpose of the study was to determine the impact of six months of Sesame Street viewing
on the cognitive abulities of children who had little previous exposure to the cinematic
codes commonly seen in Sesame Street. Television exposure was measured on several
occasions over the broadcast season, and consisted of threz dimensions: amount of time
spent viewing, enjoyment, and program comprehension. Viewing declined among the school
aged children who had initially been the heaviest viewers. Lower class preschoolers
increased their viewing, and by seascn’s end they were viewing more than the older
middle-class children. Enjoyment measures showed the same pattern. It may have taken
a while for Israeli children to decipher the cinematic codes of Sesame Street, since
correlations between amount of viewing and comprehension consistently increased over the
broadcast season. Farthermore, mastery of these codes may ex%Iain the decreased
enjoyment and viewing by older children, an age group for which the rogram was not
designed. Younger children’s increased viewing, com rehension, and enjoyment may have
%{lis'egg in1 ggt) from mastering the same codes (cf, Anderson & Lorch, 19 3; Huston

right, .

What were the consequences of exposure to these presumably unfamiliar cinematic
codes? The pattern of results was different for preschoolers and school-aged childrex.
Preschool children’s amount of viewing was correlated with neither field independence
(finding a given object embedded in a complex background) nor picture-orderin'i ability,
the two pon-content skills on which they were tested. School-aged children, on the other
hand, showed small but significant effects of program ¢xposure on several cognitive skills
not explicitly taught by the program’s content, but which presumably were cultivated by
the program’s filmic codes. These skills inc'uded the abi ity to predict and recogni
another person’s perspactive, relatinF a detail to the whole of which it is a part, field
independence, integrating a series of pictures into a vensible scquence, and distinguishing
single iterns from the compounds of which they ace a part. Cross- lagged panel correla-
tions indicated that levels of the kinds of knowledge that are the educational oals of
Sesame Street did not predict mastery of the non-content cognitive skills. Rather,
competence in these non-content skills moderately predicted acquisition of the knowledge
explicitly taught by Sesame Street. This suggests that learning the codes increased skills
which in turn allowed better comprehension of the program’s content. It is not clear,
however, why these ¢ifects were not also found in preschoolers.

for eight days in school. A comparison riroup was shown "adventure and nature"” films.
Using the same measures employed in the previous study, the Sesame Streef viewers were
found to have better performance than the comparison group.

In a furtker study, Salomon (1979) showed Sesame Street to Israeli second gaders

Salomon (}9792 intcprets the results of these studies as supporting the hypothesis
that, in the service of learning the explicit lessons of Sesame Street, children learn to
fﬁ)prehend the meanings intended by cinematic codes. In doing so, cognitive skills
emselves are activated and learned. While the data do not contradict such an inter-
pretation, caution should be exercised before it is adopted. First, the demonstrated
eviects are short-term and small, and limited to older children. Does this mean that




children must already be familiar with the content conveyed by cinematic codes for them
to have an effect? Second, it is not clear that programs without educational intent would
produce the same effects. Do children who know that the will be repeatedly questioned
and tested about an educational program mod;? their vic..ing habis at home as they did
in studies by Field and Anderson (1985) and Salomon and Leigh (1984)? Could this more
attentive processing account for the effects? Third, the actual cinematic codes used in
Sesame Street, their relative frequency of occurrence, and their importance to comprehen-
sion of the content was not established. It was simply assnmed that they were different
than, for example, adventure and nature films. Clearly this limits our ability to directly
relate differences in cognitive skills to the formats and cinematic codes used in Sesa. 7¢
Street programs.

In summary, our knowledge about whether and how exposure tc television’s unique
cinematic techniques affects specific ccégujtive abilities is limited. Oanly a smail number of
studies have investigated television’s effects at this level and those are methodologically
limited. Nevertheless, it appears that, for some children, television programs which make
use of specific cinematic techniques may facilitate the acquisition of such specific
Lc[(:tgnjtive skills as attention-focusing, spatially transforming mental representations,

inference making, an« perspective taking,

Clearly, more research is re%uired in this area to determine the robustness and
eneralizability of these initial findings. The research should address the kinds and
equency of specific cinematic techniques that are used in children’s dprograms; and
determine whether they engender specific cognitive processes beyond those examined thus
far. Once cinematic codes are readily understood, do they continue to exert a further
influence on deveiopment, or is this a threshold phenomenon? Until the initial work is
replicated and sxtended with improved methodologies, we will not know with certainty the
long-term cffects of exposure to entertainment television’s cinematic techniques.

Effects on Spatial Abilities

Many assertions about the effects of television’s formats are based on a very general
level of analysis. That is, these assertions rest on characteristics common to most or all
of television’s codes, rather than any characteristic unique to one. For example, it has
been asserted that once television’s symbol system has been mastered, it enagles ap-
prehension of information without the need for much recoding or elaboration. This leads
to the perceived ease of understanding information presented by the medium which may in
turn transfer to interactions with other media (Salomon, 1983b). Assertions about
television’s effects that rest on the notion that television is primarily a "visual medium"
also fall into this more gereral level of analysis. For instance, television, as a visual
medium, may improve visuospatial abilities. Other common assertions are that television
does not require inferencing or elaboration which are necessary for the development of
imaginative and creative abilities, or television provides children with concrete visual
images of fantasy objects and action, obviating the need for children to generate images
for themselves. These would lead to reduced fantasy J)lay and creativity. This section
and the next will examine these possibilities in more detail.

We begin with spatial abilities. Most of the evidence consists of correlations
scattered throughout the; literature on television and development. The majority of the
reports have as their primary focus the relationship of television to an even more global
measure of ability, namely IQ. The closest approximation to studies explicitly designed to
investigate television’s effects on spatial cbilities are those discussed above in the section
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on television’s cinematic codes. Clearly, cognitive operations such as spatial rotations
(Rovet, 1983) and relating detail to whole (Salomon, 1974, Salomon and Cohen, 1977,
Salomon, 1979) are rela*~7 tG spatial abilities. To the extent ther, that componential
skills of spatial abilities are improved, one might expect the more general class of skills
to be likewise affected. However, as we saw in the section above, the conclusions we can
draw from the available evidence are tenuous, and can hardly be generalized to a com-
prehensive set of spatial skills.

Movingrto a more general level of analysis, the information available and conclusions
that c:.n be drawn are even more tenuous. In their investigation of the arrival of

television in a rural Canadian town, Harrison and Williams (1986) used the WISC Block
Design subtest as an index of spatial abilities. This test required subjects to manipulate
blocks such that together their surface matched the model pattern provided for them.
During Phase I of the study, before television arrived in the town designated as Notel,
fourth and seventh graders were tested ard the results were compared to those from
Unitel, which had one channel of television, and Multitel, which had four channels. Phase
II testing included sixth and ninth graders as well, enabling longitudinai analyses.

Overall, Harrison and Williams (1986) found little relationship between television exposure
and spatial abilities. Cross-sectional analyses yielded no differences between towns.
Lli]kewise, longitudinal analyses did not yield any significant differences due to town or
phase.

A study reported by Lonner, Thorndike, Forbes, and Ashworth (1985) took advantage
of a situation similar to that available to Harrisor and Williams (1986). In this case,
television was introduced to rural Alaskan towns of either Eskimo or the Tlingit and
Haida cultures, The aim of the study was to investigate whether exposure to television
nad an accuitnvating effect on the relative strengths of different kinds of cognitive skills
that they hclieved characicrized these groups. More specifically, the more traditional
Eskimo (inupiat) towns were believed o “...excel in the visual domain of cognitive
processcs, probably a: the e){l}ense of the verbal domain of abilities (when judged against
the background of a typical Western upbringing)" (Lonner et al.,, 1985, pp360-361), The
more acculturated Haida and Tlingit towns were expected to be less "visoally dominant”
prior to television’s arrival. Kegi:sion analyses were used t© determine whether televi-
sion exposure significantly contributed to third throug: zighth graders’ scores on the
Children’s Embedded Figures Test (locate the simple object embedded in a more complex
figure), the Raven Standard Progressive Matrices test (complete the matrix based on
properties of existing elements), and Xohs Block test (similar to the WISC Block Design
test).

Television made very small, ana .sually noasignificant, unique contributions to
variance in test scores. The pattern of relationships between television and test per-
formance varicd complexly as a function of test, sex, and culture (i.e. locaticar). Since
the pattern of results does not yield itself to any clear cxplanation in terms of the
deveiopment of spatial abilities, and since the results appeared to change not only in
ievgls of significance but in pattern over different years, little can be concluded from this
study.

An experimental study was reported in Gadberry, (1980). As described earlier,
six-year-old children were assigned to either a TV viewing reduction condition or a
control condition. Three months prior to television restriction children were administered
the Wechsler Preschool and Primary Scale of Intelligence. This includes a Performance
scale that is distinguished from the verbal scale and includes the ability to "systematically




search for visual details" (Gadberry, 1980511). 55). Analysis of the WPPSI Performance
scale after the six week intervention revealed greater improvement in test performance for
the television restricted group. It is interesting that the direction of this effec’ is
contrary to that predicted by the cinematic codes work and by the hypotheses based on
television’s visual nature. It is possible that the activities the children in the restricted
,group engaged in accelerated the development of their ability to search for visual details
toa (freater degree than the same time spent with television would have. On the other
hand, children in the restricted group tended to watch educational programs such as
Sesame Street to the exclusion of commercial fare. As Gadberry points out, these
prci{;rams may encourage the child to focus on details that distinguish between letters as
well as other visual discriminations. This interpretation is consistent with the results of
‘Salomon’s investigations described above.

I restricting television leads to greater attention when viewing does occur, then
perhaps the content or format of educational rograms is more effective in changing
spatial skills, Unfortunately, we do not know if attention to the television does increase
when its availability is limited. In any case, Gadberry cautions that the pattern of
relatively greater improvement on the part of children who watched less may have been
an artifact of initially higher (perhaps ceiling) performance by the non-restricted group.
Once again, we are lef* {eeling intrigued but unsatisfied. While there are hints that
television viewing is gv..erally related to spatial abilities, it is not even clear whether the

relationship is positive, negative, or important.

One reason for such disag%c}inting progress may be the level of analysis uszd in
these studies. As Harrison and Williams (1986) point out, their spatial ability test is
highly correlated with a general intelligence factor. Given that IQ is usually negatively
correlated with time spent with television (cf Morgan and Gross, 1982), correlations
between general spatial abilities and television viewing may be no more than artifacts of
self- selective exposure to television. Harrison and Williams’ (1986) cross-sectional and
longitudinal analyses provide a truer test of an effect and they find none. Nevertheless,
there was a marginal trend in Netel of increased general spafial abilities two years after
television’s introduction. Is this meaningless, or is it the case that more varied tests of
spatial ability like those used in the cinematic codes research (cf Salomon, 1979) would
have yielded significaut differences? We are left with the possibility that television
influences spatial abilities, a possibility that deserves further systematic research.

We will briefly mention an issue related to spatial abilities. An argument that has
enjoyed some popularity is that television, being a "visual" medium, enhances development
of the right hemisphere of the brair at the expense of the left hemisphere (e.g., Emery &
Emerg, 1976; Mander, 1978; Singer & Singer, 1983c). While this notion is testable, there
have been no television investigations which incorporate a battery of tests assessin
lateralized skills. Demonstrations that the hemispheres are differentially activated d :n
television viewing have not produced consistent results (cf, Mulholland, 1974; Rothschild et

al,, 1986), and would not in any case be sufficient to indicate long-term effects.
Effects on Perseverance, Impulsivity, and Activity Level

Probably the single most common assertion about the cognitive influence of television
on children is that it "shortens attention span". Usually the cause of the shortened
attention span is attributed to television’s rapid visual Facing. The following quotes are
typical: "...there are incessant changes of camera an- focus, so that the viewer's

reference point shifts ever s few seconds. This techn. jue literally programs a short
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attention span" (Dumont, 1976 as quoted by Winn, 1977, p.14). "Teachers complain about
their pupils’ passivity, short attention spans, and lack 6f imagination -- characteristics
attributable, at least in part, to TV viewing" (Swerdlow, 1981, p.52). Dorothy Cohen, an
influential early childhood educator, is quoted as saying: "...children whose environment is
heavily dominated by the frantic pace and speed of television are children likely to be
easzi;l)y distracted. For them, focusing and paying attention are a strain" (Moody, 1980,
p48).

A related set of complaints concerns the influence of television on activity level.
Winn (1977), for examPle, blames Sesame Street as among the television programs watched
by children which may "...contribute to the frantic behavior observed with greater
frequency among children today." Winn also suggests that young children’s behavior
"deteriorates" immediately after watching television, with children "hopped up", "inatten-
tive", with "wild running around."

.., The sum of these assertions is that television viewing, especial'll% by very young
children, reduces attention span and causes hyperactive behavior. These effects are
claimed to cccur immediately following viewing as well as chronically.

Evaluating these assertions is not straightforward, in part because there is no
standard measure of "attention span", a concept that kas long been abandoned in research
in cognitive development (e.g., Moyer & Gilmer, 1955). The notion refers to perseverance
on an acJlt assigned task, usually in a school situation. In general, there is an increase
with age in task perseverance and behavioral attentiveness to arbitrarily assigned tasks
(L .vies, Jones & Taylor, 1984). Also, behavioral attentiveness o assigned tasks in the
classroom has been shown to be highly predictive of achievement in the elementary grades
(e.g., Samuels & Turnure, 1974). If television has the effects claimed, the educational
impact might be substantial.

Typical of the literature on television’s cognitive impact, there is only a meager
scattering of relevant studies and these are of varying quality. The worst was reported
by Halpern (1975). He discussed a group of 2-year-olds who were referred to a mental
health center for preblems with hyperactivity. ‘A maéjority of the children were described
as compulsively reciting numbers and letters learned from Sesame Street. In addition,
Halpern noted that "while they delivered themselves of these si)eech fragments, the
children uften inspected their inanimate surroundings like restless, wound-up robots."
(p.68). Halpern suggested that the children’s h)})eractivity was "directly traceable to
Sesame Street". He argued that rapid pacing and repetition of the show "...evidently may
be toe much for some children to assimilate or to avoid successfully. When their nervous
systems become overtaxed, they resort to diffuse tension discharge behaviors, exemplified
by unfocused hyperactivity and irritability" (p.69). Subse uently, Halpern noted that he
was not able to repeat these observations and attributed this io changes in Sesame Street
rroduction practices. Halpern did not provide any information about numbers of children
observed, the reliability of observations, how these behaviors could be traced to television,
or whetiler normal 2-year-old viewers of Sesame Street also recited numbers and letters.
Ordinarily we would not cite such a paper, but i, w2s publiched in the major communica-
tions journal, received widespread publicity, and is cited in virtually all popular books
written about the effects of television. The paper is completely inadequate in a scientific

g

sense and should not be taken as evidence for an influence of televisios: on attention or
activity level.
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Other papers provide more useful information. Singer, Singer, and Rapaczynski
(1984a) studied 63 nine-year-olds who were part of a larger study on TV viewin% The
o

children were observed for restlessness in a waiting room, and were also tested for their
ability to sit still for a length of time. Diary records of TV viewing behavior for two
years prior to the observations were analyzed. Viewing of action oriented TV programs
was mildly associated with restlessness in the waiting room, and a weak negative associa-
tion was also found with ability to sit still. This correlational study does not allow
conclusions of cause and effect relationships.

Anderson and Mcguire (1978), in a Canadian study, obtained teacher ratings of their
students’ “impulsivity" at school. No details were given as to the nature of this measure.
The authors reported a small positive correlation between imEulsivity and viewing of
violent programs in 102 third and fourth graders, and also with total viewing in 198 fifth
and sixth graders. Again, no causal directions can be inferred.

In a study with 72 five-year-old children (discussed further below), Anderson, Levin,
and Lorch (1977) found no significant correlations of total amount of TV viewing (es-
timated b N{)arents) with a test of perseverance in puzzle solving, with a test of im-
pulsivity e’ atching Familiar Figures Test), or with observations of activity levels during a
10-minute free play period.

Several studies have been experimental in nature. Friedrichand St¢  [1973)
comﬁ)sared three groups of children who attended a preschool summer session. For four
weeks during the session each group was shown a total of 12 TV programs. One group of
30 children was shown an aggressive fantasy-action program (Batman); another group of 30
children was shown a tpresc ool program from public television (Misterogers Neighborhood);
and the third group of 40 children viewed a variety of children’s programs which con-
tained no aggression and did not emphasize the helping prosocial content that is contained
in Misterogers Neighborhood. The children were observed in their classroom for per-
sistence in carrying out assigned tasks, persistence in free play, and tolerance of delay.

The authors reported an increase in tolerance of delay for the children who viewed
Misterogers as well as for those who viewed the variety of children’s programs. The
children who viewed Batman, however, showed a decrease in tolerance of delay. High
intelligence children who viewed Batman also became less persistent, and high intelligence
children who viewed Mister(()frers became more persistent, with no effects shown by the
1glroup who viewed the mixed programs. This study indicates that viewing television may

ave effects on persistence and tolerance of delay, but since there are many differences
between Batman and Misterogers besides violence, action, pacing, and prosocial content, an
account of what causes the effects is not possible.

Tower, Singer, Singer, and Biggs (1979) studied three groups of children in preschool
settings. One group of 21 children was shown Misterogers each day for 10 days; another
group of 21 was shown Sesame Street; and a third group of 16 was shown a collection of
educational films about animals, health, and uature. Among the measures taken were
observations of the ¢hildren’s concentration during play. This was defined as the extent
to which a child remained with an activity, resisting distraction, and not engaging in
hyperactive behaviors. The results were reported in terms of changes in concentration by
high and low imaginative children (measured separately). There was no difference in
concentration between groups for high imaginative children (who were high in concentra-
tion initially), but low imagirative children substantially increased their concentration in
all three TV viewing conditions. Findings such as these are difficult to interpret:
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viewing television may nave ~2used the increase in concentration or the children initially
low in conceniration may have been observed to be higher in concentration simply by
regression to the mean ény observed extreme will tend to be less extreme on the next
observation by the nature of random statistical variation). In any case, this result does
not support claims that Sesame Street is responsible for "frantic” activity.

Anderson et al. (1977) experimentally tested the hypothesis that rapid pacing has
immediate effects on attention and activity level. They groduced two versions of Sesame
Street: One version consisted of extremely rapidly paced short segments and the other
version consisted of extremely slowly paced segments. Three groups of 24 five-year-old
children participated in the experiment. One group was shown the rapidly paced program
(each child viewed individually with a parent present), another group viewed the slowly

aced program, and the third group had stories read to them by a parent for the .ame
ength of time. Immediately following the TV viewing ur reading, each child was given
the perseverance in puzzie solving and Matching Familiar Figures (MFF) tests. The MFF
test examines the child’s impulsivity while doing a simple visual matchingr  Im-
mediately following the *ssts, the children’s activity levels during free play ¢ observed.
No group differences were found on any measure. Thus, there was ne evidence of an
immediate effect of rapidly paced television on perseverasice, impulsivity, or activity level.

Salomon (1979) showed Sesame Street in school to 57 Israeli second g . over 8
days. A comparison group of 57 second graders watched zdventure and nat. . :ilms for
the same amount of time. Among other measures (described earlier), the ch..aren were
required to do a "tedious" test of perseverance which required the child to cross out a
selected group of numbers (from several pages of random numbers) as iney were calied out
one at a time. The childrer who had watched Sesame Street showed less perseverance
than the comparison group. This experiment shows only that television car: influence
perseverance. It is impossible to know from the experiment whether the adverture and
nature films increased perseverance or whether Sesame Street reduced perseverance or
both. It is also impossible to determine what differences between the programs were
crucia! to producing differences in perseverance. It should he pointed out that Sesame
Street is generally oriented toward a younger audience than second graders; it is possibie
that 8 days of required Sesame Streef viewing produced some restlessness due to boredom.

Finally, Gadberry (1980), as part of her experimental study of restricting 6-year-old
middle-class children’s home television viewing, administered the MFF test of impulsivity
after the 6 week restriction period. The restricted TV boys showed less impulsivity than
the unrestricted children, In detailed analyses, Gadberry noted that the restricted
children primarily reduced viewing of commercial television with s ‘olent content; in
general, she found that children who watched public television, especially Sesame Street
and The Electric Company were less impulsive.

In sum, the published researcli suggests that television viewing affects perseverance
and impulsivity, but there is not enough evidence to indicate whether television viewing
per se produces the: effect or whether specific types of centent or production techniques
are responsible. Since some of the effects are in a positive direction and others are in a
negative direction, it is possible that television is capable of influencing attention in both
desirable and undesirable ways. The correlational research (2 out of 3 stndies finding
effects) is suggestive that violent action content is associated with deleterious effecis, but
no causal direction can be safely assumed (i.e., restless impulsive children ma preier
violent content). The experimental research is only indicative that a causal effect may be
present, but due to lack of experimental controls, the specific features producing the
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effect were not isclated. Only one experiment specifically manipulated program pacing,
the most coramonly suggested causalxlf)actor in rcducing attentional skills. That experiment
found no immediate etfects. The possibility that rapid pacing may produce effects over
longer exposure has not been examined.

If perseverance, restlessness, and impulsivity are influenced by television, as the
evidence weakly indicates, a great deal more needs to be done to ¢ arify the nature of the
influence. Consider the following possible mechanisms: Television viewin may increase
restlessness due to lack of physical activity; children may imitate the attentional behaviors
demonstrated by characters on television; some television programs may increase or
decrease arousal with subsequent consequences for perfermance on attentional tasks -- it
is well known that arousal influences performance on vigilance tasks, and that the effects
depend on task complexity (e.g., Parasuraman, 1984); the pacing of television’s units of
content may be internalized in some way analogous to the internalization of filmic codes
as discussed above. Other mechanisms are, of course, possibie. Sorting out rhie causal
effects, identifying interactions wi*h age and other individual differences, and isolating
program elements that produce the effects wili take systematic and programmatic ex-
perimental as well as correlational research. There does, nevertheless, appear to be some
efnflc(:gt of TV on attention, yet the importance, generality, and nature of tl?e effect is
unknown.

Unexplored ible eff .cts on attention. To us, the most likely effects of television
on attertion would involve di_ =<t transfer of modes and strategies of attention to
television itself, Consider what is known about children’s attention to television:

Looking at TV is strongly associated with listening at the level of sentence meanin: ;
looking is ordinarily maintained for a short time before looking away, although episodes of
looking of several minutes duration sometimes occur; sequential division of attention
between television and a concurrent activity is common; ooking occurs when the child
judges the material is comprehensible; looking occurs when auditory cues indicate that
comprehensible and entertaining material is present; looking occurs when special effects
and humor are used; looking ends when a content unit ends; the longer looking is
maintained, the more likely it is that it will be maintained, conversely, the longer

attention to the concurrent activity is maintained, the more likely it is that the concur-
rent activity will be continued (attentional inertia); once looking at the TV or involvement
in a concurrent 2ctivity is maintained for about 15 seconds, the child is more intensely
involved, and becomes less distractible.

It is unknown to what extent these modes of attention are transferred from other
domains to television, or to what extent they are transferred from television fo other
domains. If the latter type of transfer occurs, one might speculate: 1) Children may
have 2 tendency acquired from television viewing to sequentially divide attention, perhaps
between a teacher delivering instruction and another activity, such as drawing pictures.
When engaged in the concurrent activity, the child is considerably less auditori y atten-
tive. If the teacher does not use distinct auditory cues to draw the children’s attention
to central points, as the child would expect from television, the child might miss these
points. 2) Children may reﬂuire a visual center of focal attention in order to acquire
essentially auditory material. This follows from research showing that young children
acquire some kinds of auditory material better when there is video to go with that
materiai (Gibbons et al., 1986; Greenfield and Beagles-Roos, in pressf. 3) There may be a
;ﬁ)friod of about 15 seconds of continuous visual attention required before children become

lly involved with instruction; conversely, if the children’s attention has been lost for
more than 15 seconds, it may be relatively difficult to regain it. 4) Concluding a unit of




instruction may have the effect of losing children’s attention for a period of time. 5)
Children may require more humor, action, and the classroom equivalent of special effects
to maintain attention. This latter point has been raised repeatedly in popular critiques of
the effects of television,

None of these potential influences has been examined through research, but since
they are derived from attentional patterns observed during children’s television viewing,
they should be considered at least possible.

Effects on Mental Effort

A common claim is that television produces intellectual passivity and low levels of
ccgnitive involvement in other activities. Singer (1980) attributes this effect to the rapid
pacing of television which allows little opportunity for reflection and mental elaboration,
Salomon (19832,b), on the other hand, suggests that such effects may be due to the
perceived ease of television viewing. The ease of processin§ television may possibly carry
over into expectations of othe: domains: "It is not impossible that children acquire the
expectation that pleasurable information can be obtained effortlessly, an expectation they

then carry over to written material" (Salomon, 19830, p.75).

We have already noted that viewers tend to rate television as relatively undemanding
and that they also rate themselves as expending low levels of mental effort in cognitively
processing television. These ratings vary considerably, however, with specific situational
demands. The question is whether TV viewing produces a general tendency not to expend
mental efiort, i.e. not to infer, reflect, or elaborate.

Unfortunately, there is little evidence on this issue. Considerations of attention and
comprehension of television already discussec indicate t1at children do mobilize attentional
resources and engage in inferential activities when watching television.

In studies described in more detail in the section on creativity and imagination,
Greenfield, Farrar and Beagles-Roos (1986) and Greenfield and eagles-Roos (in press)
found that story recall and imaginativeness of story completions were greater across media
when children were first exposed to radio, rather than television versions of the stories,
They suggest that the radio vercion induced perceptions of the task as being difficult.
Therefore, when asked to repeat the task at a later date with a TV stimulus, more effort
was expended. This interpretation may be vaiid. Unfortunately, there were no direct
measures of perceived ease, difficulty, or invested effort.

Roberts, Bachen, Hornby, and Hernandez-Ramos (1984) asked elementary school
children to self-rate both the amount of mental effort they expended in TV viewing and
reading and to rate the ease of learning from each medium. Amount of mental effort
expended in TV viewing had no value in redicting reading achievement, although self
ratings of mental effert expended in rea ing did predict reading achievement in third and
sixth graders. Unfortunately, the relationship between amount of effort exerted in TV
viewing and amount exerted when reading was not reported. Thus, tne information most
relevant to the question of whether "easy” TV engenders a lazy information- processing
style is lacking.

The perceived ease of the respective media ..s sources of learning are no more
illuminating. Roberts et al. (1984) note that for sixth graders. "...children who perceived
television as an easy means for learning about things tended to obtain higher reading
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achievement scores" (p.36). It is quite possible that this relationship results from brighter
school-age children finding television easier to process than their less intelligent peers.

It may be the case that brighter children find reading easier, too, but they exert more
effort in reading because it is judged to be a more accurate or important source of
valuable information. This would seem to contradict Salomon’s transfer of low meztai
effort hypothesis. Since we lack the correlations between TV effort and reading effort,
however, the validity of either of these plausible hypotheses remains unsupported.

On the whole we can add little more to evaluating the claim that television makes
children intellectually passive than Schramm et al. (1961): "Few children we have
observed would trade an active experience for a passive television experience which would
satisfy their needs no better. The vicarious satisfactions a child can get through televi-
sion are almost invariably lower on his hierarchy than the satisfactions he can get
directly -- providing of course, he can get the direct ones” (p.159). They go on to point
out that Himmelweit et al. (1958) "...found in England that teachers rated viewers as high
as nonviewers on initiative and imagination" (p.160).

Future research on this issue would do well to operationally define "passive" or
"active" intellectual capabilities. Perhaps the emphasis in such work should be on
groductive activities such as writing, rather than on receptive activities such as reading.

uch productive activities presumably require the most "active” intellectual processes.

Effects on Creativity and Imagination

It is frequently claimed in both popular literature and research journals that
television viewing leads to decreased imaginativeness, fantasy play and the ability to be
creative. These arguments are largely based on a view of television as a visual medium.
By presenting concrete visual images, TV obviates the need for children to spontaneously
Frodqce their own representations of an ongeing narrative, as they would, it is argued, in
istening to or reading a story (e.g, Singer, 1980; Greenfield et al., 1986). Others argue
that while productive imaginative capacities might not be activated during television
viewing, the wealth of visual images presented on TV provides children with a storehouse
from which they can draw when engaged in imaginative episodes (e.g., Brown, 1986).

Another controversy centers around the fact that television programs present
information in an ongoing continuous manner. This is seen as %reventing children from
%enerating their own hypotheses about "what comes next" or reflecting on what had come

efore. Alternatively, it is argued that the ‘mind’s eye’ of the child is not inactivated by
the TV. rather, children often use the just observed content on teievision as a point of
departure for fantasy play in the presence of the TV set.

In addition to hypothesized direct effects, there are also assertions of indirect
effects due to television’s role as forming a common culture for young children, thereby
reducing the diversity of ideas. Finally, by becoming an ever present "default” activity, it
is argued that television may reduce the child’s inclination to engage in a diversitty of
activities during free time (Singer and Singer, 1986). By reducing the diversity o
activities, the child’s experiences and knowledge base become limited, thereby reducing the
potential for creativiiy.

Befcre we evaluate the evidence, it is helpful to distinguish between what we see as

two different classes of cognitive activities, namely fantasy and imagination versus
creativity. The former primarily addresses the tendency to exhibit fantasy and imagina-
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tiveness in play. Interest in and emphasis on the importance of imaginative development
and fantasy play can be traced to the central role it plays in Piaget’s theory of early
cognitive development, For Piaget, the ability to represent objects symbolically is the
ha%lmark of early cognitive development and its manifestations are seen in imitation and
symbolic play. While the exact role that fantasy play has in cognitive development has
not been ascertained, its importance as a marker of particular capacities (e.g., symbolic
representation) and as a vehicle for both self and object exploration are widely recog-
nized. Television studies examine the relationship between the quality or frequency of
imallginative play and the amount, and sometimes types of programming viewed by the
child.

The second ability, creativity, is largely seen as the complement to abilities tested by
general intelligence exams. Intelligence tests, by design, are good predictors of school
achievement. As such, they are often thought to measure the ability to think in ways
that conform to standard academic demands. Measures of creativity, on the other hand,
which do not correlate highly with intelligeace scores, are thought to reflect an ability to
ﬁenerate both a unique set and a large number of ideas. These two aspects of creativity

ave been labeled divergent thinking and ideational fluency, res ectively, and are generally
highly intercorrelated and stable over time. Clearly, fantasy and creativity overlap to
some extent, by sharing certain component processes. For example, both creativity and
fantasy play require the-generation of ideas. However, as defined above, they are hardly
synonymous terms. Thus, television may selectively influence one of these abilities while
not affecting the other or the relationships might be in opposite directions. Finally, if
effects are identified, the mechanisms by which they are realized may well differ.

We begin by examining research that observes the capacity, fre uency, or quality of
fantasy play and imagination. A logical place to look for immediate effects of television
viewing on “antasy play is in the television viewing situation itseif. If a large proportion
of young children’s time is spent television viewing, and television viewing itself does not
incorporate self-generated fantasy or imagination, then cumulatively television ma
displace imaginative play. Indications are to the contrary: Television content is often
used as a point of departure for fantasy play that then occurs in front of the television
(Reid and Frazer, 1980). Furthermore, as \ve noted earlier, the flow of information in a
television 1.wrrative does not prevent the %eneratinn of hypotheses of what will happen
next nor does it prevent interpretations of actior. sequences. In fact, television viewing
may encourage these activities. In a thirty hour observational study (spanning five
months) of six- and nine- year-old brothers’ interactions during television viewing,
Alexander et al. (1984) found that the two most frequent functions of TV-related conver-
sations were interpretation and projection. Projection consisted almost entirely of
imagining, i.e., it was used "...to maintain representational play" (p.352). For young
children, then, television viewing is not devoid of using their imaginative capacities.

The fact that children demonstrate use of imagination while television viewing does
not preclude the possibility that other media are more stimulating of imagination. In fact,
Greenfield and her colleagues (Greenfield & Beagles-Roos, in press; Greenfield, Farrar &
Beagles-Roos, 1986) recently published several reports suggesting that children provide
more imaginative endings to audio ("radio") rather than audiovisually ("TV") Tp\l;esented
stories. The two versions of each story had the same audic ‘rack. Thus, the versions
differed from the radio versions only in that they included additional, complementary
animated images. Each of forty-eight white middle-class children saw/heard one of the
four incomplete radio/television stories, and was asked to provide an ending. One week
later the child saw/heard the other story in the other medium. Story completions were




scored for imaginativeness. Number of imaginative words was cor, uted 2s the total
number of words minus the number of repeated words. Repeated words were w.ose
"echoing" the words or images of the storv. In addition, the frequency of qualitative
components such as imaginative events, vz gue characters, and location settings was tallied.

Though the majority of completion words were imaginative for both TV and radio
story conditions (89% and 97%, respectively), more imaginative words, imaginat.ve events,
and va§ue characters were used to complete radio than television stories. Radio stories
elicited longer average completions than television (98.4 total words versus 80.4). Media
effects were modified by interactions with story and age. Averaging across ages, there
were no media differences for what was judged by the authors to be the more difficult
story. When age was considered, younger children were more imeginative in response to
the TV version of this story, while the clder children showed the expected advantage for
the radio version. The authors conclude that the radio stories stimulated the children’s
imaginations more than the TV presentations. While this may be true, the statement
should be modified to reflect that this is the case only when the story is readily com-
prehended by the child.

One could argue that the TV completions were not less imaginative, but that they
were simply more succinct and less repetitive. Since the audio-visual versions provide
more informaticn, completing the story requires less elaboration. Consider the following
twc sentences. 1) A person was walking down a street when something happened and
the person stopped. 2) An old man with a cane was walking down a street when a
traftic light signalled "don’t walk", so he stopped. A person given the first sentence
would be expected to provide more novel detail and non- repetitive information than an
individual asked to complete the second version. Given that the radio completions were
longer and consisted of ?ewer repetitions than the television completions, this explanaticn
is a viable alternative. In this case, the effect is not due to the media, but simply to the
completeness of the information provided.

Greenfield and Beagles-Roos (in press) included white working class and black middle
and working class groups in a two part study of imagination and recall that used the same
design and stimulus stories. Radio completions again consisted of more imaginative words,
events, and vague characters. The effect was limited to white children For blacks,
imaginativeness did not vary across media. Given that the average tutal number of words
was by far the least in this group, the lack of 2 media difference may reflect a general
reluctance to respond.

In the second part of the study, children’s memory was tested for the same radio
and television stories used above, except in this case the stories were complete. Of
importance to the question of imagination, children made the same inferences across media
but justified them on different bases. Inferences reported after the TV stories were
significantly more often based on audio, audio- visual and action information. For radic
stories, however, significantly more justifications were based on information not contained
in the stories. It is unclear whether this is because 1) the story information is insuffi-
ciently memorable in the radio versions (as suggested by rec;{l results) such that generai
world knowledge is drawn upon to provide an answer to the uery, or 2) the inferences
are made at the time of listening by using extra-story knowledge, or both. Earlier we
noted poorer comprehension of audio-only stories by young children. Thus one could
conceive of children in the radio condition basing their inferences on world knowledge
because the story information was not well understood. The authors contend that the
resulis of these studies indicate that because radio provides less concrete information,




children’s imagination receives greater stimulation, Mor-=over, they steculate that repeated
exposure to televised stories ma)r/lgroduce less imaginative children. In our opinion,
however, the results of the Greenfield et ai. studies are open to the simple alternative
explanation that, given more complete infor:naticn in presentation of a story, children use
that information in providin% endings. The carryover effect from one week to another

may simply be due to social facilitation resulting from more talking to the experimenter
following the: radio version. The results of these studies are, nevertheless, intriguing and
bear replication under conditions where amount of explicit information is not confounded
with presentation medium.

Several studies which assess television’s influence on fantasy play and imagination
have been conducted in preschool settings. James and McCain’s ({)982 approach was
unique in that they described the play that occurs in a preschool, including the contribu-
tion that television makes to the quality and format of that play. They report that
television content was incorporated into play, and that the conditions of when, what and
how it was used varied according to age. For example, four- and five-year-olds used
television content more frequently in their play than three- or six- an seven-year-olds.
Still older childrex, on the other hand, showed increased conversation about televisicn.
"ames and McCain ciassified the major themes of observed play and fuund that not only
are both TV and non-TV play comprised of the same themes, but that these are consistent
with themes described as characteristic of Western culture in previous times. Most
interestingly, James and McCain report that when children incorporate television charac-
ters in their play, more children tend to join in; they then are often more willing to try
things that tlrl)ey think will be difficult; they are also more likely to explore the feelings

of people with different societal roles; and they report having more’ﬁn. This qualitative
description of group play indicates that, by providing a common culture from which to
draw upon, television content adds variety to play that is based on well established

cultural themes. It is not clear whether such play is inherently less or more imaginative
than play based on themes that do not derive from television.

Work originating in the laborato?' of Dorothy and Jerome Singer at Yale University
is the primary source of information addressing individual differences in imaginative t?lay,
home environment, and television viewing. In an early study (Singer and Singer, 1976)
preschool children were assigned to one of four conditions varying in the degree of
training in imaginative play. Imaginative predisposition was assessed prior to the two
week experimental ({)enod via an interview and responses to Barron Inkblots. In addition,
free play was scored during two ten-minute observation periods for the frequency and
degree to which a child introduced, "...elements of time, space, or character not im-
mediately given in the perceptual environment" (p. 76). One group of fifteen watched
Mister Rogers each day for half an hour. A secon experimental group of fifteen watched
Mister Rogers with an adult who drew attention to specific parts of the program, and at
times encouraged imitation of the show. A thicd group played open-ended games with an
adult each day. Finally, a control group participated in the normal preschool routine
during the experimental period. After intervention, free play was again score for
imaginativeness.

The results show a significant difference in:change scores as a function of condition.
The control group, who inttially scored higher in imaginative predisposition. decreased in
imaginativeness of play. The experimental groups all showed increased imaginativeness
from pre- to post- experimental observation periods. The TV alone group sl%owed the
smallest change, followed by TV and adult, and the adult play training showed the
greatest positive change. No tests were conducted to determine whether the mean change




scores for any of the groups was significantly different from zero. Thus, it is unclear
whether the changes are meaningful. In addition, there were no pair-wise tests of the
experimental groups’ mean scores to see if they were significantly different from one
another. Thus, regression toward the mean could well be responsible for the results. In
any case, as the Singers conclude, there was little evidence that televisior, per se, had an
impact on preschoolers’ tendency to engage in imaginative play.

Tower et al. (1979} asked whether exposure to pro,~amming that had different
emphases and formats we .1d differentially influence preschoolers’ imaginativeness,
Fifty-eight nursery school children were individually observed for a ten minute period
twice during the two weeks prior and subsequent to experimental intervention. From
these ratings of imaginativeness during preschool play, a c-ange score was calculated.
Again, imaginativeness was defined as "the extent to which a child transcended the
constraints of reality in his or her play" (Tower et al., 1979, p. 271). This would include
using an object to symbolically represent another. Children were assigned to one of three
groups that saw a one-half hour program of either Mister Rogers, Sesame Street, or
educational films about animals, health, and nature each day for two weeks. Mister
Rogers was judged by the investigators to emphasize imaginativer.ess more than Sesame
Street which, in turn, was believed to emphasize imaginativeness more than the com-
parison films.

Despite the assumed variability of imaginativeness in the content of the programs,
Tower et al. (1979) found no group differences in degree of change in imaginative play.
A second analysis was conducted to see if children grouped as above or below the median
in imaginativeness before intervention showed differential patterns of change. Not
surprisingly, given the phenomenon of regression toward the mean, children who were
initially abo' s the median tended to decrease in observed imaginativeness, and those below
the median tended to increase. The magnitude of increase was on the average greater
than the magnitude of decrease, thereby yielding a significant finding. For low Imagina-
tive children the increase was greatest for those who watched Mister Rogers. Since the
study lacks a no-viewing control condition, and since low imaginative children in all
conditions increased significantly, we would be more cautious in interpretation of the
results than Tower et al. (1979). They state, "...television programs helped the initially
low- imagination children irprove, whereas the films did not ... Clearly, television was
shown to play a beneficial role in the development of these children" p.278). Given their
earlior rzsults (Singer & Singer, 1976), and since the change analysis was not significant,
the qg{lclusion is overstated. We suggest that the findings indicate such an effect is
possible.

As part of a longitudinal study, nursery school children’s play was rated for imagina-
tiveness as defined above, by observers who were blind to the purposes of the study
(Singer & Singer, 1981). In addition, parents kept diaries of the gﬁildren’s television
viewing. What is often cited in the literature are the indications from this study of a
small positive correlation between situation-comedy viewing and imaginative play, and a
small negative correlation with action-adventure viewing. In addition, children who had
imaginary playmates tended to view less than their peers (e.g. McIlwraith and Schallow,
1983; Greenfield et al., 1986). In fact, correlational analyses indicated that while imagina-
tiveness was relatively stable over a year’s time and was correlated highly with positive
affect, liveliness, elation, and extensiveness of language vse, there was no significant
relationship with television exposure. When chil(ﬁ"én were dichotomized into groups of
more or less imaginativeness, 1t appeared that boys who were more imaginative tended to
watch more television.




Singer, Singer and Rapaczynski (1984b) extend these results somewhat, but provide
qualifications and information about the contribution of background characteristics. A
longitudinal study following sixty-three children from age five through age eight measured
average weekly television viewing for each year from parent logs. At age eight, imagina-
tiveness was measured by 1) a standardized test that called for responscs to ink blots, 2)
an imagination interview asking about favorite games, etc., and 3) ratings of an observed
play session with blocks. Individual multigle regression analyses were conducted for each
dependent measure using only one year of television viewing at a time, plus other
background variables as predictors.

The Human Movement Ink Blot results indicated that less preschool television
exposure, especially less exposure to violent or "motorically arousing” programs, was
associated with more imaginativeness at age eight. However, as is the case for all the
regression analyses reported, the relative contributions of the television variables is ve
small. Infact, the best 1g)redictors of imaginativeness (as indexed by the three measureg
were variables such as having a mother who values imaginativeness and curiosity, living in
a household with orderly routines, having parents whose child rearing practices are
inductive, and having a varied culfural li?e. The other small contributions of television to
imaginativeness that were ideniified were 1) exposure to fantasy rather than realistic
adventure programs increased scores on the imagination interview, and 2) less exposure to
action-adventure pro ramming increased scores on block play. The results indicated, then,
that if television viewing contributes to imaginative abilities, its contribution is very small
and not always negative. Given the results of the previons studies, and since the
constellation of home variables primarily predicted imz mnativeness scores, it is not clear
that television makes a unique and meaningful contribution to children’s imaginative
capacities. It is unfortunate that the authors come to the o posite conclusion, focusing
on the statistical significance rather than meaningfulness of the results.

Mcllwraith and Schallow (1983) sought to determine whether there was a relationship
between television and the themes of children’s fantasy lives. A "muhidimensional
measurement of styles of fantasy” (p. 326) was administered to eighty-two first-grade
children. Scores on three subscales were derived from their responses. These scales
were: 1) Negative-aggressive-absorbed fantasy, described as dysphoric, 2) Fanciful-scary--
vivid fantasy, believed to index healthy, make-believe play and 3§,Active-mtellectual
fantasy. Amount of television viewing was indexed as the number of correctly identified
;fzhotographs from twenty different programs. Correlations between the television identi-

ication measure (TVI) and scores on each of the subscales were calculated after first
removing the variability that cach measure shared with IQ. Fanciful fantasy scores were
positively, but non-significantly correlated with TVI. Negative-aggressive fantasty was
sigaificantly correlated (r = .29) with TVI scores for the groups as a whole and for girls
(r =.35). The authors also report that situation comedies, soap operas, and non-violent
dramas are especially implicated. However, since neither the number of pictures per
program type, nor the range o%pro%ram es was reported, it is difficult to assess the
predictive value of these specific relationships. Nevertheless, as the authors conclude,
this studz finds no support for the thesis that television replaces imaginative fantasy,
thereby hampering its development. On the other hand, their findings suggest that
further work is necessary to d%termine if children watch more television as an escape
from unpleasant fantasies or if heavy television viewing in pari causes such unpleasant
fantasies. We would add to this suggestion, the need to replicate their results with more
sensitive measures of television viewing than the television identification technique,




The research on imagination thus far indicates that there are small relationshi S,
both positive and negative, between TV exposure and various measures of imagination and
fantasy, There is as yet no convincing evidence that television plays a causal role in
producing these relationships.

As we noted earlier, it is commonly asserted that television decreases children’s
creativity. The only experimental study of which we are aware that used standardized
measures of ideational fluency and divergence is that reported by Runco and Pezdek
(1984). They were interested in assessing whether television viewing or radio listening led
to difterential performance on these tests. Thirty-two third-graders and thirty-two
sixth-graders were presented with either an audiovisual or audio only version of a story.
The andio track was identical for both media conditions, so extra visual information was
Presented in the audiovisual condition. Individual analyses of ideational fluency, origin-
ality and flexibility all yielded an effect of grade but no difference for medium of
presentation. Thus, creativity as applied to a body of just-presented information does not
appear to vary as a function of whether concrete visual images are conveyed. This
investigation, of course, does not indicate whether cumulative exposure to television
affects creativity.

Harrison and Williams’ (1986) examination of television’s arrive! in a small Canadian
town included two measures of creativity. Fourth and seventh grade children were asked
to enumerate as many different uses as possible for each of five common objects, the
Alternate Uses task. In addition, they were shown fivc different patterns of lines, curves
and circles and asked to think of all tze things that the complete patterns could be, the
Pattern Meanings task. Both sets of responses were scored for idsational fluency and
originality (divergence). Since fluency and originality were highly correlated, only fluency
measure: were used during Phase II, two years after television’s arrival.

Analyses of the Alternate Uses task indicated that the introduction of television
decreased children’s creativity. Children raised without television were initially superior
on this task compared to those raised with television. After television arrived, this
difference was eliminated. The Pattern Meanings task did not corroborate these findings
insofar as there were no meaningful differences %etween towns during either Phase.
Harrison and Williams suggest that this measure may not be as valid an index of creative
abilities as the more verbal Alternate Uses task.

What aspect of television might have been responsible for its effect on the ability to
think of alternative uses for an object? We will consider three possibilities. James and
McCain’s (1982) description of tefevision as a common culture raises the possibility that by
providing large groups of children with the same set of experiences, television reduces the
relative originality of ideas. Second, as Harrison and Williams (1986) suggest, it may be
that in watching television, children are exposed to a smaller range of activities, or may
have less experience with "coming up with something to do" (see also Medrich et al.,
1982). The fact that Harrison and Veilliams found no evidence that amount of viewing
predicted creativity casts some doubt on these explanations. A final hypothesis, also
raised by Harrison and Williams (1986) is that the Alternative Uses task can be viewed as
a perseverance task. The child must stay on task longer to generate more ideas. In the
case of the Pattern Meanings task, the figures may have been so abstract as to suggest
very few possible concrete identities to the children, thus higher scores would be far less
attributable to time on task. If television viewing leads to decreases in perseverance, as
considered in the section on effects on attention, then one might expect children to do
more poorly on the Alternative Uses task. The evidence on tl%is, however, is mixed,




insofar as some studies find increased perseverance; the effects may well depend on the
types of content viewed.

What can we conclude about television’s effects on imaginative capacities and
creativity? Television may require less productive use of imaginative capacities than
listening to a story. However, it has not been demonstrated that over time this ex-
perience diminishes imaginative capacity. In addition, there is no evidence that the

roduct of television inspired imagination is of poorer imaginative quality than that
inspired by radio. In general, television does not appear to interrupt the development of
fantasy play or imaginativeness. In fact, its inccrporation as a common cultural ex-
perience into group play in preschool settings may be facilitative in forming friendships,
?romoting role-playing and adding variety to play. Oxz study indicated that unpleasant

antasies may be related to hi%wr levels of viewing, The direction of causality in this
relationship has not been established, however, and the finding itself should be replicated
with more detailed measures of television exposure before great confidence is placed in it.
Television may negatively influence creativity, but the evidence for this is limited to one
of two tasks used in one investigation. This effect may actually reflect decreased task
gerseverance or it may t%enuine y reflect a reduced ability to think of alternative possi-

ilities. It remains for further work to clarify this issue.

Effects on Reading

Numerous correlational studies have reported negative relationships between reading
achievement and amount of television viewing and some have reported positive relation-
ships. Ina meta-analysis of the correlational literature coverin reading achievement with
concurrent estimates of TV viewing in school age children, Wil 1ams, et al. (1982) argue
that the relationship is positive for viewing up to about 10 hours per week and negative
thereafter. They further argue that the negative relationship is stronger for girls and
high IQ children. The negative asscciation of reading achievement and TV viewing is also
observed when TV viewing during the preschool years is considered as a predictor of later
reading achievement (Burton, Calonico & McSeveney, 1979; Singe: & Singer, 1983),
although Singer and Singer (1983) note that for lower SES children with self described
imaginative and curious parents, the relationship is positive. Not su risingly, a host of
SES, parent education, family attitudes toward print media, and fami y environment
variables also predict reading achievement and themselves tend to be correlated with TV
viewing, so that straightforward ca:.:al accounts of the relationships are not readily
apparent (e.g., Roberts et al., 1984).

Neuman (in dpress) conducted an impressive study that analyzed the data from eight
different state wide educational assessments that included measures of television viewing
and reading achievement. She found that when the data from each state was considered
separately, viewing up to two to three hours per day was often positively correlated with
reading scores. The opposite was true of viewing more than three hours per day. When
the eight data sets were considered together, however, TV - reading relationships were on
the whole small and not significant. In addition, considering several alternative models of
the é@isplacement hypothesis, Neuman found no evidence that teievision viewing displaces
reading.

There is some evidence from studies of the arrival of television that a cans:il
negative influence of television on initial acquisition of reading skills may exist. Hornik
(1978) found that acciuiring a TV set was associated with slowed development of reading

vador junior high school students. The reading achievement mea-
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sures were group tests administered in schools.

Corteen and"Williams (1986) examined reading skills in three Canadian towns two
yearr apart in the early 1970s. Since this study is of considerable potential importance
for assessing television’s impact, it will be described in scme detail. The town of primary
interest, designated Votel, had no television during the first assessment which occurred
just before television's arrival. The other two towns, Unitel and Multitel, had one and
four channels of television available, respectively. Two measures were used for assessing
reading achievement in second, third, and eight graders: identification of individual
words, nonwords, and short phrases briefly presented in a tachistoscope, and group
reading achievement tests. ‘The group reading achievement tests, un ortunately, were
admuqustered 6 months after television had arrived in Notel, so only the word and phrase
identification measure was uncontaminated by experience with television.

In the first phase of testing, before television had arrived in Notel, there were no
town differences in identification scores for second grade girls, but Notel second grade
boys scored higher than boys in the other two towns. In the second phase of testing,
two years later, these differences had largely disappeared. These results were somewhat
compl.cated hy appzrently lower IQ in Notel second grade girls but a variety of analyses
which attemgted to control for IQ generally verified better performance by Notel second
graders in Phase 1 with differences disappearing later. These analyses provide some
indication that lack of television benefits word and phrase identification. Analyses for
third graders showed no sex differences; in Phase 1 Notel scores were equalled by Multitel
and both towns were superior to Unitel. In Phase 2, Notel third graders scored sig-
nificantly worse than the other two towns. The third %rade results provide no evidence
for a negative effect of television unless the decline of the Notel scores indicates a
deleterious effect limited to the novel period of time associated with the arrival of
television. The eighth grade results showed no Phase 1 differences between Notel and
Unitel although both towns scored higher than Multitel. ‘These same effects were
preserved during Phase 2 testing, The eighth grade results support no unambiguous
Interpretation concerning the effects of television. in suu., the most unambiguous resuit
was that second grade boys in Notel identified more words and phrases than second grade
boys in the other towns.

The results for the group reading achievement test yielded a difference attributable
to television only for comprehension of second and third graders combined: during Phase
L, Notel children scored higher than children from the other two towns which did not
differ. There were no differences between the towns in the higher grades. Corteen and
Williams (1986) also reported correlations between amount o?TV viewing and reading
scores: These correlations were generally negative, as found in numerous other studies
(cf, Williams et al., 1982). ‘

While the Corteen and Williams (1986) results are sug%estive that television may play
a causal role in reducing reading skills, the overall pattern of ~ffects was no* impressive.
Most important from our point of view, was the failure to find differences in the group
reading test scores in the higher grades. The older children from Notel had learned to
read and engaged in reading for years without the influence of television. If television
truly has a lasting deleterious effect on learning to read in the early grades, then one
would expect that Multitel and Unitel children wouid have shown these cumulative effects
in the upper grades. Instead, there were no differences.

R. Anderson et al.’s (1986) extensive study of the relationship between children’s out




of school activities and reading proficiency shows little impact of television. One hundred
fifty-five Illinois fifth graders completed daily out-of-school activity inventories for
periods ranging from eight to twenty-six weeks. Reading comprehension as measured by
standardized achievement tests, vocabulary, and reading speed were all measured in fifth
grade. These measures, as well as growth from second grade reading achievement scores
were regressed on number of niinutes spent in different categories of activities covered by
the inventory. Time spent reading books was by far the single activity that most
accounted for reading pioficiency. Moreover, after second grade reading ability was
partialed.out of fifth grade comprehension,.time spent reading books was the best
predictor of comprehension growth, While television viewing was negatively correlated
with book reading, this relationship was nonsignificant. The authors write that there was
"...n0 strong evidence that any out-of-school activity interfered with book reading (p. 17)".
Most impressive for our ‘furpo‘ses here, was the finding that while more time was spent
viewing television each day than any other out-of-school activity listed, TV viewing never
entered the regression equations as a significant dredictor of reading achievement in
contrast to other activities such as household chores (negative), or listening to music
(negative). It sliotzld be pointed out that like other investigations, this study found small
simple pegative relationships betweer TV viewing and some aspects of reading achieve-
ment. These relationships, however, disappear when consideréd in the context of other
out of school activities.

Two longitudinal investigations have examined the relationship'between amount of TV
viewing and later reading achievement. Neither Ritchie, Price, and Roberts (1987), who
examined California children, nor Salomon and Shavit {1986), who examined Israeli
children, found convircing evidence that earlier amount of television viewing was related
to later reading achicvément. The evidence that television retards reading achievement,
then, is weakly based on small negative simple correlations between TV viewing and
reading achievement, as well as on two studies of the arrival of television in Canada and
El Salvador. The Williams et al. (1982) and Neuman (in Ipress) analyses suggest that the
true relationship may be curvilinear: positive at low levels of viewing_and negative at
high levels. Even so, the relationship reported in these reanalyses or multiple studies is
extremely small (a correlation of -.06 in the Williams et al. analyses and an even smaller
correlation in the Neuman analyses).

Granted that television may slow reading development in some children, what might
account for this effect? The obvious possibility of displacziuent has not yet received
much research support, as we saw in some of the studies above and in the section on
displacement. There i§ also no consistent evidence that television reduces vocabulary
acquisition, with some evidence suggesting the opposite (see discussion in the knowledge--
base effects section, above). Since reading is a complex skill, and television viewing can
in principle interfere with reading in a large variety of wiys, we consider a number of
possibilities.

Schorr (1983) and Moody (1980) cite Edgar Gording, a "vision expert", to the effect
that television viewing reduces necessary eye movement practice in young childreri.
Without such practice makin§ eye movements, reading develorment is retarded. As
discussed earlier, it is probably the case that there are relatively few ¢ye movements
within lcoks at the television. Unfortunately for this hypothesis, children frequently look
aw:«éy from television during which eye movements may occur. There is, in any case, no
evidence that lack of practice or {aulty eye movements have anything to do with reading
difficnlties except in certain rare pathological cases (Rayner, 1985).




A plausible hypothesis is that television wewing reduces interest in reading. This
could happen because television viewing is perceived as "easier” than reading (Salomon,
1981). While the hypothesis receives support insofar as children by and large do perceive
television viewing as easier, thefe has been no demonstration that such a percéeption
. blocks interest in reading or learning to read (Roberts et al., 1984). After detailed
exam‘nation of the data from their new longitudinal study of TV viewing and reading,
Salomon and Shavit (1986) argue that there are complex relationships between IQ, effort
invested in reading or TV viewing, and reading achievement. Their results, however, may
be limited to countries which require frequent subtitle reading by their TV viewers. As
)ﬁt’, the hypotheses that perceived ease of TV viewing or that actual effort expended in

viewing have effects on reading achieveme: have not received strong support.

. Another explanation for reduced interest in reading caused by television is that the
effect is synergistic with general family attitudes toward reading as a leisure activity, If
parents have low interest in reading and do not value literature, they may spend time TV
viewing which in other.families might be spent reading. It is the case, in fact, that
parental low.interest in literaturs is associated with higher levels of television viewing,
arid such 'F%rents tend to,have children who also have Jow interest in literature and high
levels of TV viewing, ,Cdgverselyaparehts who have a high interest in literature provide
anyenvironment sgpportive of reading and also tend to have low levels of TV viewing
(Morrow, 1985‘?. uch effects could be produced by a combination of values communicated
to children and behavioral modeling, In other words, there may be a group of child.en
whose paients have a low interest in reading and they model television viewing as the
default isisure time activity.

In our review of the effects of television on cognitive processes and attention, we
found some evidence that television does have effects, but most of these effects have no
obvious relation to reading acquisition. One exception concerns the scattered findings
that television viewing of some kinds of conte.s; may reduce task perseverance or increase
restlessness. It is possible that such reduced-task perseverance may act to reduce reading
achievement, especially durinf earg reading acquisition when rea 'niis difficult and
perseverance may be required (cf, Samuels % Edwall, 1981). As yet, however, we know of
no evidence which specifically links television viewing, reduced perseverance, and low
reading achievement.

An additional possibility is that the comprehension skills developed through television
viewing are initially irrelevant to reading or may even interfere with reating. This
possibility is suggested by an experiment in which third and sixth grade “dren were
E':esented stories as text with pictures, as radio stories, or as televisior ,ores (Pezdek,

hrer & Simon, 1984). While text comprehension performance was positively correlated
with radio comprehension, that is, those children who did well on text did well on radio,
there was no significant correlation between text and televisicn comprehension. The
authors note that the auditory material on television tends to be processed when the chiid
looks at the TV and suggest that there may be a synergistic audiovisual integration unique
to TV viewing, at least in children. Without the integrated visual support, comprehension
of radio may be more like reading at least insofar as an early reader must learn to
"listen" to his or her own vocal or silent decoding of the text, Related to this point,
Beagles- Roos and Gat (1983) and Greenfield and Beagles-Roos (in press) found that
children showed similar patterns in recail of radio to those Meringoff (1980) found with
picture-books. In both cases these patterns were different from recall of television
stories. It is possible that extensive experience wiili television may subtly retard the
development of ability to listen without a visual frame of reference. At this point, such a




gossibilig' is purely conjectural and is likely temporary and limited to younger ages, since

ield and Anderson (1985) have found that the linkage between looking and listenin% to
television gets weaker with age, and since Pezdek, Simon, Stoeckert, and Kieley (198 )
found that text and television comprehension are positively correlated in young adults.
Nevertheless, the possibilitr that television viewing emphasizes skills which do not
transfer well to reading or listening stiould be considerad open.

Friedlander and Cohen de Lara (1973) have argued that children’s tendency to listen
to television is-highly predictive of their schooi achievement in language and reading.
They developed 2 device which dpresented a TV program such that the sound would become
degraded, but tiis sound degradation would be removed for 15 seconds if a child pressed a
switch. Out of 44 five-to eight-year-old children, 11 were observed to obtain a normal
soundtrack for less than a criterionof 65 percent of the program. All of these 11
children "...presented a variety of language and readin,g dystuinictioiss” whereas none of the
othicr 33 children did. Dysfunctions were assessed by "extensive interviews witli “ae
children’s teachers and the school principal”. This study, which has not been followed up,
is strongly suggestive that listening to television is diagnostic of reading ability. The
;tudy does not clarify the issue of whether television actually affects Jistening ability,

owever. -

If television does have a negative impact on reading acquisition by some children, as
the evidence weakly indicates, it is clear that there are numerous possibl : explanations of
the effect. Simple displacement effects or lack of practice making eye movements are not
supported by research findings. More likely explanations include: 1) Television reducs
interest in reading by itself or in combination with parent attitudes and family environ-
ment. 2) Television reduces task perseverance and this affects reading acquisition. 3)
There is initial negative transfer to reading acquisition from listening or comprehension
skills specific to watching television. QOther hypotheses are, of course, possible, and there
is little evidence at this time sufficient to strongly indicate one over others.

Summary of the Cognitive Effects of Television

There is little we can say with assurance about the effects of televisior viewing on
cognitive development. In considering au the research combined, we are more impressed
by the lack of demonstrated influence than by the few findings of effects. A true lack of
influence is itself difficult to demonstrate, and there is not nearly enough research done
to safely conclude that there are no important cognitive effects of television viewing.
Unfortunately, not onl{’ is the research sparse, with few unambiguous results, but much of
the work'is not of excellent quality, nor are earlier studies as yet followed-up with more
detailed and carefully controlled replications. With these cautions in mind, we will
summarize the findings;

It is fairly clear that television viewing displaces radio listening and comic book
reading. There are also consistent indications that organized outdoor activities ﬂespecially
sports) may be disPlaced by télevision. There is little consistent evidence that television
viewing displaces leisure time reading (other than comic books) or homework. There is

little reading done by children anyway, and homework is often done with television.
While there are a few hints that listening to radio drama might be a valuable activity in
training listening skills, there is little radio drama available for children’s listening, in any
case. On the whole, there is little evidence that television viewing displaces valuable
cognitive activities.




While television certainly influences children’s knowledge base, there is little
evidence that this has academic relevance. A few studies indicate that vocabulary may be
increased by TV-viewing, but the effects do not appear to be large, or completely
consistent. Knowledge base effects, we believe, are most likely the largest and most

important, yet they constitute a relatively neglected area of research.

Most research directed at effects on specific cognitive processes has been concerned
with the influence of.cinematic codes that are used to imply particular kinds of informa-
tion or to simuiate cognitive activities. The research on this "isue has concentrated on
training specific cogmitive skills, especially attentioral focusing and spatial abilities, by
means of demonstrating those skilg with particular cinematic codes. The research is
convincing that cognitive processes can be inflzenced by such direct training, but there is
little eviderzce that under conditions of normal entertainment television viewing such
effects occur. This is an area of possible influence that requires further investigation in
order to determine its actual importance.

A scattered group of investigations indicates that television viewing may have an
influence on iask perseverance and impulsivity. The influence, however, is positive in
some studies and negative in others, and may depend on the particular kind of content
viewed. Onl&: one experiment examined the influence of rapid pacing, but-it found no
short term effects on preschooleis’ task perseverance or activity levels: Thi .gain, is an
area which indicates possible effects, but the combined research does little more than
raise the possibility.

While a great deal is written about television’s influence on imagination and creati-
vity, again, there is little consistent evidence. Exposure to well formed radio stories ma
stimulate the imagination of children who understand these stories more than.if animations
are added to these stories. It has not been demonstrated that the quality of TV inspired
imaginativeness, however, is of poorer quality than that induced by audio alone, In
addition, television has not been shown to reduce the capacity for or frequency of
imaginative play. One study suggests that while imaginative play is unrelated to television
exposure, heavy viewers may experience more unpleasant fantasy thoughts. One investiga-
tion of television’s arrival in a small town provides convincing evidence with one measure,
that there may be 2 negative impact on creativity. With another measure, however, there
was 00 effect.

Finally, while there has been a great deal of research on the relationship of TV
viewing and reading, the outcome of all this research is not imggessive. There may be a
slight negative effect of heavy television viewing on reading achievement with some
indication that this effect may occur at the earlizst stages of learning to read. The
reason for this effect is obscure, but appears not to be due to dgisplacement of leisure
time reading or Jack of practicing eye movements. Possibilities include a reduced interest
in reading somehow produced by TV viewing, or negative transfer of skills appropriate to
the cognitive processing of television, but which are less appropriate toreading. Recent
studies suggest that any relationship between TV and reagm 1s-probably trivial relative
to factors such as time ‘spent reading books and f.mily attitudes toward reading.

In sum, there are a few hints that there may be cognitive effects of television
viewing, but none of the evidence is convincing as it stands. Many investigators have
suggested that the effects vary as a function of age, sex, IQ, SES, and so on; indeed,
many studies report compléx interactions with these variables. Unfortunately, the
research to explore the possibility that some particular subgroups of children may be
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affected in different ways and why, has not yet been convincingly done. It should be

considered possible that tclevision is intellectually stimulating to some subgroups, of little
impact on others, and retarding to still others. Even more likely, we believe, is that

family attitudes toward reading, schooling, and other inteilectual activities provide the
crulgi le within which subgroup effects might occur. Sorting these out is not an easy

task.

Many possible effects of television have yet to be investigated at all. Examples
include the effects on productive activities such as writing, or on the ways children
deploy attention in academic settings. Pursuing these possible effects, we believe, should
be done with consideration of the coinitive activities involved in watching television
itself. Knowing what children do,.behaviorally and cognitively, when they are with

television, should help with understanding what may transfer to other situations.
Modifiers of Effects

Concern about the effects of television.has produced several proposals ior ways to
modify or ameliorate these effects. Chief among these are suggestions that parents should
coview television with their children, and that schools should adopt programs which teach
“critical television viewing skills." While parent coviewing and critical viewing skills
programs are to a great extent directed at modifying thc effects of television on social
and economic attitudes aid behavior (e.g., violent content, stereotyping of social roles,
advertising), there has also been some interest in modifying the presumed cognitive effects
of television viewing. Since, as we have seen, the cognitive effects of television viewing
cannot be identified with any certainty, it is difficult to determine whether parental
coviewing or critical viewing skills programs have any modifying effects. It is, of course,
RIOSSib]e that coviewing or critical viewing skills programs have their own direct effects.

ot surprisingly, given the paucity of research on effects of television, there is even less
research on modifiers. We will briefly review the relevant work.

Parent Coviewing

We have already noted that young children’s comprehension of television increases
when an adult provides commentary relevant to comprehension, especially forming con-
nective inferences. We will assume that increased program comprehension is a potential
effect of coviewing. It has also been proposed that parent coviewing can provide role
models for appropriate viewing behavior, and through expressions of-approval and dis-
approval, can modify the child evaluations of television content. Presumably, these
factors can modify in one frrm or another, the impact of television. The questior here
isf,fasidg from direct effe.  Jf parent coviewing on comprehension, are there more general
effects?

Lemish and Rice (1986) observed interactions of parents ang their toddlers (6 months
to 30 months) while the TV was on. They observed a rich set of teaching interactions,
especially around language issues. Vocabulary teaching, in particular, appeared to be a
major activity ir. the interactions they observed. If, indeed, more vocabulary is learned
interacting with parenis in the context of television than with television alone, then
garent covie\ging would have a general beneficial effect. This, however, hias not yet been

emonstrated.

Mor%an (1982), using questionnaire items, classified parents of sixth to ninth graders
as having

igh or low involvement with their children’s television use. Children of low
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involvement parents skowed a negative correlation of amount of TV use and achievement
scores. Content areas positively associated with ;;arent involvement with TV were

reading, math, and language usage. Unfortunately, it is not clear whether questionnaire
responses to "involvement” questions are actually reflected in coviewing differences. More
likely, parents who are more concerned about their children’s TV viewing are also
concerned about and active in promoting their children’s cognitive development in general.

In her distertation reseach, Fizld 1987§ analyzed reported coviewing in the home
observation study of Anderson et al. (1985). She analyzed viewing diaries from 334
families in the Springfield, Massachusetts metropolitan area, each with a child near the
fifth birthday. She found that these S-year-olds were alone with television 15 percent of
the time, were with their mothers 27 percent, and with their fathers 18 percent. The
remairing time was with siblings, friends, baby sitters, and the like. There was no

evidence that coviewing interacted with sex of child or sex of parent. That is, mothers

did not coview more with daughters, or fathers with sons. Using global parent estimates,
Vaughn and Moran €1980), report 27.5 percent viewing 2lone for preschoolers; with similar
global measures, Field found parents estimated 21 percent viewing alone; this correlated
.36 with diary measures.

Field found that the percentage of the child’s iime with television that was spent
with a parent was almost completely determine:d by the total amount of time parent and
child each spent with TV. .That is, the more time spent with television by each member
of the coviewing pair,.the greater the percentage of time spent together.” These results
were well explained by a model which hgpothesiz‘ed that parent-child coviewing is
essentially a random evént determined y total viewing time. Hours of coviewing was not
pre.dit(;.lted by parents’ education, SES, attitudes towar television, or a variety of other
variables.

Field examined coviewing of Sesa:ne Strees, a rogram for which coviewing has been
especially urged by the producers. She found that there was significanily less parent--
child coviewing for Sesame Street than for television in general (she did not analyze
coviewinF during vther children’s programs). During Sesame Street, the S-year-olds
viewed alone 18 percent of the time, coviewed with mothers 14 percent of the time and
with fathers 4 percent. Again, there were no sex differences.

These findings suggest that not only do parents not make 211y special effort to
coview television with:their children, they are actually less likely to coview during Sesame
Street, despite urging that they do so. The most plausible interpretation of these findings
is that television is sometimes used by the parent as a means o keeping the child
occupi °d while the parent engages in other activities (cf, Gadberry, 1974). Lemish and
Rice’s (1986) characterizations of mother-toddler interactions 7ring Sesame Street, add
credence fo this interpretation. They observed that while moti  did not often spend
extended periods of timie in the TV room, they"did enter and exic frequently, and in doing
so interjected comments that focused their child’s attention or explained television
content. Thus, it may be that the potential effectiveness of coviewing is not a linear
function of time spent togetker in the TV room. Nor is it clear whether parents are
more likely to use an educational program such as Sesame Street for this purpose than -
children’s entertainment programs.

_Finally, Field examined the degree to which amount of parent-child coviewing was
predictive of cognitive performance after total amount of television viewing was entered
as a statistical control. Mother-child coviewing predicted worse performance on a test of
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impulsivity and did notspredict Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test performance, Sesame
Street comprehension, Sesame Street character identification, or task perseverance.
Father-] '"ﬂ coyiewing did not predict anything. On the whole, then, Field (1987) found
that parent-child coviewing is essentially a random event determined by total time spent
with television, and that it is not particularly predictive of cognitive performance.

Beyond observations with very young children by Lemish and Rice (1986), there is
little évidence that idealized coviewing, in which parents Iprovide interpretive commentary,
actually dccurs. Paients and older chi?dren are apparently often in the sam: room
together, with television, but amount of commentary and interpretation that occurs is
unknown. Messaris-and Sarett (1981), on the other hand, interviewed parernts abouit their
interactions with children concerning television. They reported talking abouit television
production techniques, éxplaining why some event happened and what happens next, and
discussions of the reality of depicted events. Alexander et al. (1984) corroborate the
existenice of these types of conversation in TV viewing by several families. None of this
research, however, indicates the prevalence of such discussions.

At this time there is little evidence that parent-child coviewing modifies the
cognitive effects of television beyond facilitating online comprehension. Altiough 2 fair
amount.-of coviewing occurs, there is no solid evidcnce beyond very qarlg childhood that
w\éie\ggllég time is extensively used for productive cognitive interactions between parent
and child.

Critical Television Viewing Skills

The motivation behind programs to teach children critical viewing skills is similar to
the motivation underlying teaching children critical thinking skills in general (Anderson,
1983). The fundamental concept is for children not to be easily persuaded, but to aglply
rules of logic and evidence and to be able to formulate and test counterarguments. 10 a
great extent, the applivation of critical viewing skills has been focused o5 advertising,
social beliavior on television, and stereotyg)ing of societal roies. There also has been sume
concern with teaching children about production techniques and distinctions between
reality and fantasy as presented on television (Corder Bolz, 1982). The question here is
whether any such programs have demonstrably influenced children’s cognitive development.

Preliminary work by Dorr, Graves, and Phelps (1980) examined the outcome of a
classroom program that taught children about television production, and the economics of
the television industry. Kindergarten to third grade children were extensively interviewed
and found to be more likely to judge television content as "pretend”. There were also
many nonsignificant differences in.comparisons with children who did not receive instruc-
tions, These results parallel those of Abelman and Courtright (1983). Thus, evaluations
of critical viewing skills teaching dpro ams indicate that children can learn about tele-
vision (see Anderson, 1983; Corder-Bolz; 1982 for reviews). There are apparently no
studies of the-long term influence of such teaching programs on children’s processing of
television content or their patterns of viewing.

At this time little can be said about the success of school- based intervention
programs which teach critical viewing skills. With relevance to cognitive development,
one would hope that studies will examine effects on creativity, knowledge base effects,
attentional skills, reading achievement, or the like. Since the evidence is not strong that
television actually does influence these areas, however, such research might be premature.
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The Effects of Television on Schooling

Correlational'investigations usually €ind a negative correlation between amount of
exposure to televisior: and schcol achievement. Close investigation of these correlations
indicates 1) there is.some curvilinearity in the relationship such that.the relationship is
positive at low levels of viewing and negative at higher levels; 2) they become much
smaller snd often disappear when IQ is entered as a control variablé; 3) within ability
groupings, relationships may be more consistént -- zero or positive for low abili groups,
negative in high ability groups (morgan & Gross, 1982). It is possible that additional
characte.izations of subgroups will provide consistent correlational fndings.

In this paper we have reviewed the research on television viewing by children as a
cognitive activity, the effects on cognitive development, and modifiers of those effects.
‘With €ach successive section we were able to claim less assurance in the reliability and
generalizability of the findings: We have begun t6 find out a great deal about television
viewing itself; we have only some indications of what the cognitive effects of television
viewing might be; we know practically nothing about what might modify those effécts.
The question, then, is what can we say.about the effects of leisure time television
viewing on schooling? In cognitive terms, we know of rio research which attempts to
identify an effect on schooling of a specific effect of television viewing. For example,
television viewing might have a negative or positive effect on task perseverance, ossibly
depending on type of content ?'] ically viewed. There aré no investigations whicl?attempt
to identify children who have difficulty with or are excellent in task perseverance in
school and which then attempts to causally relate this\difﬁcul? or excellence to home
television viewing. Given the lack of such research, combined with the lack of generaliz-
able and reliable evidence of the cognitive effects of television viewing, what we sa
about the effects of television.on schooling is purely speculative, although informeg by
the existing research.

In our opinion, the most likely effects on schooling come directly from the central
content of television programming most watched by children. We have already discussed
the p: ssibility that television may have a major impact on children’s general and specific
knowledge baszs, and that this impact may have academic relevance, both positive and
negative. Unfortunately, except for a few indications that television viewing might
increase vocabulary, this is an area almost innocent of investigatica.

Television sometimes shows schools, classrooms, students, teachers, behavior in
schools, studying, and the effects of schooling and studying. Since observational learning
and incorporation of social messages from television are well established phenomena, one
must assume that children’s e)gpectations of, and attitudes toward schooling may be
influenced by television. We dc not know of any content analyses of enteriainment
television which show how schooling is represented. Having been children who watched
television ourselves, it is not hard to remember numerous instances of television depicting
boring teachers, bored students, seemingly irrelevant content, unpunished disciplinary
violations, disrespect of teachers, and so on. On television, school formed a basis for
social interactions betweet. children, and studying was something one left in order to have
an adventure. We do not know that such presentations of - thooling actually have a
negative impact on real schooling, but such a possibility st1:kes us as one of the most
likely and important direct effects.

.“onsiderations of the attentional strategies children anly to television suggest the
possibility that these strategies may be transferred to school situations. Strategies of




ignoring adult male voices, dividing attention between the TV and concurrent pla
activities, and monitoring the auditory environment for cues as to when.to pay ful
attention, appear to be characteristic of TV viewing. If the young child initially applies
these strategies to the school situation, inappropriate patterr.. of attention mhaﬁ' result. In
addition, some research indicates the possibility that very young schoolage children cannot
easily separate auditory attention from visual attention. 1t is possible that television
reinforces this inability so that the ability to listen without a concurrent visual display

may be somewhat retarded. ’

Since the findings concerning television’s effects on task perseverance are not
consistent, it is difficult to determine the likely effects on schooling. This is an area
that clearly needs further investigation, given its potential importance to education.
Preliminary indications dre thst some kinds of program content may reduce perscverance
(violence, action), other kinds of content may help increase perseverance (some kinds of
educational program:ring).

Findings that cinematic codes can influence analogous cognitive processes leads to no
obvious implications for schooling, especially in the absence of a demonstration that sach
influence normally occurs. There is at this time no evidence that overali spatial, inferen-
tial, or attentional focusing skills are influenced by or even correlated with.leisure
television viewing, Although there is some evidence that math achievemer_is\swhich might
be most affected by influences on such skills) is negatively correlated with osure,
especially in high IyQ children (Morgan & Gross, 1582), this might be due as much to the
fact that math homework is more likely to be done during television viewing (as compared
to other kinds of homework) than to any direct influence of television jtself However, it
has not even been demonstrated that homework done with television is of less quality or
quantity than homework done in silence.

Another possible area in which television might affect schooling is in tasks reqguiring
productive cognitive skills, such as writing. While there is some evidence that television
might affect prodiictive verbal creativity, this has not been examined in relation to
schooling. Again, we believe that this is an important area for further viork.

Finally, there is weak evidence that television has a small negative impact un reading
achievement. If so, then it is not clear what the implications are for schooling, since
there is no indication whatsoever as to what aspects of reading are negatively affected.
Without clear evidence on the iscue, it is unlikely that the nation can be mobilized to
reduce children’s TV viewing. Moreover, without knowledge of what aspects of reading
achievement are affected, it is not clear how schools could compensate. Again, this is an
important area that requires substantially more sophisticated research than mere calcula-
tions of correlations of TV exposure and general tests of reading achievement. It should
be pointed out that the most recent longitudinal investigations have not found evidence
sipportive of a causal relationship between amount of TV exposure and reading achieve-
ment, It mag be that if the effect is real, it is very small and limited to specific
subgroups of vulnerable children.

Because television is a salient aspect of the home environment, and because children
spend so much time with television, it would appear that TV must have a major impact on
schooling. If it does, the nature of that impact has yet to be derermined. The failure to
find obvious effects-must always raise the possibility that observed negative correlations
of television exposure and school achievement ar- due to mutnal causation by a third
factor. The most obvious third factor is the the e, /ironment ii1 which the child is raised.
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Those things which cause a child to watch a lazge amount of television may also cause
poor school achievement, with little direct role played by television itself. This possibility
may be unpalatable to those who, for a variety of reasons, do not like American enter-
tainment television, but in the absence of evidence to the contrazy, it is a possibility
which must be seriously considered.

Critique and Suggestiors for Future R-search

Our failure to find important or even reliable cognitive effects of television viewing
stiould not be taken to mean that we have shown there are no effects. Rather, research
has been sparse, with only a few research groups showing consistent interest in the
problem. Despite the relatively high volume of public rhetoric concerning the effects of
television, funding for research has been sporadic, leading to what Hornik (1981) referred
to as the "fly-by-night character of the field" which produces occasional results, but
rarely with replication and verification. Another reason that there is so littlé solid work
is that the problem is difficult. In this section, we will consider some of the difficulties
in doixg research on the cognitive influence of television, and suggest approaches to
glealingfwith,tllllose difficulties. We will then suggest possibly fruitful approaches for

ture research.

Difficulties of Research

Researching the influence of television on cognitive development presents many of
the same difficulties encountcred in prior research on social behavior, plus some new ones.
Difficulties we sce as especially apparent in this research area include overcoming
investigator preconceptions, diverse publication practices, description and measurement of
televis.on as a stimulus, description and measurement of television viewing behaviors,
deciding what behaviors, capacities, and abilities to measure as potential effects, and
framing plausible and testable theories. We will briefly describe each of these problems
and suggest some approaches to dealing with them.

Investigator preconceptions. Scientific neutrality is an ideal that is difficult to
attain, especially for issues associated with strongly and widely held opinions formed in
ggrt by political and social philosophies. This is not a problem unique to the social and
navioral sciences (witness scientific controversies over the health effects of low level
ionizing radiation, the plausibility of computer control over distributed space defenses, and
many others), but the social and behavioral sciences most frequently confront problems

where strong popular preconceptions exist. The influence of television is cne such area.

It is widely believed among academics that research projects associated with the
television in‘lustry will simply.not report possible negative consequences of television
viewing. The economic interests and possible biases underlying such projects are obvious.
Gn the other hand, academic research which is foundation or government funded may be
biased by popular preconceptions about the negative infli:ence of television. This problem
has been recognized as having influenced research design and intent:pretation of findings
(Cook, Kendzierski and Thomas, 1983). Singer and Singer (1983) for example, explicitly
achzowlgdégothe bias in their own and others’ research, a bias that stron y tilts to the
negative. Cook, et al. (133) argue that negative bias pervaded the televis: sn research
reviewed in the 1982 NIMH Report. They also warn that where the effects of educational
and prosocial TV programs are concerned, we must be careful not to unwittin y commit
the same mistakes in the opposite direction, i.e. introduce positive bias, by looking
exclusively for positive effects.
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Some writers who adopt "critical" perspectives rooted in Marxist philosophy argue
that there simply cin be no neutral empirical or theoretical science, that all observation
and interpretation.is guided by implicit preconception and that pretenses to the contrary
are at best delusions. While we iinderstand that preconceptions and biases exist, and that
analyses and-acknowledgement of biases are »seful and important, we also believe that a
serious effort must be made b{ investigators not to prejudge issues. Objectivity is an
ideal which i§ met with difficulty, but objectivity must be attempted ‘and combined with
clear statements,of research goals, theoretical expectations, methods, analyses, and
interpretations. Such efforts, we believe, have the best chance of informing a rational
debate, l:ading to real progress in understanding television’s effects. Only then can
reasonable action bg‘taﬁen to reduce cr enhance the influence of television in accord with
the goals of the society at large.

Diverse publication practices. One can find theory, research, commentary, diatribe,
sensationalism, and consigered analysis concerned with children and television in a large
variety of printed and electronic sources of an interdisciplinary and international charac-
ter. This-diversity of sources is associated with a wide ratige of standards of evidence

an 1 of discourse, and as such, represents a substantial problem of search and selection for

the serious scholar and researcher.

The problem is exacerbated by the large number of substantive areas related to the
central problem. These include vast areas of ‘child develo ment, cognitive science,
communication studies, education research and practice, linguistics, markéting and adver-
tising research, the neurosciences, pediatrics, phllosthy (especially semiotics), psychiatry,
sociology, and television production. While the problem of search is-helped somewhat b
the existence of digital bibliographic databases (e:g., the ERIC system), and by publishe
bibliographies (e.g., Murray, 1980), there is still a sevious problem of selecticn. This

roblem is most often solved by ignoring most of the literature not conforming to an
_Investigator’s gwn Scholarly paradigms. Sometimes this solution is appropriate since
alternative approaches to an issue are not always commensurable and each should be
develcped in its own terms. Eventually, however, methodologies, theories and answers
mus be brou%ﬁt together and compared for their usefulness in termis of understanding and
action. It is clear that interdisciplinary organizations, meetings, and publications must
ultimately serve this purpose.

Perhaps reflecting our own training and discipline (developm_éntal ({)sychology), we

strongly suggest that scientific reports should meet certain minimal stan ards. In
particular, we believe-that reports of empirical research should be pubiished in research
Journals which require-indepene int review by scientific colleagues for l(ﬁig:al consistency,
clarity and appropriatenessof * tethodology, appropriateness cf statistic analysis, and the
like. Present practices all too often inclugz presentation of research results in unrefereed
books and book chapters, unpublished conference presentations, or in journals with
minimal scientific review. Especially common by some investigators in television research
is the shoddy practice of finding a treatment difference that is not statistically sig-

nificant, calling it a "trend", and in the summary, discussion, or in subsequent pu%)lications
referring to it as a solid result. Thete is an old joke about lying with statistics, but if,

as researchers we persist in siich practices, the resulting inconsistencies and muddle will
eventually riean that the joke is on us.

A particuiarly egregious example of an inagpropriate report, we believe, was the
article by Halpern (1975§ in the most widely read communications journal. Halpern, the




reader may recall, described 2-year-olds who were hyperactive and who compulsively
recited numbers apd létters learned from Sesame Street. Halpern suggested that the
children’s bizarre behavior was "directiy traceable to Sesame Street". He providzd no
methodology and no consideration of whether normal 2-year-olds who watched Sesame
Street also recited numbers and letters. There was no consideration of alternative
explanations of these observations. .Despite the many inadequacies of this report, there
was widespread national publicity describing the "Sesame Street Hazard". The first author
of the present paper.(Anderson) personally received telephone calls from highly concerned
parents asking if they should forbid their preschoolers from watching Sesame Street. The
dangers to sociéty; to.real progress, and to the <¢redibility of research by such slipshod
scientific publication practices should be apparent. The burden of responsibility should be
not only on the individual investigator, but on the academic and scientific bodies that
determine the editorial practices of their journals, as well.

Description and measurement of television as a stimulus. "Television" is the indepen-
dent variable in questions concerning its influence. The problem is that "television" is a
surprisingly. complex concept, a complexity not often realized or expicitly acknowiedged in
research (cf, Anderson & Bryant, 1983; Salomon & Cohen, 1978). )

One of many complexities is that television, as experienced in American homes, is a

changing technology. Television of the 1950’s, for example, was black and white, fre-

uently consisting of live broadcasts, and the zoom as a technique was not yet invented.
Xmm’ ation was relatively rare in childréu’s programming, and since videotape was not yet
used, many programs .could not employ the rapidly paced editing and special effect
techniques characterictic of much contem orary broadcast television. Program choice, of
course, was limited to several channels, I-?istoncal changes in the technology of television
must be consideréd in meta-analyses comparing studies conducted in different decades.
This, of course, requires spevification of those aspects of television as a stimulus or
television viewing as a behavior that are hypothesized to Le exerting an effect.  Unfor-
tunately, such careful consideration and specification is often lacking. This leads to
research that yields "indications” but no conclusive results. Of course, contemporary
television technology is still rapidly evolving. With digital technologies, videodisk, and
videotape reaching widespread penetration into American homes, television may no longer
be consistently characterized by "uninterruptibility, nonrepeatability, and uncontrollabilit"
(Dorr, 1986). The impact of such changes Eas not yet been explored.

A great weakness in much of the research we reviewed in this paper was failure to
characterize tae content of television children are exposed to, rather than just the
amount. When considering the content presented.on television, however, there are a large
variety of possible classifications and measurements. Most typical are broad classifications
such as "children’s", "animation", "action-adventurz", "game show", "daytime drama", and
the like. Rarely are these classifications rigorously defined and defended. Dangers
inherent in this approach are that the reader self-defines the meaning of a <assification
based on his or her own TV viewing experience, with consequent vagaries of personal
interpretation. Research employing such classifications may tereby be difficult to
replicate. Furthermore, programs that satisfy these broad classifications have many
dirferences, as well as similarities. Thus, ascertaining the cause of observed effects is
made more difficult. Recent attempts by the CRITC research group at the University of
Kansas to provide explicit definitions for program classifications rellévant to cogniti--~
issues are a step in the riéht direction (Husten et al., 1987). These classifications are
tglreg};i]y being employed by other researchers so that replication of findings becomes more

easible.




We believe that the effort to classify, analyze, and quantify television programming
must be extensively pursued at a more detailed level. Terms such as "pacing", for
example, should be defined at an operational 4nd quantitative le- _1 so that programs or
viewers’ TV diets can be compared. Initial attem&tls of this nature can be found in
Anderson et al. (1977), Huston et al. (1981), and Watt and Welch (1982(31). Each of these
research groups, however, provided substantially different operational definitions of the
same general 1dea! It is clear that providing ezgglicit definitions is a great help in
determining the comparability of studies, and therefore, results.

We have already commented on the potential usefulness of a content analysis of
academically relevant information presented.on the television programs most watched by
children. A related task that should be undertaken is a thorough analysis of the intellec-
tual demands and possibilities inherent in zelevision programs of varying kinds. For
example, Huston et al. (1987) report that viewing diaries indicate that as children grow
older, the temporal integration cﬁ:mands of the programs that they view increase.
Anderson and Smith (1984) note that even action- adventure programs popular with young
children (such as Dukes of Hazzard) require a variety of inferential activities in order to
decode many of the simplest action sequences, and Rice (1983) has described the potential
of television as a rich source of linguistic information for children. When the intellectual
requirements and potentials of television programs commonly watched by children are

known, we.can better explore the ways in which children comprehend and learn from
them.

Description and measurement of television viewing behavior. Too many investigations
use general, vague, and untested measures of television viewing. In an important study of
the re’~tionship between TV viewiny and educational achievement, for exam le, Burton et
al.(1979) used parents’ recollections of the amount their children watched telgvision during
the preschool period. Since parents are not especially good at providing global contem-
porary estimates of how much time their prescheol children spend with television (Ander-
son, et al,, 19853, it is unlikely that they can do so retrospectively. The finding by

Burton et al. (1979) that preschool T\yviewing is negatively associated with school
achievement is therefore of uncertain meaning: The study may be measuring parents’
predispositionis toward their children’s TV viewing and their resulting reporting biases, as
much as it i about TV viewing itself,

Diary measures do appear to be reasonably accurate measures of time spent with TV
(Anderson et al,, 1985), and since there appears to be some iongitudinal stability of
individual differences in time spent viith television (Anderson et al., 1985; Singer & Singer,
1981), estimates of cumulative exposure are in principle obtainable. Since diaries take a
week or more to fill out, and since coding and summarizing them is time consuming and
expensive, many investigators will be tempted to use easier global est:mates. Such
shortcuts will not only introduce random measurement error, but may also introduce
unknown systematic biases of recall or estimate.

Unfortunately, time spent with television is not the same as time spent attending to
television. Our dnalyses of in-home time-lapse videotapes of 99 families’ T viewin
indicated no correlation between time spent with television and the proportion of that
time spent looking at it (Anderson et al., 1985; Anderzon et al,, 198(5. ile it is the
case that, camulatively, the more time spent with television generally means more time
looking at it, the relationship is far from tight. Work needs to be done describing and
classifying individual viewing styles including levels of attention in order to assess their




possible significance in preducing television’s effects. Certainly, there is a general
demand for improved and'more detailed measures of TV viewing by both academic and
industry researchers. As long as television viewing is treated as a single undifferentiated
activity, progress in understanding its <ffects will be limited.

What to measure as potential cogaitive effocts. It is not always clear why investi-
gators choose particvlar measures as peicntial effects of television. The problem, from
the investigator’s point of view, may be that one can choose among literally hundreds of

ublished protocols whichrassess a wide variety of hypothesized cognitive processes.
ere are essentially three choices open to the investigator: a grab-bag of conveniently
~administered measures, a select set of measures dictated by hypothesis, or one or more
specifically designed measures following from theory. The "grab-bag" approach has the
viriue of convenience anc the possibility of finding unexpected relationships between
variables. Such an anroa'ch, owever, is necessarily exploratory in nature and virtually
never produces conclusive findings.

A. more focused but still general strategy is to examine popular claims about the

_influence of television and subject them to experimental or correlational test. Anderson
et al. (1977), for example, tested the assertion that rapid pacing on Sesame Street caused
children to be restless and with short attention spans immediately following viewing.
They used a test of perseverance in problem sciving developed as part of the Head Start
evaluations, a test of impulsiveness in mzking visual discriminations, and a ten-minute free
-play period which was scored for activity level and time spent with each toy. These
measures were chosen for their apparent relati~nships to the capacitics and behaviors
referred to by the populsr hypotheses. The problem, of course, is that an investigator
can never be sure that the measure cagtures the essence of what is meant by popular
terms such as "atte..tion span", when there is no accepted technical meaning.

From a scientific point of view, a much better approach than either the grab-bag or
hypothesis-test is to choose or develop measures based on a testable theory of television’s
effects on cognition. This approach Las been nearly lacking in research on the cognitive
influence of television with the notable exception of the program of research and theory
by Salomon and his colleagues. Salomon ad%pted, adapted, or developed a large number of
specific measures which were related in particular ways to his theories of the internaliza-
tion of filmic codes and amount of investcd mental effort. While Salomon occasionally
fails to describe these measures in detail sufficient to allow replication, it is usually clear
what the measure is and what its role is in the study. Salomon is also one of the few
investigators who consistently and programmatically attempts to relate cognitive effects of
television to the cognitive processes involved in using television. While his theories,
studies, and findings are not always models of clarity, the approach of relating cognitive
effects to cognitive use is laudable and rare. We have: tried to use this approach m
organizing this paper, and we believe it will be the most productive in future research.

Suggestions for resear. -

Because children’s television viewing is a complex activity which takes place in a
complex and variable environmental context, the effects are surely varied and complex
themselves. Consequently, we do not believe that an}'zplausible single investigation is
going to be crucial in revealing what are the effects. Rather, the process will %e
incremental and based on consistent and commijtted programs of research. Throughout this
paper we have identified major gaps and problems wit+ .g research; we have also
suggested approaches to filling these gaps and dealing wi. ue problems. We will not
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summarize these here, but rather, indicatq a few approaches that may be of particular
relevance to the interconnections of TV viewing, cognitive development, and effects or:
schooling.

Longitudinal studies of the type pursued by Roberts and his colleagues (Ritchie et
al,, 1987; Roberts et al., 1984) havz considerable potential in identifying effects. As
readily admitted by the investigators, however, these studies have suffered somewhat from
a lack of reliable and appropriate measures, especially with younger children. Further-
more, since the lyoungest children were already in school (second graders), they fourd that
there was little longitudinal variability in TV viewing and reading achievement. This lack
of longitudinal variability essentially means that one cannot identify later effects based on
earlier chanies‘ in behavior. The phenomena of concern were already well established in
the Jives of the children, and there was little subsequent change.

It is clear that future longitudinal research should begin early in the preschool years
before TV viewing is well established as a consistent behavior, and the research must be
pursued until the chiidren are well into their elementary school years. Such longitudinal
research must contain assessments of the intellectual environraent provided by the family,
including attitudes toward schooling, reading, and TV viewiny. Working with preschoolers
is not easy, and special care has to be taken in developing and applying assessments of
TV viewing and cognition. While such research is very expensive and requires extra-
ordinaxajl/l commitment on the part of the investigators, it is perfectly feasible and is
essential,

E:;Eerimental approaches in natural contexts should be pursued to a much greater
degree than has been the case. Such experiments can involve 1) manipulati.)g amount of
assigned homework; 2) manipulating amount of reading; 3) manipulating amount of TV
viewing; and 4& mani}f)ulating TV viewing diet. Although Hornik (1981) was skeptical about
the generalizability of such experiments, we believe they can be highly revealing, not only
about the effects of television, but about the possibilities for change. For example, if
assigned homework is increased, it is of considerable interest whether prior amount or
kind of viewing is predictive of the completion of homework assignments. In turn, it is

of interest whether the completion of homework assignments changes the kind or amiount
of TV viewing. A wide variety of questions can be posed based on the other kinds of
manipulations, and answers to these questions can cast considerable light on the use of
television, the nature of its effects, and the potential for change.

In general, however, such broad-based experimental and correlational studies must be
complemented by careful content analyses, experimental research, and theory which
illuminates the cognitive nature of television viewing relative to potential effects. In
other areas of research the combination of large scale investigations in natural contexts
and careful experiments in laboratory contexts has been extremely powerful, and have
provided great scientific discoveries of practical importance.

Such a success story is not beyond the reach of television researchers. While the
%oblem of the cognitive effects of television is difficult, it is by no means intractable.
e pervasiveness of the medium, the amount of its use, and the widespread public

concern suggest that solving the problem will be worth the effort.
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