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Children's acquisition of real-world role schemata from factual and fictional television
was tested experimentally in two studies. In Study 1,144 second- and fifth-graders saw
a drama and a documentary about a caterer or a film director. In Study 2, 125
fifth-graders saw the caterer tapes under conditions of high or low attentional involvement. Role schemata about real caterers or directors were measured by free response,
frequency ratings, and multiple choice questions. Children acquired schemata about
real occupations from both documentary and fictional programs. On some measures,
their schemata were influenced more by documentary than by fiction, but that difference
faded slightly after a month. Level of involvement did not reduce the difference between
real and fictional videos. Children learn social role schemata from both fictional and
factual television, but they acquire more schema information from real than from
fictional "FV, at least when fiction is signaled by obvious cues (e.g., comedy) or when it
is not perceived as socially realistic.

Television is a window on the adult world showing a range of people, places, activities, and
relationships that children rarely encounter in their own lives. Both communication scholars
and social critics have proposed that television may inculcate distorted and unrealistic ideas
about the real world even though viewers know that most of its content is fiction. Research
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based on cultivation theory suggests that children and adults acquire broad conceptions about
the social world as a result of frequent exposure to consistent and repetitive messages on
television (Hawkins & Pingree, 1982; Potter, 1986; Signorielli & Morgan, 1990). Most of
these studies are correlational, however, so their findings are open to alternative interpretations. One exception was an experiment in which undergraduates were exposed to heavy TV
diets (30 hours a week) of action adventure programs that portrayed either the triumph of
justice or injustice. A third group watched a light TV diet unrestricted in content. There were
some effects of diet on anxiety, but no significant effects on students' beliefs about the
likelihood of being the victim of violence or the likelihood that an assailant would be caught
(Bryant, Carveth, & Brown, 1981).
One purpose of this study is to test experimentally the hypothesis that children learn
about social roles from fictional as well as nonfictional television. Occupational roles were
chosen as the content to be investigated because they are important in development, they are
often portrayed on television, and children have little personal contact with most occupations. A few correlational studies have shown that heavy television viewers' occupational
knowledge and attitudes were related to the images shown on television. The likely causal
role of television was inferred because the correlations were specific to occupations shown
often on television rather than to all occupations (DeFleur & DeFleur, 1967; Signorielli,
1993; Wroblewski & Huston, 1987) or to watching a particular genre of program. Specifically children's evaluations of scientists were negatively related to cartoon viewing (in which
negative images of scientists predominate), not to viewing other genres (Potts & Martinez,
1994). In one experiment, children and adolescents who were shown police dramas shifted
their views about activities and attributes of police in the direction of the program content;
a control group did not (Gunter, McAleer, & Clifford, 1991).

Perceived Reality
A second purpose of our studies was to determine whether children acquire more "real world"
role knowledge from factual than from fictional programs. Children's understanding of
television reality can be described on three dimensions:

1. Factuality--Is the content true in the sense that it represents events in the world outside
television, or is it fictional?
2. Social Realism--Are the people, places, and character actions believable or representative of the real world, even if they are fictional? and
3. Utility--Are the actions and events shown useful guides for one's own behavior (Dog,
1983; Potter, 1988).
Some of the first steps in understanding factuality occur by about age 4 as children learn
to distinguish the images on television from the objects they represent (Flavell, Flavell,
Green, & Korfmacher, 1990). Next, children begin to learn about different genres. For
example, very young children know that cartoons are not real; by age 5 or 6, they understand
at least partially that news is real. A little later, they understand that situation comedies are
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not real, but many are still uncertain about soap operas (Condry & Freund, 1988; Dorr, 1983;
Wright, Huston, Reitz, & Piemyat, 1994). By age 10 or so, most children make judgments
about fact and fiction that are similar to those of adults (Hawkins, 1977; Wright, Kunkel,
Pinon, & Huston, 1989). By late childhood, children become more concerned about whether
or not the content is socially realistic or plausible rather than whether it is fact or fiction.
Perceived social realism does not decline with age, but varies with the content of the program
(Dorr, 1983; Dorr, Kovaric, & Doubleday, 1990).
Developmental psychologists have often proposed (or assumed) that the ability to
distinguish fiction from reality enables children to resist some of the negative effects of
television content. Teaching children that television is fictional is a central part of many
media literacy curricula (Huesmann, Eron, Klein, Brice, & Fischer, 1983; Singer, Zuckerman, & Singer, 1980). One consequence of such a process could be to reduce the utility of
television for education because children would discount any information presented (Anderson & Collins, 1988).
The evidence for effects of perceived reality on behavior or beliefs is, however, sparse.
In a classic study, children were somewhat more apt to imitate televised violence that they
believed was "real" than violence they perceived as fiction (Feshbach, 1976). A recent
experiment showed that children's aggressive attitudes were affected by observed consequences to an aggressive model when the content was shown as news or reality format, but
not when it was obvious fiction (Soh, Neapolitan, Wright, & Todd, 1993). Documentary and
fictional versions of a family interaction, however, produced no differences in recall of
content or emotional reactions (Huston, Wright, Alvarez, Truglio, Fitch, & Piemyat, 1995).
Nor does the knowledge that television is fictional necessarily affect children's emotional
responses. Children were equally afraid when they saw fictional and factual programs about
natural disasters in one experiment, though they expressed greater sadness about the factual
events (Piemyat, 1992). Telling children a program is "not real" is somewhat effective in
reducing fear, but only after about age 8 (Cantor & Wilson, 1984; Wilson, Hoffner, & Cantor,
1987; Wilson & Weiss, 1991).
Perceived reality would be expected to affect learning from television if it led them to
process the information more deeply than they do for fictional programming. When children
perceive content as real, they may consider it more useful or applicable to real life and invest
more mental effort in processing it and, as a result, learn more from it. There is an extensive
empirical literature showing that mental effort is related to the amount learned from
television presentations (Salomon, 1983; Beentjes & van der Voort, 1993). Deeper processing might also lead to understanding the content at a more complex or abstract level. Two
investigations have demonstrated that children's recall of information they perceived as
"real" included more complex and elaborated content than their recollections from "fictional" television (Watkins, 1983; Huston et al., 1995).
Another possibility is that children learn from both types of content, but encode the
information in ways that keep the two sources distinct from one another. Information may
be tagged during encoding as "true" or "real" vs. "not true" or "fictional." Hence, children
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would believe the information from factual sources more than that from fictional sources
even though they recalled or comprehended both.
We find it useful to conceptualize this process in the framework of social schema theory.
Fiske and Taylor (1991) define a social schema as "a cognitive structure that represents
organized knowledge about a given concept or type of stimulus..." (p. 98). Schemata are
acquired by observation and inference from one's everyday experience, including television.
Schemata can be arranged hierarchically. For example, one might have a schema for
television's version of the world that includes specific schemata for several roles, scripts,
and the like. If information about a role, for example, police officer, is integrated into such
a superordinate schema, it might remain distinct from one's role schema for real world police.
In an earlier study, we demonstrated that children in middle childhood have different
schemata for real world and television occupations. When children were asked to describe
what police officers or nurses do on television or in real life, they perceived television police
and nurses to be more sex-stereotyped, more affluent, more involved in dramatic activities
such as catching criminals, and having to expend less effort than their real life counterparts
(Wright, Huston, Truglio, Fitch, Smith, & Piemyat, 1995).

Attentional Involvement
Individuals' likelihood of recognizing and encoding factual and fictional programming
distinctively may vary depending on the circumstances in which they watch television.
Hawkins and Pingree (1982; Hawkins, Pingree, & Adler, 1987) proposed that what people
learn about social reality from television depends on how actively they process information
during viewing. They suggested that a viewer who is highly involved with a program engages
in critical consumer processes, evaluating and thinking about what is viewed. Conversely,
uninvolved or passive viewing leads to superficial processing akin to incidental learning
which results, among other things, in the failure to evaluate the source of the information
critically. Hence, distinctions between fiction and reality are less clearly processed and
remembered when viewing is relaxed and superficial than when it is active and involved.
Rather than emphasizing the amount learned, as theorists concerned with mental effort do,
they stress the link between the information and its source.
This theory leads to the expectation that the difference between what viewers learn from
fact and fiction will be smaller when they watch with low attentional involvement than when
they are highly involved. A second implication is that the connection between the source
and the information will be weaker and therefore more likely to dissipate over time after low
involvement viewing than after high attentional involvement. Hence, there will be less
distinction between factual and fictional information after a delay than there is immediately
after viewing.
The major purpose of both studies reported here was to test two hypotheses experimentally:
HI: Children acquire role schemata about real world occupations from both factual
and fictional television.
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H2: Children learn real world schemas from factual more than from fictional television
programs.
In Study 2, two additional hypotheses were tested:

H3: Low attentional involvement during viewing reduces the likelihood of distinguishing between fictional and factual sources of real-world schemas.
H4: The differences between fictional and factual sources of information will be
reduced a few weeks after viewing.
STUDY 1
Two occupations, caterer and film director, were selected because they are generally
unfamiliar to children, their job activities can be portrayed visually, and they represent a
balance of sex-stereotypes. Children in second and fifth grades were compared because large
changes in comprehension of television factuality occur between ages 7 or 8 and 10 or 1 I.
Subjects were exposed to a brief televised documentary and a drama about an occupation;
each contained a different set of information. It was expected that children's schemata for
real caterers or film directors would be drawn from both programs, but that more elements
from the documentary than from the drama would be included. Fifth graders were expected to
differentiate between the documentary and dramatic sources more clearly than second graders.

METHOD
Participants
Participants were 82 second-graders (mean age = 99.9 too., range 80-112 mo.; 45 girls, 37
boys) and 62 fifth-graders (mean age = 135.4 mo.; range = 125-152; 33 girls, 29 boys) in a
small Midwestern city. All the children who returned signed consent forms participated.

Videotape Stimuli
Four 5-min videotapes about caterers and four tapes about directors were assembled using
video post-production editing--piecing together bits of video, and adding a soundtrack and
special effects. Information about each profession was generated from a list of job activities
derived from the Dictionary of Occupational Titles (Department of Labor, 1977). The
specific schema elements are listed in Table 1. These elements were divided into two content
sets, A and B. The A set for each occupation represented preparatory activities; the B set
represented completing a task. Overlap of information between the A and B versions was
eliminated so the source of subjects' occupational information could readily be identified.
Each content version was made in two formats: documentary and drama. The documentary versions had formal features characteristic of documentaries including an educational
video title, an on-camera introduction and closing by the narrator, ongoing voice-over
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TABLE 1
Schema Elements Incorporated in Each Script
Content

Occupation

A

B

A. Caterer
1. Working with client
2. Planning menu and seating
3. Hiring helpers
4. Shopping
5. General preparing
6. Setting up
7. Cooking
8. Decorating food

1. Hiring servers
2. Working multiple parties
3. Knowing how to treat guests
4. Loading serving trays
5. Serving guests
6. Taking a rest
7. Doing dishes f~ cleaning up
8. Paying servers

1. General planning
2. Seeking funding
3. Writing the script
4. Drawing up story boards
5. Hiring cast
6. Planning costumes ft makeup
7. Constructing scenery
8. Rehearsing scenes
9. Designing stunts

1. Buying insurance
2. Traveling to location
3. Hiring extras
4. Directing the actors on the set
5. Shooting the film
6. Screening the film
7. Reshooting scenes
8. Editing the film
9. Adding sound effects and music

B. Director

narration, and subdued background music. The main characters were portrayed as real-life
professionals sharing a description of their job duties with the viewers for educational purposes.
The fictional versions opened with a short story-setting scene followed by a title with
credits and theme music. The story was written in the first person, voiced-over by the
protagonist, and illustrated by mood-setting background music and special effects (e.g., split
screens, mosaic images to represent dream sequences, and, when appropriate, a laugh track).
While the classic story elements of conflict and resolution provided the structure of the plot,
all the pertinent information about the portrayed jobs was worked into the scripts.
In the catering tapes, the gender of the main character and narrator was counter-balanced. The documentary A tape and the fictional B tape were female; the documentary B
and fictional A tape were male. In the director tapes, the sex of the narrator was similarly
counter-balanced, but lack of film footage made it impossible to show female directors. In
all the tapes, a director was male, but a female was shown as the producer, albeit with a
smaller part. Brief synopses of each tape appear in the Appendix.
Design
The overall design is illustrated in Figure 1. Children were assigned to one of two occupations, caterer or movie director. Within occupations, they were randomly assigned to one of
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CATERER
Content Set
A

B

Order 1

Documentary

Fiction

Order 2

Fiction

Documentary

DIRECTOR
Content Set
B

A

Order 1

Order

2

Documentary

Fiction

Fiction

Documentary

Figure 1. Designof study

two orders of presentation, with the restriction that the number of boys and girls in each
condition was balanced. Half the children saw the documentary version (A content) followed
by the fictional version (B content); the other half saw the fictional version (A content), then
documentary (B content). No child saw B content before A content because there was an
inherent sequence in the content. Although this design confounded content (including gender
of narrator) with order of presentation, the fictional and documentary versions were balanced
across content and order, so the major hypotheses could be tested independently of these
variables.
Procedure
Children watched both tapes in a group of three or four, each seated beside an adult
interviewer. One interviewer told them that they were about to see two short videotapes made
by (NAME) U[university] students. Presenting the stimuli as student productions explained
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both their unusually short duration and their lack of polish in comparison with commercial
television.

Familiarity with Occupation. Before the tapes were shown, interviewers asked each
child privately, "Have you ever heard about anyone who has a job (as a caterer/directing
movies)? Tell me anything you can think of about what someone does in that job." Children's
responses were scored on a 4-point scale: 1 = Has never heard of the occupation; 2 = Has
heard of the occupation, but cannot name any job activities; 3 = Can list at least one job
activity; 4 = Can list two or more job activities.
Before the fictional tape, the experimenter said "This is a TV show that has actors
pretending to be caterers/movie directors." For the documentary, "This tape is a documentary
program about real caterers/movie directors actually doing their jobs." Children did not
discuss the tape. Each child and an interviewer then went immediately to a different part of
the room where the remaining measures were administered individually.
Role Knowledge Measures
The principal dependent variables were three measures of the child's post-viewing information about the occupation portrayed.

Free Response. The interviewer began, "Now you may have a better idea of what
caterers (movie directors) do in their jobs. Tell me as many things as you can think of that
real caterers/movie directors do." Interviewers wrote down responses and tape-recorded
them. The tapes were used to check interviewers' transcripts and to fill in missing sections.
Full written transcripts were subsequently coded by scorers who were unaware of the child's
age or order of presentation. Each response was first broken into units of information judged
to be distinct elements, usually phrases with one action word. Second, each element was
judged as plot or role-schema-related. For instance, for caterers, "They get married in the
end," was plot-related; ''They make fancy cakes" was role-schema-related. Role schema
elements were classified by comparing them to the list of elements in Table 1 as: 1) A content
shown, 2) B content shown, 3) apparently inferred from A or B content, or so general that
it could represent either A or B or both, 4) uncodable. Agreement between two independent
coders was 89% for caterer and 86% for director. Only the frequencies of responses coded
in the first two categories (A content shown and B content shown) were used for the analysis
because they represented the cleanest test of the hypotheses. These constituted 74.4% of all
responses. Moreover, the schema elements were identified a priori when the stimuli were
designed whereas the other categories were not.
Frequency of Job Activities. Measuring social schemata by free response can underestimate children's knowledge. Therefore, two closed-ended procedures were designed to
measure the child's acceptance of the content presented as part of a real world role schema.
These questions were patterned on procedures for measuring schema knowledge in which
children are asked about the typicality of schema elements (Adams & Worden, 1986). Eight
schema elements (four from A content and four from B content) were presented one at a
time. Children were asked to rate how often real life caterers/directors performed each task. 1
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Examples include, "Do real caterers have to clean up and do dishes after a party?" or "Do
real movie directors check the film to see if it is OK?" The possible responses, (1) never, (2)
rarely, (3) sometimes, and (4) often, were presented on a laminated card. Scores could range
from 4 to 16 on each type of content.

Importance of Job Activities. Children might consider factual information more
authoritative and reliable than fictional information. On six multiple-choice items, children
were asked to rate the relative importance of three tasks for real life caterers/directors. Of
the three choices presented, one represented A content, one B content, and one was a
plausible, but incorrect j ob activity (e.g., "parking guests' cars"). Approximately half of the
items in the importance questions represented the same job feature as those in the frequency
questions, but most of them were worded differently. Children were asked about importance
in order to determine what they thought represented the most critical or central features of
the occupation. The incorrect foil was designed to determine whether they accepted the
information from both television versions.
The three numbered choices were presented on cards. The child was asked, "Which of
these is the most important part of a real caterer's/movie director's job?" Each numbered
option was read aloud as the interviewer pointed to it. Once the child had responded, the first
choice was covered with a black strip of paper and he or she was asked which of the remaining
items was the more important part of a real movie director's/caterer's job. The first choice
was scored as 2, the second as 1, and the remaining choice as 0. Scores could range from 0
to 12 for each type of content.
Perceived Reality of Videotapes
Four items about each tape were designed as a manipulation check. Children were shown a
photo of the protagonist in the A content tape. To measure judged factuality, they were asked,
(1) "Is this person a caterer/director when he/she is off camera in real life?" and (2) "Did the
events in the videotape actually happen to a real caterer/director?" To measure judged social
realism: 3) "Are the things that happened to this person in the videotape a lot a lot like things
that happen to caterers/directors in real life?" To measure perceived utility 4) "Does this
videotape help you know what caterers/directors really do in their jobs?" They responded to
each question on a 4-point Likert-type scale: (1) no very sure, (2) no sort of sure, (3) yes sort
of sure, (4) yes very sure. For factuality the two items were averaged; scores could range
from 1 to 4. The procedure was repeated for the second tape viewed.
RESULTS

Initial Familiarity
As expected, most children had not heard of either occupation or could not name any job
activities associated with it. The overall mean familiarity on a scale of 1 to 4 was 1.59.
Analyses of variance by occupation (2), order (2), grade (2), and gender (2) demonstrated
main effects for occupation, F(1,128) = 8.52,p < .01, and grade, F(1,128) = 14.51,p < .001.
Children were more familiar with film directing than with catering (caterer = 1.39; direc-

572

HUSTONETAL.

TABLE 2
Mean Perceived Reality Scores for Documentary and Fictional Stimulus Tapes
Perceived Reality Measure
Factuality

Social Realism

Utility

Doc.

Fic.

Doc.

Fic.

Doc.

Fic.

2
5

3,19
3.47
3.31

2.14
1.90
2.04

3.43
3.71
3.55

2.68
2.68
2,68

3.80
3.87
3.83

3.00
3,13
3.06

2
5

2.85
3.27
3.03

2,29
1.81
2.08

2.95
3.55
3.21

2,95
3.32
3.11

3.57
3.77
3.66

3.10
3.26
3.16

2.60

3.43

2.74

3.49

2.66

A. Study 1
Caterer
Grade
Grade
Both
Director
Grade
Grade
Both

B. Study 2 (Grade 5)
Caterer

3.26

tor = 1.78). Older children were more familiar with the occupations than younger children
(2nd grade = 1.37; 5th grade = 1.89).
Analyses
For each dependent variable, the effects of stimulus source were evaluated in repeatedmeasures analyses of variance by grade (2), occupation (2), content/order (Documentary
A-Fiction B vs. Fiction A-Documentary B) (2), and stimulus source (documentary vs.
fiction) (2). Stimulus source was a within-subjects variable. 2

Perceived Reality of the Videotapes
The manipulation of stimulus source by format cues was successful. In a M A N O V A of the
three measures of perceived reality (factuality, social realism, and utility), stimulus source
effects were significant, F(3,134) = 55.78, p < .001. The univariate effects were significant
for all three variables: factuality, F(1, 136) = 155.17, p < .001, social realism, F(1,136) =
28.71, p < .001, and utility F(1,136) = 55.40, p < .001. The means are shown in Table 2.
Although both age groups discriminated the two versions, older children did so more
clearly than younger children (age x stimulus source, F(3, 134) = 5.75,p < .001). This effect
was significant for factuality, F(1,136) = 15.03, p < .001 (see Table 2).
Children discriminated between the two versions of the caterer tapes better than between
the two film director tapes (occupation x stimulus source, F(3, 134) = 5.59, p < .001). The
difference occurred primarily on social realism, F(1,136) = 16.58, p < .001 (Table 2).
Effects of D o c u m e n t a r y and Fiction on Occupational Schemata

Free Responses. Children named more elements from the documentary than from the
fictional tapes when asked what a real caterer/director does, (stimulus source, F (1,136) =
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Figure2. Mean number of schema elements identified in free recall of documentary and fictional tapes, Studies
1 and2.

9.33,p <.01) (see Figure 2). The effects o f stimulus source were more pronounced for caterer
than for film director (occupation x stimulus source, F(1, 136) = 7.39, p < .01). Separate
analyses of the two occupations demonstrated a significant stimulus source effect for caterer,
F(1, 67) = 16.85, p < .001, but not for director (see Figure 2).
The 3-way interaction of occupation x content/order x stimulus source was significant,
F (1,135) = 8.57, p <.01. For the caterer tapes, the means were: A content documentary =
2.28, fiction = 1.29; B content documentary = 1.94, fiction = 0.97). For director, A content
documentary = 1.53, fiction = 1.39; B content documentary = 2.16, fiction = 2.11. No
interactions with grade appeared.
Frequency Ratings. All the j o b activities in the frequency items were rated high, but
those shown in the documentary versions o f the tapes were slightly higher than those in the
fictional tapes (stimulus source, F(1,136) = 5.74, p < .05) (see Figure 3). Although the
interaction with occupations was not significant, separate analyses o f the two occupations
demonstrated that the effect was clearer for caterer, F(1,63) = 5.60, p < .05, than for film
director, F (1,65) = 0.39, ns. No age differences were found. There was also an interaction
o f content/order x stimulus source, F (1,136) = 29.17, p < .001, indicating that children rated
the B content activities as more frequent than those shown in the A content, particularly for
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Figure 3. Meanfrequencyscores for schemaelements from different stimulus sources, Studies 1 and 2.

the documentary tapes. The means were: A content documentary = 12.81, fiction = 12.78;
B content documentary = 14.25, fiction = 13.46.
Importance Items. In the multiple choice importance items, children were equally
likely to select content from the documentary and fictional tapes, but they chose both much
more often than content not shown at all (see Figure 4). The main effect of stimulus source
(documentary, fiction, or not shown) was significant, F(2,135) = 42.45, p < .001. Children
chose job duties demonstrated in both tapes more often than job duties that were not shown,
F(1,136) = 82.71, p < .001.
Fifth graders selected items from both stimulus tapes over those not shown more often
than did second graders (grade x stimulus source F(2,135) = 10.18, p <.001) (see Figure 4).
The contrast between content shown (both documentary and fiction) and content not shown
accounted for the effect, F(1,136) = 18.14, p < .001.

Summary of Study 1 Results
Children perceived the documentary versions as more factual and more socially realistic than
the fictional programs. Children named more elements from the documentary than from the
fictional program when asked what real world members of the occupations do, and they
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Figure 4. Mean multiple choice scores for schema elements from different stimulus sources by age, Study 1.

chose activities portrayed in the documentary as being performed more frequently than those
in the fictional shows. The differences between documentary and fiction occurred primarily
for caterers, not for film directors. When asked about importance of activities, children chose
those shown in both films more than activities not shown at all.
STUDY 2
The purposes of Study 2 were to replicate the effects of perceived reality in Study 1, to test
the effects of different levels of involvement during viewing on schema acquisition, to
evaluate the effects of the stimuli on delayed as well as immediate testing of schema
knowledge, and to extend the ecological validity of Study 1 by making viewing conditions
more like home viewing. The viewing conditions in Study 1 maximized children's attention
and cognitive processing effort because the videos were shown in school; the adults sat
quietly watching with the children; and children knew they would be interviewed. Home
viewing under normal conditions is considerably more relaxed, passive and sometimes
uninvolved (Anderson, Lorch, Field, Collins, & Nathan, 1986).
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In Study 2, high or low attentional involvement was manipulated experimentally in two
ways: distracting attention from the videos by providing a conflicting task, or by giving task
instructions orienting the child to attend to production features rather than the program
content. The second method was based on Postman's Type I paradigm of incidental learning
in which the "degree of interaction with the material is determined by the nature of the
orienting instructions" (Brown, 1975, p. 126). Although it was expected that children would
acquire less schema-relevant information in the low involvement conditions than in the high
involvement conditions, the interesting hypothesis was that the difference between the
documentary and fictional information would be smaller because children would not have
processed the source of the information as completely.
Duration of effects was tested because the distinction between fictional and factual
sources of information may fade over time. If perceived reality is an important component
of the initial schema, its effects should endure. If it is not, the schema information may be
recalled without distinguishing its source.
Study 2 also provided an opportunity to address some methodological issues raised by
Study 1. Questioning subjects about occupational knowledge before viewing could have
primed them to attend to occupational information, and labeling each film as fiction or
documentary could have affected children' s perceived reality judgments. Therefore, in Study
2, no cues about occupations or the reality status of the films were provided before viewing.
Second, incorrect foils were added to the frequency items. Third, the multiple choice
recognition items were simplified, and children were asked what a person in the occupation
does rather than how important each job function is.
To provide the strongest test of variations in level of involvement, the caterer occupation
was used for all subjects, and fifth graders were the subjects. Study 1 indicated that the
manipulation of factuality was more successful for caterer than for director; children had
less initial knowledge about catering than about directing; and there were few age differences
in response to the caterer films.
METHOD

Participants
Participants were 125 fifth-graders (mean age = 123.2 mo.; range = 112-139; 63 boys, 62
girls). They attended schools similar to those attended by Study 1 children, but were younger
than the previous fifth graders because they were tested in the fall rather than the spring.

Design
The design and measures were similar to Study 1. The four caterer tapes were used for all
subjects.
Attentional Involvement. Within each video stimulus condition, subjects were randomly assigned to one of three involvement conditions: homework, count cuts, or no
distraction. In the homework condition, children were told, "We want to find out how well
kids can do things like homework while the TV is on. Today, I ' m going to give you some

TV FACTUALITY AND SCHEMA ACQUISITION

577

things to do while the videos are playing. These are some exercises like you might do in
language arts classes. There are four pages. I want you to do as many of these exercises as
possible while the TV is on." A second set of exercises was supplied at the beginning of the
second tape.
In the count-cuts condition, children were told that the purpose of showing the tape was
to get their opinion about how the tapes were made. The experimenter said, "I want you to
pay attention to the camera techniques while you watch. To help you do that, I'd like you to
press the button on this counter every time you see a cut from one camera shot to another."
A cut was defined, and children were shown a 30-sec practice video of scenes from a
university office to be sure they understood the task.
In the no distraction condition, the experimenter said, "I'd like you to watch both videos,
and then I'll ask you some questions about them."

Procedure
Children viewed the films individually while the interviewer sat behind them apparently
involved in other work. Children's faces were videotaped for coding of visual attention.
The free-response, typicality, and recognition measures were administered immediately
after viewing. Free response was identical to Study 1. All protocols were scored by two
coders whose agreement (# agreements / agreements + disagreements) was 97% for dividing
into units and 88% for coding categories.

Frequency. There were 12 items, 8 of which were identical to Study 1 (4 with A
content and 4 with B content). Four items representing content not shown in either film were
added.
Multiple Choice. Twelve items contained two choices each. In four items, the choices
were A and B content; in four, they were A and not shown; in four, they were B and not
shown. The activities listed were the same as those used in Study 1. Subjects were asked to
choose which activity "most caterers usually do in their jobs." The maximum score for each
type of content was 8.
Perceived Reality. The questions were identical to Study 1.
Delayed Posttest
Approximately one month after the individual interviews were completed, written versions
of the frequency and multiple-choice questions were administered in the children's classrooms.
RESULTS

Perceived Reality of the Tapes
The perceived reality manipulation was successful. The main effect of stimulus source was
significant in a multivariate analysis of variance performed on perceived factuality, realism,
and utility, F (3,117) = 22.09, p < .001. The univariate effects were significant at p < .001
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for all three dependent variables, Fs (I,119) = 47.90, 36.20, and 37.18 respectively. The
means are shown in Table 2.

Analyses
The free recall scores were submitted to a 3-way analysis of variance o f condition (3) x order
(2) x stimulus source (2: documentary or fiction). The typicality and recognition scores from
the immediate posttest were analyzed in 3-way M A N O V A s of condition (3) x order (2) ×
stimulus source (3: documentary, fiction, neither). Tests for duration of effects were then
performed on immediate and delayed posttest scores in 4-way M A N O V A s of condition
(3) x order (2) x stimulus source (3: documentary, fiction, neither) x time of testing (2) in
which the latter two variables were repeated measures.

Immediate Effects of Fiction vs. DocumentarymReplication of S t u d y 1

Free Recall. As in Study 1, children named more elements from the documentary than
from the fictional tape, F (1,119) = 10.77, p < .001. There were no interactions. The means
are shown in Figure 2.
Frequency of Job Activities. Children rated j o b activities shown in both television
programs as more frequent than those not shown, but there was no overall difference between
the content presented as documentary or fictional. The main effect o f stimulus source was
significant, F (2,116) = 311.94, p < .001. Simple F tests indicated that only the mean for the
content not shown was significantly different from the documentary and fictional content,
F (1,117) = 629.15, p < .001. The means are shown in Figure 3.
As in Study 1, there was an interaction of stimulus source × order, F (2,116) = 8.88,
p < .001. The documentary with A content was rated less frequent (m = 12.91) than the
documentary with B content (m = 13.77). The fictional A content was higher (m = 14.09)
than the fictional B content (m = 13.20).

Multiple Choice. Children chose activities shown in the documentary video more
often than those shown in the fictional video, and both were chosen much more often than
activities not shown. The means are shown in Figure 4. The main effect of stimulus source
was significant, F (2,118) = 107.50, p < .001. The contrast between documentary and fiction
was significant, F (1,119) = 13.44, p < .001, and the contrast between both television sources
and the content not shown was significant, F (1,119) = 223.60, p < .001.
The interaction of stimulus source × content/order was significant, F (2,118) = 18.61,
p < .001. The patterns were: Documentary A content (m = 5.62), documentary B content
(m = 4.93), fiction A content (m = 4.08), fiction B content (m = 5.45).
Summary of Replication. For the most part, the results of Study 1 were replicated. On the
free recall and the multiple choice measures, children identified more elements from the
documentary than from the fictional version, but the difference on the frequency items was not
replicated. As in the importance measure in Study 1, children chose more items from both television
programs than activities not shown on both the frequency and multiple choice measures.
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Effects of Involvement Conditions

Manipulation Checks. Visual orientation was coded continuously from videotapes.
Two coders established reliability for total duration of looking above 90%; then one coder
completed the coding, Only the tapes in the homework condition were coded because a
sample of tapes in the other two conditions showed almost continuous visual orientation.
In the homework condition, children were visually oriented to the screen 43% of the
time. Children attended to the fictional stimuli (m = 53%) more than to the documentary
stimuli (m = 34%), F (1,35) = 10.16, p < .01. They also completed more problems during the
documentary stimuli (m = 33.8) than during the fictional stimuli (m = 30.5), F = 7.38,p < .01.
In the count-cuts manipulation children were expected to look at the screen, but to
concentrate on counting cuts. The average number of cuts counted was 93% of the actual
number for the documentaries and 91% of the actual number for the fictional stimuli.
Effects of Conditions on Schemata. The conditions designed to induce low involvement, particularly homework, generally succeeded in lowering children's recall and schema
acquisition from both documentary and fictional videos. For free recall, the main effect of
condition was significant, F (2,119) = 7.08, p < .001. The means were: homework = 1.66,
cuts = 2.67, no distraction = 2.63.
For frequency ratings and multiple choice questions, low involvement led to lower
scores for content from both films, and increased endorsement of wrong content that is,
job activities that were not shown in either film. The interaction of condition x stimulus
source was at a borderline level of significance for frequency, F (4,232) = 2.09, p < . 10; the
contrast of not shown with the combined fiction and documentary content was significant,
F (2,117) = 3.17, p <.05. The means for documentary and fiction combined were: homework
= 13.13, cuts = 13.13, no distraction = 14.22; the means for the items not shown on any video
were: homework = 8.20, cuts = 7.42, no distraction = 7.90.
On multiple choice scores, the interaction of condition x stimulus source was significant,
F (4,236) = 3.78, p < .01; again the difference between content not shown and both videos
combined was significant, F (2,119) = 6.26, p < .01. The means for documentary and fiction
combined were: homework = 4.76, cuts = 5.05, no distraction = 5.45; the means for the items
not shown on any video were: homework = 2.41, cuts = 1.88, no distraction = 1.10.
The prediction that low involvement would lead to less differentiation between documentary and fictional content was not supported.
Immediate vs. Delayed Test
The main purpose of conducting the delayed posttest was to determine whether the differentiation between documentary and fictional sources of content would diminish with time.
Frequency scores for both documentary and fiction were lower after delay than immediately
following viewing, but both declined about equally. Choices for the not shown items were
higher after a delay. There was a significant interaction of stimulus source x time of testing,
F (2,109) = 9.61, p < .001. The means appear in Table 3.
On the recognition test, recall of content from the documentary was somewhat lower in
the delayed test than immediately after viewing, but recall for the fictional content remained
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TABLE 3
Means of Frequency Ratings and Multiple Choice Scores on Immediate and Delayed Posttests
Study 2.

Stimulus Source
A. Frequency Rating
Immediate
Delayed
B. Multiple Choice Score
Immediate
Delayed

Documentary

Fiction

Not Shown

13.31
13.14

13.61
13.28

7.80
8.56

5.45
5.10

4.76
4.77

1.78
2.15

Note: Means for the immediate test differ slightly from those presented in Figures 3 and 4
because eight subjects who were absent from the delayed postteset were excluded from this
analysis,

constant. Both types of content were chosen considerably more often than content not shown,
stimulus source x test time, F (2,110) = 4.42, p < .05. These results show some forgetting
and some tendency to forget the fictional vs. factual source of the information.
DISCUSSION
The first purpose of these investigations was to determine experimentally whether children
acquire occupational role schemata from television. The answer is a clear yes, and this
supports H I . Both real and fictional television content were incorporated into children's role
schemata for occupations in the real world. Children consistently selected both types of
content more than content not shown across occupations and measures, and that information
remained in their role schema nearly a month later. Although correlational evidence and
experimental studies of cultivation and observational learning are consistent with these
results (Rosenthal & Zimmerman, 1978; Signorielli & Morgan, 1990), very little prior
literature exists in which social role schemas have been experimentally created.
These findings have important implications for policy and for educating children with
and about television. Children are n o t protected from the negative effects of distorted and
stereotyped social role portrayals on television by the knowledge that they are viewing
fiction. Conversely, these findings suggest that educational and prosocial messages about
jobs and other roles c a n be taught effectively using fictional formats. Children incorporate
messages from fiction into their beliefs about the real world, at least when they have little
knowledge about a role from other sources.
The second purpose was to test the hypothesis that children differentiate between factual
and fictional content when they form role schemata. The results provide partial support for
1-12. Children not only recognized that the documentaries were more factual than the dramas,
but their schemata for occupational roles in the real world were drawn more from the
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documentary programs than from the dramas. The most consistent differences occurred on
the free recall measure. Of the three measures, it can probably be considered the "purest"
index of schemata because it came first and because responses were generated by the
children; they were less subject to suggestion by the test item content than were those in the
frequency and multiple choice items. It is possible that responses later in the sequence of
testing were primed by earlier questions, though the patterns for frequency and multiple
choice did not entirely repeat one another.
One reason for the small differences between the fictional and factual stimuli may be
that the effects of perceived reality were counteracted by the greater attractiveness of the
fictional videos, thus supporting H3. Children attended more to the fictional stimuli in the
homework condition. Children may have learned from the fictional videos because they
enjoyed them (and hence attended) and from the documentaries because they believed they
were good sources of real world information.
The delayed posttest was designed to determine whether the distinction between
information from factual and fictional sources disappeared with time. The findings were
mixed on 1-14 decline was equal for factual and fictional information on one measure; on
the other, the difference was smaller because children forgot the information from the
documentary more than from the fictional tapes. The delay did make clear that children
retained information from both sources; the effects of televised occupational roles were
enduring, whether they were fact or fiction.
The design provided two types of replication--two occupations and two sets of content
within each occupation. There were variations associated with content within occupations
on frequency ratings in both studies and multiple choice in Study 2, but their patterns were
inconsistent and not readily interpretable. These variables were counter-balanced with the
documentary-fiction manipulation, so the major conclusions are not affected directly by
these interactions.
The effects of the fictional and documentary stimuli on free recall and frequency ratings
occurred for catering, but not for film directing. Children understood and recalled the content
of both occupations equally well, so the difference cannot be attributed to difficulty of the
content. More of the children knew something about film directors than about caterers before
viewing; their schemata may have been less subject to television influence as a result. The
manipulation check suggests that children were a little less clear about the difference in
factuality of the two versions for film director than for caterer.
The most likely explanation, however, is that children perceived the fictional director
videos as socially realistic; ratings of social realism were equally high for the documentary
and drama tapes. The catering drama tapes were considered less socially realistic than the
caterer documentaries or the director dramas. Moreover, on free response, children named
considerably more elements from the fictional film director tapes than from the fictional
catering tapes. They apparently learned from the documentaries for both occupations, but
they also accepted the fictional film director tape as an almost equally good source of real
world information.
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One reason for different perceptions of the caterer and director fictional tapes may have
been the form and genre used. The caterer fictional tapes contained comedy and such formal
features as laugh track; the director tapes followed a standard dramatic format with little
comedy. Comedy may signal that content is silly or ludicrous, and therefore not applicable
to the real world more than drama does. It may also suggest that the content is not serious
and is therefore worthy of shallow processing or little mental effort.
These findings seem most parsimoniously interpreted as showing that cues for fiction
can reduce the likelihood that children will incorporate role schemata, but that those cues
may need to be fairly blatant, at least for children in the middle childhood age range.
Moreover, perceived social realism may be at least as important as factuality. If a fictional
program is perceived as socially realistic, even older children may use it as a source of schema
information.
Developmental differences between second and fifth graders were expected because it
is an age period in which children's general understanding of the distinction between factual
and fictional television increases considerably. Although older children did perceive a larger
difference in factuality between the documentary and fictional tapes than younger children,
the two age groups did not differ in perceptions of social realism. This pattern is consistent
with earlier findings. Developmental differences in schema acquisition did not occur, again
suggesting that social realism as well as factuality may have influenced children's schema
acquisition.
In Study 2, the hypothesis that low attentional involvement during viewing would lead
to reduced differentiation between fictional and factual sources of information was tested.
When children's attention was reduced by having them do a competing task, they learned
less of the content presented than they did without distraction, but this pattern occurred for
both fictional and documentary presentations. These results do not support the 1-13that fact
and fiction will be differentiated less clearly when children are processing information as
incidental rather than central or when they are partially distracted.
In summary, the findings from this research lead us to three major conclusions. First,
children incorporate both factual and fictional television information into their schemata for
occupational roles. They appear to believe that the role activities shown on fictional programs
are a reasonably accurate picture of what people in that occupation do. This finding provides
an experimental demonstration of the cultivation effect. If such portrayals are indeed
accurate, then television can serve as a valuable source of social information; if they are
inaccurate, children may be misled about what people in particular jobs actually do.
Second, children can differentiate between factual and fictional sources of information
in a cognitively active way. Their perceptions of an information source as factual or fictional,
and the content as realistic or unrealistic leads them to incorporate information from that
source in a schema structure that at least partially maintains the distinction. They do so more
consistently when genre cues suggest not only fiction, but also low levels of social realism.
Third, schema acquisition from television can occur even when child viewers are not
fully attending or engaged in viewing, probably because they process the auditory information or switch attention often between the television and the distracting task. Distraction may
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lead to acquiring less information than o n e receives without distraction, but it does not appear
to r e d u c e the v i e w e r ' s tendency to distinguish b e t w e e n fact and fiction.
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NOTES
1. Questions were phrased as "how often" after piloting. Other wordings (e.g., "how likely")
seemed to be confusing. The frequency question appeared to tap children's ideas about the extent to
which an activity was typical for a member of that occupation.
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2. Sex of subject was included in initial analyses of variance, gender (2) x grade (2) x
order/content (2) × stimulus source for each occupation. There were no significant main effects or
interactions and there were no hypotheses concerning gender, so it was omitted from the final analyses.
APPENDIX

Summaries of Videotape Content
Caterer Documentary A.

"Catering as a Career."

Female narrator introduces Peter and Sara Wyatt who run a catering company. They are
shown planning a wedding party with a client, training workers, shopping, planning the place
settings and guest seating, setting up the wedding tent, preparing fancy foods. Narrator thanks
them for allowing their work to be filmed.

Caterer Fiction A.

"The Catering Contest."

Peter (narrating) is shown planning a wedding party with a client who proposes a contest
with Sara, a competing caterer. Each is shown cooking, preparing fancy foods, planning the
menu, place settings and guest seating. Peter is given the job, but cannot find all the food
because Sara has bought it. He asks her to help, and they produce the reception together. The
last scene shows them marrying each other.

Caterer Documentary B.

"Catering as a Career."

A male narrator interviews a female caterer. She is shown catering three types of parties,
dealing with guests, supervising servers, getting a check from the host after the party,
supervising the clean-up.

Caterer Fiction B.

"Catering Crises."

A female caterer (narrating) is shown trying to cater three parties at once. She has a nightmare
in which things go wrong at all three. In the process she deals with guests, supervises servers
(some of whom are incompetent), getting a check from the host, supervising the clean-up.
The daydream ends, and everything has gone well.

Director Documentary A.

"Being a Movie Director."

Female narrator introduces Monty Clifford, a well-known movie director. He is shown
talking to his female producer (who is responsible for raising money), his writer, planning
storyboards and shot lists, working with actors in rehearsal, overseeing set construction,
creating a series of stunts, and again talking to the producer.

Director Fiction A.

"A Director's Nightmare."

A male director (narrating) is shown talking to his female producer. He is worried about
being behind schedule and drifts offto sleep. He dreams about talking to his writer, designing
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sets, planning storyboards and shot lists, creating stunts. The last stunt is ruined because a
dog gets into the set. Then he wakes up.
Director Documentary B.

"Movie Directing as a Career."

A male narrator interviews a male director and female producer. They are shooting a film in
a French street. Then they view the film and find some of it is ruined. On-location shooting
in Egypt is shown, then studio shots of an actress who keeps getting her timing wrong. A
cat refuses to perform. He and the female producer view the film, then it is edited, and sound
effects are added.
Director Fiction B.

"Director's Dilemma."

A female producer is first-person narrator in story about director. The events are similar to
the documentary version, with more dialogue about the actress and cat who keep getting it
wrong. Andre, the director, gets angry and impatient.

