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ANNALS, AAPSS, 557, May 1998 

Television and the Informational 
and Educational Needs of Children 

By ALETHA C. HUSTON and JOHN C. WRIGHT 

ABSTRACT: The Children's Television Act of 1990 requires broad- 
casters to air programming that meets the informational and educa- 
tional needs of children. Despite a massive amount of evidence that 
educational programming has positive effects on the social, intellec- 
tual, and educational development of young children, and recent 
evidence that such viewing experience during the preschool years 
fosters both increased school readiness for kindergarten and superior 
high school grades in English, science, and math, there is still a large 
number of teachers and parents who believe that television viewing 
in general is harmful to children. Evidence to the contrary is re- 
viewed, and the conditions under which the medium has a positive 
effect on children's educational progress are examined. A heavy diet 
of commercial, broadcast, entertainment television made for general 
audiences does indeed have some of the alleged harmful effects, but 
educational programming for children between the ages of 2 and 5 
years has the opposite effects. 

Aletha C. Huston, professor of child development at the University of Texas atAustin, 
has published on prosocial television, how children understand television, gender 
differences, child care, public policy, and effects of policy. 

John C. Wright has taught child development at the universities of Minnesota and 
Kansas. He directs the Center for Research on the Influences of Television on Children 
(CRITC) at the University of Texas at Austin. He has published on cognitive develop- 
ment, cognitive style, and children's processing of television. 
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N 1990, the Children's Television 
Act became federal law. It re- 

quires all broadcast stations to pro- 
vide programming that meets the 
educational and informational needs 
of children and youths. In 1996, after 
a long process of rule making by the 
Federal Communications Commis- 
sion, the law was interpreted as re- 
quiring each station to provide a 
minimum of three hours per week of 
educational and informational pro- 
gramming for children in order to 
qualify for expedited license renewal. 
These actions by the federal govern- 
ment were based in part on evidence 
and in part on strong beliefs that 
broadcast television can and should be 
contributing to children's development. 

From the beginnings of television, 
many argued that the medium had a 
vast potential to teach and to expand 
knowledge of a world well beyond the 
one viewers inhabit in everyday life. 
From one's own living room, one trav- 
els to distant places and to the past 
or the future. The experience can 
range from the microcosm to the mac- 
rocosm. The medium has particular 
advantages for teaching young chil- 
dren. Television itself is immensely 
appealing to children, hence they will 
watch voluntarily and learn in the 
process. It reaches children in their 
homes at an age well before they are 
exposed to more organized educa- 
tional settings, providing an opportu- 
nity to begin teaching before children 
enter school or child care settings. 
The mode of representing informa- 
tion, using visual and auditory cues 
as well as language, is well suited to 
young children's abilities and levels 
of comprehension. 

In the early days of television in 
the United States, educational pro- 
grams for children were part of stan- 
dard commercial offerings. The number 
of such programs peaked in 1953, 
dropped precipitously by 1959, in- 
creased some in the 1960s, and stead- 
ily declined after that time until the 
early 1990s (Condry 1989, 56). In 
1967, the Public Broadcasting Act es- 
tablished federal support for a non- 
profit, public broadcasting system in 
the United States, largely because 
commercial broadcasting was not 
serving the public need of all age 
groups for information and education 
(Kunkel and Watkins 1987). It was 
generally believed, however, that 
such educational programs for chil- 
dren as Mister Rogers' Neighborhood 
had little chance of reaching beyond 
a small audience with well-educated 
and sophisticated parents. 

In the mid-1960s, a consortium of 
educators, creative artists, and oth- 
ers launched an experiment in using 
television to provide early childhood 
intervention that would reduce the 
risk of school failure. The target audi- 
ences were urban, poor, minority 
populations. The television program 
was Sesame Street. Formats and 
forms that were known to attract 
children (for example, animation, 
short segments, advertisements) 
were used to package letters, num- 
bers, concepts, science, and informa- 
tion of all kinds. 

During its first season, Sesame 
Street succeeded in reaching viewers 
well beyond the most optimistic pre- 
dictions, despite the fact that public 
television could not be received on 
ordinary VHS television sets in many 
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locations. It demonstrated beyond 
question that educational programs 
could attract an audience (Ball and 
Bogatz 1970). By the early 1990s, 
according to a national survey, more 
than three-quarters of preschool chil- 
dren and 60 percent of kindergart- 
ners were reported to watch Sesame 
Street at least once a week, and view- 
ing was equally common for different 
income and ethnic groups (Zill, 
Davies, and Daly 1994). 

The 1970s witnessed a burgeoning 
of educational programs for children, 
many supported by federal Equal 
Educational Opportunity funds, gov- 
ernment funds for public broadcast- 
ing, and foundations. In the 1980s, 
the funds dried up and so did new 
programs. Moreover, the small ef- 
forts by commercial networks to pro- 
duce and broadcast educational pro- 
grams in the 1970s were also 
discontinued for the most part in the 
1980s, perhaps in reaction to the at- 
mosphere of governmental deregula- 
tion that prevailed in the administra- 
tion, leaving many commercial 
stations with little or no educational 
programming (Kunkel 1991). 

Since the implementation of the 
Children's Television Act, the total 
number of children's programs has 
increased enormously. More than 
1000 programs for children are 
broadcast weekly in one large north- 
eastern urban market, and these rep- 
resent more than 300 different program 
series titles (Jordan and Woodard 
1997, 3). Basic cable provides about 
40 percent of the children's programs 
now seen in an American city market. 
The Public Broadcasting Service 
(PBS) provides about 22 percent; pre- 
mium (pay) cable channels account 

for 19 percent; the small networks 
(Fox, UNB, and WB) provide 17 per- 
cent; while the three major commercial 
networks only account for 2 percent 
of all children's programs. 

In a separate analysis of the com- 
mercial broadcasters' educational of- 
ferings, only 2 of the 10 best were 
supplied by the commercial networks 
to their affiliates (Jordan and Woodard 
1998). Most of the non-PBS educa- 
tional programs are broadcast by in- 
dependent stations that buy syndi- 
cated programming. While all 
broadcasters report that they will 
comply with the law (as of summer 
1997), this change will result in fewer 
hours of children's educational pro- 
gramming on the major networks' af- 
filiate stations (though perhaps of 
better quality) but slightly increased 
hours of children's programming on 
independent and minor network sta- 
tions (Jordan and Sullivan 1997). 

About two-thirds of our overall 
sample of children's programs are 
targeted at school-age children and 
25 percent at preschoolers (Jordan 
and Woodard 1997). Very few (3 per- 
cent) appear to be directed at 12- to 
16-year-olds. However, the high- 
quality educational programs con- 
spicuously omit the middle childhood 
audience as a target. Most educa- 
tional programs are addressed to pre- 
schoolers and early teenage viewers 
(Jordan and Woodard 1997). 

The new regulations have raised 
serious questions about how to define 
"educational" and "informative." The 
programs that broadcasters claim 
are educational and informative are 
not all considered educational by 
scholarly reviewers; about a quarter 
are not, by any standard, educational 
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benchmarks (Jordan and Woodard 
1997; Kunkel and Canepa 1994). One 
means of defining educational con- 
tent, used in some analyses that our 
laboratory performed for PBS, is 
based on the educational goals listed 
in the Goals 2000 document produced 
during President George Bush's ad- 
ministration. These include physical 
well-being (for example, health, nu- 
trition), motor skills, social skills (for 
example, cooperation, conflict resolu- 
tion, knowledge about different cul- 
tures), emotional development (for 
example, understanding feelings), 
creativity, language and literacy, 
positive attitudes about learning, 
critical thinking, problem solving, 
quantitative skills, cognitive skills 
(for example, inference, concept for- 
mation), and knowledge about the 
arts, history, social science, and natu- 
ral science (Neapolitan and Huston 
1994). 

EFFECTS OF VIEWING 

Both cognitive and social effects of 
viewing television have been studied 
in children, and the durability of 
measured effects over time is a criti- 
cal aspect thereof. 

Academic and cognitive skills 

Not only did Sesame Street break 
new ground in generating audience 
appeal; it also, from the outset, set a 
standard of using both formative and 
summative research to evaluate its 
impact and to inform new production. 
During the first two seasons of broad- 
casting, the Educational Testing Ser- 
vice conducted large-scale evalu- 
ations of what children in the target 
populations learned from viewing the 

program at home or in preschool (Ball 
and Bogatz 1970; Bogatz and Ball 
1971). The design was a random- 
assignment experiment in which the 
experimental group received the 
video equipment needed for reception 
and parents were told about the pro- 
gram and were asked to encourage 
their children to watch it. The control 
group received neither equipment 
nor encouragement to view. 

All children were given pre- and 
posttests measuring seven skill areas 
taught on the program and a vocabu- 
lary test to measure generalized ef- 
fects. When naturally occurring 
viewing differences were examined, 
children who watched frequently 
gained more on these skills than 
those who did not. When the experi- 
mental design was successfully im- 
plemented, children in the experi- 
mental group gained more than those 
in the control group in terms of both 
specific skills and vocabulary (Bogatz 
and Ball 1971; Stein and Friedrich 
1975). Nevertheless, the conclusions 
from these evaluations were ques- 
tioned on the grounds that the paren- 
tal encouragement provided in the 
experimental groups increased the 
impact of the program, exaggerating 
the effects it would have in natural 
viewing contexts (Cook et al. 1975). 

At our research center, the Center 
for Research on the Influences of 
Television on Children, we have con- 
ducted two longitudinal investiga- 
tions of young children's television 
use to learn more about what young 
children watch and how their choices 
affect development. Groups of chil- 
dren were followed for two to three 
years. Parents kept written viewing 
diaries or reported the child's daily 
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activities periodically, providing us 
with a record of all television that the 
child watched during selected peri- 
ods. We coded a program as "child 
informative" if it was designed for a 
child audience and if the production 
provided some evidence that it had 
an informative purpose (though it 
might be entertaining as well, of 
course). Children were given a vari- 
ety of tests at the beginning and end 
of each study. 

The first of these investigations, 
the Topeka study, was conducted in 
the early 1980s (Huston et al. 1990). 
For children in Sesame Street's target 
age range of 3 to 5 years, there was 
evidence that viewing the program 
led to improved vocabulary scores. 
Specifically, frequent viewers im- 
proved more than infrequent viewers 
on the Peabody Picture Vocabulary 
Test, a measure of vocabulary com- 
prehension, even with extensive con- 
trols for family characteristics (Rice 
et al. 1990). 

In the second, the Early Window 
Project, children who frequently 
watched educational programs (in- 
cluding Sesame Street) when they 
were aged 2-4 performed better than 
infrequent viewers on tests of school 
readiness and vocabulary at age 5, 
again with extensive controls for in- 
itial language ability and charac- 
teristics of the home environment 
(Wright and Huston 1995). 

Durability of effects 

Some early childhood interven- 
tions have been shown to have lasting 
effects into adolescence or adulthood, 
but many show little effect a few 
years after children enter school. Un- 

til recently, little was known about 
the longevity of the educational ef- 
fects of early television viewing. To 
address this issue, two teams of in- 
vestigators, one from Massachusetts, 
led by Daniel Anderson, and one from 
Kansas, led by the present authors, 
collaborated in finding and inter- 
viewing 570 adolescents whose me- 
dia use, families, and intellectual 
abilities had been studied in their 
preschool years at one of the two 
sites. The most striking finding was 
that frequent viewers of Sesame 
Street and other child informative 
programs at age 5 had higher high 
school grades in English, math, and 
science than infrequent viewers, 
even with controls for early language 
ability and the educational level 
achieved by parents (Collins et al. 
1997). 

A similar pattern occurred in a 
sample followed from preschool to 
grade 6 in Sweden. Watching chil- 
dren's programs in preschool, shows 
that were largely prosocial and edu- 
cational, predicted academic test per- 
formance in first grade and school 
marks (grades) in grade 6 (Rosengren 
and Windahl 1989). 

The most reasonable explanation 
for the persistence of early viewing 
effects is that early learning starts a 
cycle or cascade in which children 
enter school prepared, have initial 
success, gain confidence, and are per- 
ceived by teachers as being bright 
and competent. These events in turn 
facilitate learning in school, which 
perpetuates the positive cycle. In the 
Swedish study, watching documen- 
tary television was also found to be a 
link from early informational viewing 
to later strong academic performance. 
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Social and emotional development 

Many educational programs for 
children are designed to affect social 
and emotional development-to 
teach such prosocial behaviors as co- 
operation, sharing, helping, nonvio- 
lent conflict resolution; to enhance 
children's self-esteem and their un- 
derstanding of others' feelings and 
behavior; to reduce unrealistic fear 
and acceptance of social stereotypes 
based on gender, ethnic group, dis- 
ability, and the like. Mister Rogers' 
Neighborhood, as one of the first and 
best-designed programs addressing 
social and emotional development of 

young children, was the subject of 
extensive evaluations in the 1970s. 
In experimental studies with pre- 
school children, viewing typically led 
to increases in such prosocial behav- 
iors as helping, sharing, cooperation, 
and verbalizing feelings as well as to 
increases in task persistence and 

imagination (Friedrich and Stein 
1973; Singer and Singer 1981; Stein 
and Friedrich 1975). Some programs 
for older children include Freestyle, 
designed to reduce gender and ethnic 

stereotypes (Johnston and Ettema 
1982), Degrassi Junior High, focused 
on adolescent coping skills (Singer 
and Singer 1994), and Talking with 
TJ, a videotape series teaching social 

problem-solving skills (Johnston et al. 
1993). Evaluations have shown that 
these programs affect children's 
knowledge of the content transmit- 
ted, attitudes, and reports of what 
they would do, but direct observa- 
tions of resulting behavior changes 
have not been made because they are 
difficult to design and expensive to 
conduct. 

The most general conclusion to be 
drawn from these evaluations seems 
to be that television can teach some 
topics to some children some of the 
time. Even that limited statement 
has been challenged by some. There 
are social critics and educators who 
believe that television as a medium 
is ill suited to educate and may in- 
stead have harmful effects on chil- 
dren's optimal development (Anderson 
1998). We turn now to some of the 
criticisms and questions about televi- 
sion as an educational, medium, at- 
tempting to identify the ways in 
which television can be more or less 
effective as a teacher. 

ISSUES 

The criticisms raised by those who 
condemn television as a medium for 
children are often simply false and 
can be applied, in any case, only to 
certain genres of television and not to 
the entire medium. 

"Passive" nature of television 

One frequent criticism of televi- 
sion as an educational medium is 
that it imposes passivity on the 
viewer. A thoughtful examination of 
this assertion makes clear that a 
number of different features of the 
medium are encompassed by the 
term "passive" (Anderson and Lorch 
1983; Huston and Wright 1989). At 
one level, there is literal physical in- 

activity or lack of obvious response to 
the content, though similar inactivity 
while reading a book does not connote 
absence of high-level intellectual ac- 
tivity. In fact, we usually assume that 
learning is promoted by sitting qui- 
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etly and attending to a teacher, a 
book, or a written assignment. 

Many argue that children are inac- 
tive intellectually as well as physically 
while watching television. Elsewhere 
in this volume, Daniel Anderson pre- 
sents a strong case that such critics 
are wrong. Children are continuously 
making judgments about the compre- 
hensibility and interest of the content 
and thinking about the credibility, 
context, and applicability of what 
they are viewing. 

Lack of interactivity 

Another meaning of "passive" is 
that television programs, whether 
broadcast or on videotape, do not al- 
low the viewer to interact with con- 
tent in any true sense. That is, the 
program does not elicit a response 
from the viewer and then follow it 
with content that is specifically con- 
tingent on that response. Educa- 
tional programs for children have in- 
cluded many efforts to overcome this 
limitation of broadcast television, at 
least to the extent of eliciting choices 
or responses from viewers. Hosts or 
characters sometimes ask viewers to 
join in an activity, such as counting or 
making gestures. In Sesame Street, 
one distinctive format that is often 
used is a four-part box showing three 
objects or activities that are similar 
or are members of a class (for exam- 
ple, foods, people running) and one 
that is not a member of that class (for 
example, a shoe, a person walking). 
Regular viewers are familiar with the 
song that asks them to decide (or to 
point at) the thing that "is not like the 
others."' There is time for the viewer 
to think of the answer, then it is 

shown, and the narrator provides a 
"phantom reinforcer" by saying, "If 
you said ' ,' you were right." 

Learner's control of stimulus 

Television programs give viewers 
little control over the content, pace, 
and ordering of the material pre- 
sented. Videotapes correct this problem 
to some extent because the viewers 
can repeat content within a show and 
skip rapidly forward or backward 
(see Mares 1998). Viewers and par- 
ents are not limited by the broadcast 
schedule. When children have video- 
tapes at home, they watch the same 
one many times, just as young chil- 
dren repeat the same books over and 
over again. 

Cumulative content 

Television designed for informal 
home use cannot take advantage of 
an educational curriculum that in- 
volves a sequenced presentation over 
several episodes. Unlike school, one 
cannot assume that a viewer will 
have seen the content shown earlier 
in a given episode, much less the epi- 
sodes shown earlier in the week or 
the month. One way of dealing with 
this problem is to present content at 
varying levels of difficulty in hopes 
that a particular viewer will find at 
least some of it comprehensible and 
appropriate. A technique known as 
layering exemplifies an approximate 
strategy that producers can use to 
make sure that a program can be 
interesting to a broader range of ages 
and stages of audience sophistication 
than would otherwise be attracted to 
it. This approach anticipates re- 
peated viewing by the same child, 
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whose familiarity prompts succes- 
sive shifts of focus to higher and 

higher levels of message comprehen- 
sion. Nickelodeon's Blue's Clues is a 
program that tries explicitly to use 
layering in this fashion. 

Visual emphasis of television 

Television is often described as a 
visual medium, despite the obvious 
fact that it is also auditory and that 
most programs rely heavily on spo- 
ken language to transmit their mes- 

sages. Some educators consider the 
visual character of television a dis- 
tinct advantage because of young 
children's tendency to give visually 
presented information priority over 

verbally presented information, the 
"visual superiority effect" (Hayes and 
Birnbaum 1980; Rolandelli 1989). 
Because children tend to learn from 
concrete, visual presentations, televi- 
sion is well suited to their learning 
styles. 

The other side of this argument is 
that visual representation is by defi- 
nition less abstract than linguistic 
representation; therefore, the con- 
tent learned is concrete, simplistic, 
and focused on actions rather than 
words or ideas. One way of testing 
these ideas is to compare television 
with radio or book presentations of 
similar or identical content. Such ex- 

periments have typically shown that 
children learn content, sequence, and 
basic ideas at least as well from tele- 
vision as from other media (for exam- 

ple, Gibbons et al. 1986). In at least 
one experiment, however, children 
who had seen televised stories re- 
called actions and action sequences 
better, but specifics of language pre- 

sentations less well, than those who 
had seen and heard storybooks (Mer- 
ingoff et al. 1983). 

Nor is there evidence for the asser- 
tion that what children learn from 
Sesame Street and similar programs 
is primarily rote memory for letters 
and numbers rather than more ab- 
stract knowledge that can be gener- 
alized and applied to different con- 
texts. In both the experimental and 
longitudinal evaluations, positive ef- 
fects of viewing such programs were 
observed on general tests of vocabu- 
lary and school-readiness skills (Rice 
et al. 1990; Wright and Huston 1995). 

A strong case for abstract learning 
was made in the evaluation of Square 
One, a program designed "to promote 
positive attitudes toward, and enthu- 
siasm for, mathematics; . . . to en- 

courage the use and application of 

problem-solving processes; and ... to 

present sound mathematical con- 
tent" (Hall, Esty, and Fisch 1990, 
162). In an experimental evaluation 
of the program with fifth-graders, 
viewers improved significantly more 
than nonviewers on problem-solving 
skills: the number and variety of ac- 
tions and heuristics used, as well as 
the completeness and sophistication 
of the solutions obtained. That is, 
they were not just learning arithme- 
tic; they were learning complex 
strategies and approaches to mathe- 
matics (Hall, Esty, and Fisch 1990). 

Another line of criticism is that the 
dominance of intense, visually inter- 

esting images interferes with chil- 
dren's processing ofverbal information 
and, therefore, ultimately delays ac- 

quisition of language skills (Healy 
1990). The evidence does not support 
this hypothesis, however. Children 



TELEVISION AND THE NEEDS OF CHILDREN 17 

who watch 30-60 minutes a day of 
educational television do better, not 
worse, than nonviewers on vocabu- 
lary tests, on tests of reading skills, 
and in high school English. Moreover, 
there are experimental data showing 
that children can learn word mean- 
ings from television presentations. In 
two 15-minute presentations of an 
animated program, for example, 5- 
year-old children learned the mean- 
ing of such words as "cleaver," "waft," 
"trudge," and "makeshift" that had 
not previously been familiar to them 
(Rice and Woodsmall 1988). 

On balance, the visual qualities of 
television seem to make a positive 
rather than a negative contribution 
to viewers' learning. The reasons are 
straightforward. Surely, the human 
organism is equipped to use visual 
information efficiently and to inte- 
grate it with other forms of informa- 
tion. What we need to understand 
much better is how to use both the 
visual and the auditory features of 
the medium to maximize its value. 
How the modalities can be integrated 
most effectively for each level of child 
development and each corpus of con- 
tent and skills to be taught is the 
important question. 

Television's suppression of 
imagination and creativity 

Television supplies both visual 
and auditory images and content; 
therefore, some have argued, it does 
not stimulate the viewers to generate 
their own visual images or to make 
inferences that go beyond the content 
given. Although there is some weak 
evidence that general television 
viewing is associated with lowered 

creativity and imaginative output, 
the content of television rather than 
the medium itself seems to account 
for some of these effects. In fact, pro- 
grams designed to stimulate imagi- 
nation and fantasy, such as Mister 
Rogers, appear to achieve their goal 
to a modest degree (Valkenburg and 
van der Voort 1994). 

It is interesting that, to our knowl- 
edge, people making these arguments 
have often asserted that auditory me- 
dia or print are superior to television 
because they induce the consumer to 
generate visual imagery. Yet the mea- 
sures of imagination and creativity 
are almost all verbal. The converse 
argument-that television without 
sound, or at least without language, 
would induce the viewer to generate 
verbal imagery-has not been made 
or tested. 

Rapid pace and reduced 
attention span 

Teachers and parents repeatedly 
tell us that television has reduced 
children's attention spans. On a more 
scientific level, Singer (1980) pro- 
posed that educational programs 
with rapid pace and short segments 
are processed at a superficial and 
largely perceptual level by young 
children. One consequence is that 
even such educational programs as 
Sesame Street may lead children to be 
easily distractible, to lose interest in 
a topic quickly, and, as a result, to 
have a short attention span. Despite 
its popularity, this idea is not sup- 
ported by evidence. On the contrary, 
heavy viewers of Sesame Street are 
rated as being slightly better pre- 
pared for school and as having a more 
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positive attitude toward school than 
infrequent viewers (Bogatz and Ball 
1971; Wright and Huston 1995). In 
one experimental study, children 
were shown programs with short, 
rapidly changing segments or pro- 
grams with long segments. There 
were no differences between the 

groups on several measures of attention 
and task persistence in a post-view- 
ing test of perseverance (Anderson, 
Levin, and Lorch 1977). 

If television has any effects on at- 
tention span or the willingness to 

persist in tasks, those effects are 
more likely to be a function of the 
content and form of the programs 
viewed than of the medium per se. In 
our early study, for example, children 
who were shown episodes of Mister 

Rogers' Neighborhood containing a 

story about characters who tried 

again after failures were more persis- 
tent (that is, stayed with activities 

longer) during classroom free play 
than children who saw neutral films 
(Friedrich and Stein 1973). 

Viewing for entertainment, 
not for learning 

For children and adults alike, the 

primary reason for watching televi- 
sion is to be entertained. At least in 
the United States, the medium is 

strongly associated with relaxation, 
escape, and lack of intense mental 
effort. Even if the content is well de- 

signed, children may learn relatively 
little from it because they do not en- 

gage it seriously. Salomon (1983) has 

argued that the strong association of 
television with entertainment is a re- 
sult of the ways we as a society have 
chosen to use it, not of something 

inherent in the medium itself. Fur- 
ther, he has shown that American 
children invest less mental effort in 

processing television than Israeli 
children, presumably because televi- 
sion is more often a means of learning 
vital news or other information in 
that country (Salomon 1983). 

Displacement by television 
of more valuable learning 
experiences 

This argument goes as follows: 

surely, if children were not spending 
three, four, six, or eight hours a day 
watching television, they would be 

doing something more valuable- 

reading, doing homework, playing 
outside, socializing with family or 
friends. But the displacement hy- 
pothesis in its simple forms is not 
well supported by the evidence. 
When television was introduced in 
the United States and other coun- 

tries, the most pronounced effect on 
time use was the reduction in the use 
of other media (such as radio and 
movies) that satisfy some of the same 
entertainment and informational 
functions that television serves. 
There is some small evidence that 
television use may reduce time spent 
in leisure reading, but it is inconsis- 
tent (Mutz, Roberts, and van Vuuren 

1993; Neuman 1988, 1991). 
The major problem in making 

sense of this research is that the dis- 

placement conceptualization is too 

simple. Even when there are time 
trade-offs between television and 
other activities, the causal directions 
involved are ambiguous. Television 
may be the default, filling in time 
when there are few opportunities for 
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other activities, rather than a force 
luring children away from alterna- 
tives (Rosengren and Windahl 1989). 

More important, people incorpo- 
rate television into their lives in com- 
plex ways. Children often play while 
viewing; they go from television to a 
book to a computer game to talking 
with a family member. Neuman 
(1991) proposed that television and 
print, as well as other media, can 
have a synergistic relationship, often 
complementing and reinforcing one 
another. In our Early Window study, 
the amount of time spent watching 
educational programs was positively 
related with the time children spent 
reading, being read to, and being en- 
gaged in educational play activities. 
By contrast, there was an inverse 
relation between such activities and 
time spent viewing general enter- 
tainment television (Huston et al., in 
preparation). 

WHAT CAN TV DO WELL AND 
WHAT CAN IT NOT DO? 

Given the available evidence, we 
take the liberty of concluding this 
article with some educated opinions 
about how television might contrib- 
ute most effectively to the educa- 
tional development of children. Tele- 
vision can teach academic and social 
skills; it can help viewers to under- 
stand social issues, feelings, and per- 
spectives; it can bring about under- 
standing of ethnic diversity and 
reduce stereotyped attitudes, to 
name only a few domains. The visual 
character of television is a plus for 
most kinds of learning. It helps to 
engage children, and it offers them a 
mode of representation that comple- 
ments and clarifies messages that 

are carried by language as well. Chil- 
dren can learn factual and conceptual 
information from television, and they 
can generalize what they learn. By 
means of television, children can 
travel in time and space to the "not 
here" and the "not now." Variations in 
pace and segment length can be care- 
fully crafted to hold children's inter- 
est without leading to problems in 
attention span. Television does not 
necessarily displace more valuable 
activities; educational programming 
can be "part of a balanced breakfast," 
operating in concert with many other 
beneficial experiences. The effects of 
television on many aspects of learn- 
ing are more a function of program 
structure and content than of the me- 
dium itself. 

Some limitations of broadcast tele- 
vision for education seem to us to be 
inherent in the medium. (We have 
not addressed instructional televi- 
sion designed for classroom use, to 
which many of these limitations do 
not apply.) Understanding these limi- 
tations should help to decide how to 
use television most effectively and 
how not to use it. Programs in the 
commercial world of broadcasting 
must attract a voluntary audience 
whose goals are usually entertain- 
ment rather than learning, and they 
must do so in competition with a wide 
range of programming. Television 
has limited capacity to allow viewer 
interaction with the content. Mes- 
sages, pacing, and repetition cannot 
readily be adjusted for individual 
viewers. Building on content pre- 
sented earlier is difficult because 
viewers may or may not have been 
exposed to it. Finally, there is a strong 
association of television with leisure 
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and relaxation, leading to relatively 
low levels of invested mental effort 
during viewing, at least among older 
children. Repetition can be encour- 
aged, however, by layering messages 
of differential difficulty and subtlety 
in the same program. When that is 
done well, the availability of the pre- 
requisite information needed for 
comprehension can be ensured. 

Preschool children are easier to 
reach than older children. Educa- 
tional and informative programs for 
preschool age groups have had more 
success in attracting audiences than 
those for older children, though there 
are notable exceptions (for example, 
Ghostwriter was in the top 15 pro- 
grams viewed by its target age group 
of 8- to 12-year-olds [Children's Tele- 
vision Workshop 19941). Parents, 
child care providers, and others have 
more control over preschoolers' view- 
ing than over that of older children, 
and there may be less distinction be- 
tween entertainment and informa- 
tion for younger children. Nonethe- 
less, children from about 6 to 12 are 
likely to be the target age group of 
many programs produced for com- 
mercial stations because they consti- 
tute a larger and more lucrative po- 
tential audience than do preschool 
children. 

Once children enter school, broad- 
cast television cannot replace the ba- 
sic skill development curricula of 
school. The Electric Company added 
little to what school taught about 
phonics in the early grades (Ball and 
Bogatz 1973). What television can do 
well is to convey information about 
such content areas as science, his- 
tory, art, and geography. It can also 
both communicate enthusiasm for 

learning and teach the under- 
standing that skills learned in school 
are useful. Ghostwriter, for example, 
was designed to teach the value of 
written communication, not writing 
skills. It can deal with social and 
emotional issues through stories and 
narratives, weaving themes of non- 
violent conflict resolution, coping 
with family problems, helping others, 
and the like. Story formats are par- 
ticularly appealing to children, at 
least from about age 5 onward 
(Wright et al. 1984). 

Broadcast television reaches a 
broader and more socioeconomically 
diverse audience of children than any 
other medium or, for that matter, any 
other source of education before chil- 
dren enter school. One major justifi- 
cation for public and private investment 
in educational television for children 
has been the potential of the medium 
to reach children growing up in envi- 
ronments that put them at an educa- 
tional disadvantage, but some have 
expressed concern that children in 
advantaged homes watch such pro- 
grams more than those in disadvan- 
taged environments, a fact that 
might tend to widen the knowledge 
gap between the information rich and 
the information poor (Cook et al. 
1975). As we noted earlier, Sesame 
Street has a large viewing audience 
from all economic levels in the 1990s, 
but more efforts to educate parents 
and child care providers about avail- 
able programs might increase view- 
ing among children whose economic 
level is lower and whose need is 
greater. 

Publicly broadcast television is the 
most democratic and equitably avail- 
able medium we have in modern so- 
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ciety. Virtually every family with 
children has a working television set. 
For many families, turning on the 
home television is less costly than 
traveling to a free public library. 
Videocassette recorders are found in 
more homes than is cable subscrip- 
tion, and the use of selected children's 
videotapes in place of broadcast view- 
ing would be a healthy trend, for in 
order to be on the child's bookshelf, a 
videotape has to have been rented, 
purchased, or taped off the air by a 
deliberate parental action. By con- 
trast, access to cable stations, com- 
puters, or the Internet requires con- 
tinued investment. The continuing 
media revolution is raising impor- 
tant questions about equal opportu- 
nity for children from rich and poor 
families, particularly given the fact 
that income inequality among fami- 
lies with children has increased con- 
siderably since the 1970s (Danziger 
and Gottschalk 1994). For the 20- 
plus percent of the children in the 
United States who live in families 
with incomes below the poverty 
threshold, and for the many more 
living in near poverty, constructive 
television offers a resource to reduce 
educational and informational ineq- 
uity. We as a society ought to be work- 
ing much harder to use it effectively 
to reach and teach all children things 
they will need to know in an elec- 
tronic age. 

Note 

1. Even this apparently straightforward 
example of teaching the oddity concept ran 
afoul of social considerations. The game had 
the potential connotation that being different 
and in a minority was bad. Accordingly, the 
writers replaced the words "not like the others" 

with "doing its own thing" for the targeted 
nonconforming persons on screen. 
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