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' IWO_ THINGS . THAT HAVE BEEN SAID

about religion cdn also be said about
television: that it is the opiate: of the
" masses, ‘and that it can inspire truth,
goodness and beauty, or mendacity, vi-
ciousness and evil. Children who watch
programs that depict positive social be-
havior often will act according to these
examples. They can learn obcdlence
self-control;, charity and cooperation,
and they can overcome unreasonable
fears—all by sitting in front of 4 telev1
sion set.

"They can learn aggression and antiso-
cial behavior in the same way, Most re-
search on television vicwing has been

concerned with the négative effects of .

violence, Psychologists find that a steady
diet of televised gunfights, infantry at-
_tacks and felony ‘arrests promote aggres-
sive behavior in a child. Their-evidence
supports the modeling theory-of develap-
merit—that what you see gnides what
you do. As a result of such studies, con-
cerned Congressmen have started a cam-
paign to control television programmg
‘heavily. : .

But cven the mdst violent television

. shows offer some exarmples of positive
-social behavior—a gunfighter may help 4
farmer clear his land; a G.I may share
his food with a war orphan; a. detective
may help a boy overcome his shyness.
Psychologists have now begun to cxplore
television's promisc as a teacher of im-

- portant social lessons. Their ﬁndmgs sug-

<. gest that society will have to pay ‘more

attention to the potential of TV before
condemning the medium entirely.
With our associates—Emily Davidéon,

Jae Hill and David Mott—we recently fin-
ished a series of experiments that dem-

‘onstrated how a visual model could help’

a child reduce unredsonable fears, thus
tapping the potentlaf of the television
format.

We- began by workmg w1th 18 pref
school boys who were inordinately afraid
of dogs. In a pretest these youngsters
would not approach a large German
shepherd. We divided thé children into
two groups—one group watcheda special-

ly prepared film program- about dogs, .

which we had made with amateur talent

(shown on a rcatrscreen flm projector

that looked like a television set). The
plot seructure was simple: an obviously
fearful young boy watched as an older
lad played with a dog. Our young viewers
saw that the first boy soon oveérecame his
fear by imitating the older child; as the
program ended both children were play-
ing with the dog

After they had scen the ﬁim eight of
nine chl]dren in thé fitst group willingly
approached the ‘German shepherd. Less
than 10 mirutes of our imitation TV had
helped erase long-standing fear that pre-
vented children in the first group from
playing with the dog. Children in the

second group did not see. the film and

they retained their fear.

- Dentist. Our next film, made with
Richard Adelson and Antol Herskovitz,
wis about dental hygiene. We showed it
on the redrscreen projector -too. The
film's plot wds similar to the ore about
the boys with the dog. Two children—a
four-yearold girl and an: eight-year-old
boy—visited a dentist’s office. The oider
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child fearlessly climbed into the chair to
have his teeth cleaned while the younger
child looked on. The younger child’s fear
was quite apparent at fitst but, again, our
program showed how she gradually over-
came it by imitating an older child. And,

-as before, we showed that fearlessness*

was rewarded. As the children in our pro-
gram completed their treatment and
climbed outof the chair, the dentist gave
each a big red toothbrush.

Many different chlildren have now
scen, our imitation TV program. As part
of ‘one’study, we selected 15 children,
four and a half to six and three fourths
(the same age as the fearful girl in the
film) whose mothers said they were
afraid of the dentist; they either saw our

" film, another film, or no program. Then

we. showed' them pictures of a dentist
and two other persons selected froin pic-
tures of a physician, a fireman, a police-
man and a farmer. We asked the chil
dren whlch of the men they would like
to v151t at their place of work. Children
who had seen our film were much moré
willing to visit the'dentist than were chil-
dren in the other groups. (The dentist
received a vote of confidence of 4.2 on
a scale of six from viewers of our film,
2.6 from the control group of nonviewers
and 2.2 from those who saw the. other
film.} ‘

We then went on to use the film in
the children’s dental clinic of a large hos-
pital where severely retarded and dis
turbed children are 'seen. Our clinical
trials thus far-have been extremely re-
warding; three obscrvers, a dentist and
two psychologists, independently agreed -
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that there had been 1mprovement w1th

. eight of nine fearful youngsters after 10
minutes 'of our film treatment.

- Dolphins. Robert O'Connor has con-
ducted a similar experiment with chil-
dren just entering nursery school who

" had grown up isoblated from other chil-
dren, and who did not know how to in-
teract socially. He sclected 12 students
‘who showed ‘marked withdrawal symp-
toms and divided them into two groups:
The first group viewed a film about dol-
phins; the second group watched a film

~ depicting dppropriate social behavior in
a nursery-school setting. (All saw the
fi_lnis on a rearscreen. projector that
looked like a television set.) The nur-

sery-school film was divided into 11

scenes—in each scene a child would ob-
serve-an activity, then join in, receiving
some form of positive encouragement
from other children or the narrator.

. Each activity was more threatcning
than the one that.preceded it in terms
of vigor of play and size of the group

involved: In the filst scene the with-
drawn child learned to share a book with
-a-neighbor; in the last scene he joined

* six ether children who were gleefully
‘tossing a toy around the room. :

Deficits. O'Connor then observed the
two groups in the nursery-school setting.
The six individuals who had seen the

-social-interaction  film significantly in-
creased the number and quality of their
interactions with the other sindents.
Members of the group who had seen the
film about dolphins were as withdrawn
as they had been at the beginning of the
study. O'Connor’s conclusion empha-

sized the potential power of television to
correct behavior: "It should be noted.. . .
that the experiment achieved significant
changes in social . behavior among chil-
dren with relatively severe deficits with-
out developing a therapeutic relation-
ship. Until recently, a fairly intimate
client-therapist relationship and the at-
tainment. of insight have been consid-
erced nécessary conditions of personality

change. In contrast [these results, using

only a film], indicate that the social be-
havior of children can be effectively en-
hanced by efforts .to arrange social
stimulus conditions that may insure the
acquisition of requisite competencies,

"the reduction of inhibiting fears, and the

facilitation of aj:apro_priate responses.”
Delay. A study by Aletha Stein and

Lynette Friedrich has demonstrated that
- selective viewing can also. have. positive .

cffects on the behavior of nofmal pre-
school children. Their subjécts were 52
boys and 45 girls in a summer nursery
school. The experimenters observed the
children at play and in various other nur-
sery-school situations for two weeks.
They recorded each child’s obedience to
rutes, his tolerance for dekayr("‘Tak'c a
nap, then we'll play.’’), and his persis-
tence at frustrating tasks. Then they di-
vided the children into three groups.
Each group watched television for 20
minutes, -three times a ‘week,.for four
weeks. The first group watched aggressive
progtams {‘Batman” and “Supcrman’),
the second watched neutral programs
(children on a farm), the third -watched
programé that showed positive . social

" behavior (“Misteroger’s Neighborhood'’).

L

The resilts were clear. The children
who had watched the positive programs
were slgmﬁcantly more self-controlled in
ali three areas of measyrement than were
the children who watched the aggressive
programs. Those who watched the neu-
tral programs generally. fell bétween the
other two groups in self-control.

In addition, the children who had
watched the aggressive programs dis:
played decreased self-control relative ‘to
their behavior at the beginning of the
summer; those who watched the socially
positive programs displayed increase-in -
self-control. The experimentérs achieved
these effects after only four weeks—cven
though children in all three groups con-
tinued to watch regular tele\nsmn at
home.

_ Donars. James Bryan has demon-
strated that television can also shape al-
truistic behavior in older children. [See
“How Adults Teach Hypocrisy,” PT, De-
cember 1969.] Bryan.showed elementa-
ry-school students a videatape in whicl
a-child gave some of his Tecent earnings

to others who were less fortunate. Then

he told his subjects that they could do-
nate part of the money they had earnied
in the experiment to a charity fund
Children who had secn-the videotape
gave significantly more to .the charity
than-children who had not seen the tele-
vised example. :

In subsequent experiments conducted
with Nancy Walbek, Bryan showed that
what children see on television is more
important than what they hear. The
model on the videotape preached greed
or charity, then made or withheld a do-,

“Untll recently, a fairly mtlmate cllent-
therapist relationship and the attamment of
insight have been considered necessary
conditions of personality change.”
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nation. The children reacted to what the
model did, not to what he said. If
he made a donation, the chil-
‘dren also were likely to make a dona-
tion, even when they heard a lecture
espousing greed. _

. Diversion. All of this evidence sug-
* gests that what a child sees on television

can significantly aleer almost any aspect -
of his behavior. Positive lessons woven -

-into the standard entertainment fare
that youngsters see day after day can
serve as a valuable prophylaxis against

unwarranted fears, can tedch social skills -

to those who have grown up in isolation,
and can be a model for productive behav-
ior. In the future, psychologists may pre-
scribe appropriate videotape cassettes for
home use by problem childrén. Televi-

sion clearly is an effective therapist; chil-

dren heed television, even when they ig
nore teachers and parents.

Unfortunately, television today has

very little of the specialized content that

produced these experimental resilts,

Parents think of it chiefly as a form of

- entertainment, useful as a pacifier or ba-

bysitter. Jack Lyle and Heidi R. Hoffman

interviewed the parents of some 300
first-graders and found that about one
third of the parents encouraged their
childre-ﬁ to watch television just to keep
them quiet'and occupicd. An even larger
percentage of the parents—almost 50 per-
cent—used viewing privileges as a reward
or punishment. '
" " Devotion. Lyle also noted that the

average family TV set is turned on more

than six hours a day, seven days a week.
Children usually start to watch televi-

sion before they are three; they soon are
addicted. Eighty-two percent of all five-
year-clds are regular tube viewcers. Chil-

dren get up carly in the morning to

watch television before they leave for
school; literally miltions of children
under the age of 12 are still viewing tele-
visionn as late as !0 o’clock on week
nights. Television is so pervasive that a
child born today will spend more of his
waking time in front of a TV set than
anywhere else—including school—until
he is 18. . '

With these facts in mind, educators
and television executives have recog-
nized the potential of the medium as a
teaching tool. Shows designed as alter-

nate classrooms can bc very. effective.

Samuel Ball and Gerry A. Bogatz analyzed
the first year of "“Sesame Street” for the
Educational Testing Service in Princeton.
They tested viewers and concluded:
"From this evaluation of ‘Sesame Street,’
television has been shown to work ex-
tremely well as a teaching medium. It
achieved this result not only in learnings
that involve simple association (for éx-
ample, naming letters) but also in learn-
ing that involves complex cognitive pro-
cesses (sorting and classifying), and even

verbalization of these processes. In open -

competition with other television shows,
it achieved this result through a program
that attracted and held the attention of

the viewers.”

Drama. But television can-be a teach-

er in another less obvious way. Observers

such as James Coleman have noted that
television has produced an information-

rich culture [see “The Children Have .

gy

Qutgrown the Schools,’” PT, Febfuary
1972]). Research shows that a child’s vo-
cabulary and general storehouse of facts
can increase through exposure to televi-

T

sion entertainment. And at the same’

time that the medium teaches a child it
can whet his appetite for further study
of almost any topic—foreign lands, cook-
ing, drugs; or sex—depending, of course,
on what he sees. Coleman declared that
schools must stop teaching “informa-
tion” and instead, train children to han-
dle the flood of infarmation that televi-
sion supplies. And at first glance the in-
formation seems somewhat random and
uscless. For example, television viewing
produces a heightened ability to identify
brand names and packages of. products

that are advertiscd. Three quarters of the

mothers in the Lyle and Hoffman study
reported that their children sang com-
mercial jingles that they heard on televi-
sion. Adults, too, simply pick up infor-
mation. Leonard LoSciuto gave 512 peo-
ple a quiz on television trivia, finding
that many displayed unusual knowl-
edge—they could recognize political can-
didates and they knew that the weather
moves from West to East and that cloudi-
ness follows low-pressure systems. Televi-

sion conveys such information in cease-

less repetition,

Television also can transmit attitudes

and prejudices. Many vears ago Alberta
Siegel showed that even very-brief dra-
matic presentations could exert a signifi-
cant influence on the real-life expecta-
tions of sccond-graders. She noted that
“when Eastern children, especially those
from urban areas, vacation in the West,

“Positive -Ies’sdns_woven into the standard
~entertainment fare that youngsters see day

after day can serve as a valuable

‘prophylaxis against unwarranted fears,
teach social skills and can be a model for
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they often expect ranch hands to behave
like the cowboys they have scen so often
in Westerns on TV and at the movies.
Their fearful expectations of Indians re-
flect their faithful acceptance of the por-
trayals of Indians in these same sources.
Closer to home, children commonly fear

policemen, and this may, in part’ be a’

result of their acceptance of the mass-me-
dia stereotyped portrayal of policernen.”
Decéption. Stereotypes of cowboys
and Indians are not the only unfortunate
effects of some TV views of man. Chil:
dren rcact to simple-minded stereotypes
in entertainment and to blatant decep-
tion in advertising. Lyle ahd Hoffman
asked some 600 white sixth-graders h?Jw:
well they thought television depicted mi-
"nority groups. A majority of the sixth-
graders thought that television was un-
fair to blacks and Chicanos; about 25
percent of the respondents felt that this
was the case most or ail of the time.
Scott Ward investigated youths’ réac-
tions to TV advertising and concluded
that “Generally, adolescents are guite
cynical about television advertising, feel-
ing that commercials (arc). often hypo-

critical . . . the bases of their- negative:

attitedes are along dimensions of trust;
truthfulness, straigheforwardness.”
Heavy exposure to viofent entertain-
ment fare is also linked to the young
- viewer’s attitude toward-violence and.ag-
gression. Joseph Dominick and Bradley
- Greenberg recorded the amount of time
that 434 boys and 404 girls in elementary
school spent watching television, then
compared it with their answers to a qucs-
tionnaire about violence. They found

that students who watched more aggres-.

sive television were more likely to ap-

prove of violence, thought that it was an
effective solution to a variety of situa-

tions, and were willing to-use violence

in conflict situations. The Dominick-
Greenberg findings for. both boys and

girls showed that “for relatively average -

children from average home cnviron-
ments—continued exposure to violence
is related to acceptance of aggression as
a mode of behavior.” '
Drift. feanie Mcintyre and James Tee-
van have emphasized the potential im-

_pact of violent television on children:
.“Adolescents who watch viclent pro-

grams . . . may learn about patterns of
behavior which then are available for usc
when an appmpfiate occasion  arises.
What could have more important long-
term consequences, both for the individ-
ual and for the socicty, then, may be the
attitudes formed -about violence. If the
adolescent vicws violent program con-
tent and begins to belicve that violence
is a usual rather than an_ extracrdinary
means of achicving geals and that many
people apparently approve of such mcans
then he too may be more likely to ap-
prave of such behavior. If he has not yet
acted out this behavior, he may be more
tolerant of others’ violence and less
ready to interfere, come to the rescue of
a victim, or be concerned about the fate
of others. On a socictal level, an entire
population may become indifferent to
large-scale violence or may approve the
use of indiscriminate mass violence.”

The Surgeon General of the United
States, Jesse L. Steinfeld, recently. re-
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leased the report of his advisory commit- .
tee_on television and children’s aggres-
sion. Despite some unwarranted hedging
by the committee, consensus in the sup-
porting rescarch ~décuments - clearly.
showed a link between viewing of televi;
sion violence and aggressive. behavior.
[For a more complete review of the-Sur-
geon General’s report see TV Violence
and Child " Aggression: Snow on the
Screen,” by Robert M. Liebert and John
M. Neale, r1, April 1972.] -

Quite simply, then, any steady diet of
television will have a powerful influence
on children. Its-effect is, at least in part,
the inevitable, natural consequénce ‘of
observing the behavior of others. Model-
ing—in which a child learns from. wit-

‘nessing the actions of other persons—is
a cornerstone in social development. Tel--

evision, by its very nature, brainwashes

children in that it shapes the way they -

view the world and the kind of people
they will be. Wc cannot rid ourselves of
its influence. We can clect to control tele-
vision minimally—thereby handing its
power to those who are.willing to use
it. Or we can insist that television be
programed to socialize our children ‘in
positive dirccti_on's. ‘The latter is not an
easy task for it requires a major, mutual

commitment on the part of the public,

and, perhaps, sponsors and the existing
industry.- But it is our .only -ethical
choice. Unless we teach our children
wisely, our society is enly 20 years from
savagery. Perhaps we are the same dis:
tance—one generation—from a more civi-
lized world. Television can help propel
us‘in either direction.

SENATOR {JOHN 0.7 PASTORE: And you
are convinced, like the Surgeon
General, that we have enough cata
now [about the effects of television
on children] to take action?

DR. [ELI] RUBINSTEIN [Vice-Chairman,

remains that you are convinced,.as the
Surgeon General is convinced, that
there is a causal relationship between
violence on television and social
behavior.on the part of children?

DR. RUBINSTEIN: | am, sir. '
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Surgeon General's Scientific Advisory
Committee on Television and Social
Behavior]: | am, sir.

SENATOR PASTORE: Without a re-review.
It will only substantiate the facis we
already know. Irrespective of how one
or another individual feels, the fact still

SENATOR PASTORE: | think we ought to
take it from there. . . . :
—(Hearings before the Subcommittee
on Communications of the Committee
on Commerce, United States Senate,
92nd Congress, March 21 through 24,
1972, page 152.)
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