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ABSTRACT

Early Childhood Development (ECD) programmes are important in the promotion of
intellectual development and school readiness in children. Equally important is the
opportunity to learn in one’s mother tongue. This study aimed to determine the value
of using the multilingual television series Takalani Sesame as a Life Skills
educational resource in specific South African schools, amongst Grade One
learners. The focus lay on researching a possible mechanism for allowing children
who had not attended quality ECD programmes to ‘catch up’ in terms of knowledge
they may be lacking, as well as providing a form of mother tongue instruction to

African learners in schools where the language of instruction is English.

A field experiment and a reception study were carried out at a primary school in
Pietermaritzburg, South Africa. Two groups of twelve Grade One learners (from two
different Grade One classes at the same school) were included in this research,
which spanned a period of 6 months. The children in the test group watched a
television series of Takalani Sesame (with guided viewing) and completed related
activities including post viewing and homework activities. The children in the control
group were not shown the series at school. Both groups were administered the
same questionnaire both pre- and post-test in order to determine changes in Life
Skills related learnt data. Other research methods included participant observation,
focus group discussions, interviews with parents/caregivers and interviews with
educators. These used Social Cognitive Theory as their basis, taking constructs that
impact on behaviour change, such as modelling, outcome expectancies and
behavioural capabilities into account. The research included a large focus on
interpersonal communication between researcher and learner, and caregiver and
learner, plus a concentration on the children’s knowledge of and attitudes
surrounding HIV/AIDS.

Results showed satisfactory levels of attention to the series, as well as high levels of
engagement with and enjoyment of the series. Levels of identification with characters
were also noted to be high, increasing the possibilities of learning and behaviour
change taking place. Decoding of messages was, for the most part, in line with the

intentions of the producers, although oppositional readings, erroneous and creative
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decoding were also noted in some instances. The guided viewing component did
well to increase levels of attention to the episode as well as allow for erroneously
decoded messages to be corrected almost immediately. Positive changes in learnt
data in the Life Skills areas of HIV/AIDS, Nutrition and Safety and Security were
identified and these were noted to be impacted on by the homework activities which
were included in the intervention to promote parent/caregiver-child communication.
The research intervention was deemed to be a success in the selected school, and
could possibly be recommended for use in similar South African primary schools
where learners are taught in a language which is not their mother tongue. Possible

areas for future related research were outlined.

This research study contributes to the body of Entertainment Education (EE)
research by identifying a new and valuable application for an EE intervention in the
South African setting. This highlights the important aspects of localisation, in the

South African context, promoting mother tongue learning and ECD.
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PROLOGUE: A PERSONAL POINT OF DEPARTURE

South Africa finds itself at a unique and interesting point in its history - firmly
entrenched in a new democratic, post-Apartheid era, focusing on the positive

potential of the future, but with the legacy of Apartheid still lingering on.

Being a child of the 1980s, | spent some of my early years exposed to a system of
inequality that for so many was normal, acceptable and even desirable. The build up
to the rise of democracy in 1994 was a time of insecurity and anxiety for many South
Africans...and of excitement, relief and victory for many more. Being the daughter of
a White Afrikaans policeman meant having an even greater than normal awareness

of this change, uncertainty and insecurity.

In retrospect, although | was not fully aware of it at the time, | was privileged to live
through a key transition period that will forever mark the landscape of our country’s
history and of my own life. The mixing of races in schools was one such event that
will remain in my memory forever. Being only a child, | was fortunately young enough
to adapt to the changes, but did not have the capacity at the time to really
understand the issue being made of African, Indian and Coloured students joining
White students in the classroom. Having been taught by my English-speaking
mother that all people were created equal regardless of their skin colour, it seemed

logical to me that all children should all have been learning together from the outset.

Being afforded the opportunity to socialise with people of other races, not just at
school but also at Church and in other social group settings, allowed me to develop a
range of inter-racial friendships that assisted me in the process of making up my own
mind about people of different races. This in contrast to being conditioned to believe

the lie of inequality, like thousands before me had been.

With an aunt as a Grade One educator, | was influenced and inspired by her passion
for making a difference in children’s lives, regardless of their colour. Her switch to a
new primary school in the early 1990’s was fraught with changes and challenges that
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educators had not previously dealt with nor anticipated. For the first time, she had
mother tongue isiZulu speakers, whose parents had chosen to send them to an
English medium school, in her class. This meant that both mother tongue English
speakers and second language English speakers were being taught at the same
level of home language English instruction, by a White English-speaking teacher with
very little command of isiZulu. This was a challenge in terms of the progress being
made by students, some of whom struggled to understand concepts taught to them
in a language which was, in essence, somewhat foreign. Years of experience by
teachers saw adaptations to learning taking place, in the context of an understanding

that the school (and others like it) was serving a unique education sector.

This situation was one over which | often pondered, wondering how different my
schooling would have been, should my parents have chosen to send me to an
Afrikaans medium school — whilst it is my second language, my ability to converse in

Afrikaans and fully understand concepts leaves a lot to be desired.

In parallel with the events discussed above, from the age of six years, my family
dealt with my mother’s debilitating iliness. Initially misdiagnosed and resulting in her
being incorrectly treated, the disease was allowed to continue unchecked until it was
eventually correctly diagnosed — by which time even aggressive treatment of the
correct variety was not able to save her life. She struggled for ten long years before

God took her to her place of Heavenly eternal rest.

Anger and a sense of injustice burned inside me that my mother was allowed to die
because of a lack of medical expertise, a lack of awareness of a rare disease which,
if it had been diagnosed in time, need not have been fatal. | had always enjoyed
communicating, but at the age of 16, this event sparked in me a further passion for
communication, in particular, communication on health topics — finding ways of
imparting important information to different groups of people that could help them
and possibly save their lives. After completing Grade Twelve, this led me to embark
on a Bachelor's degree in Media and Communication at the University of KwaZulu-
Natal, Pietermaritzburg campus, the structure of which allowed me to incorporate a
major in Marketing Management. It was this combination that resultantly sparked my

interest in research studies and the development of interventions that would better
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assist in allowing people to become empowered and take control over their health
statuses. Being South Africa, HIV/AIDS prevention has long been an important and
topical issue which soon found resonance with my values and beliefs and slowly but

surely came to encompass many of my undergraduate and Honours papers.

In 2006, when deciding on a topic for a research project for my BSocSc Honours
degree, | was pleased to be able to successfully combine my love of children, my
interest in HIV/AIDS prevention and my awareness of the language issues still faced
in schools today in a study that made use of the South African series, Takalani
Sesame. Encouraged by the findings, | was drawn to expand on that initial research
(this will be discussed more in Section 1.1), the result of which is this Masters

dissertation.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

1.1. Background, significance and rationale of the research

Early Childhood Development (ECD) programmes are seen as essential and integral
to the development of school readiness in pre-school learners. The linguistic,
cognitive and social skills which are learnt are deemed to be the foundations of a
child’s future (United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization
[UNESCO], 2011a). A lack of access to such programmes, especially in the
Reception year (Grade R) which is offered to five-year-old children in preparation for
their progression from pre-primary school to primary school, hinders not only the
development of these foundational skills but also disadvantages various aspects of

learners’ development in the years that follow (UNESCO, 2007).

In South Africa, enrolment in Grade R programmes has remained voluntary, but has
been highly recommended for learners before entering the formal schooling system.
Plans are in place to create capacity that will ensure universal access to Grade R in
South Africa, as well as to double the number of 0-4 year old children enrolled in
ECD programmes by 2014 (The Presidency, 2009; Department of Education [DoE],
2010). This is of great value and importance as research shows that in 2009, 40% of
five year old children in South Africa were not enrolled in structured Grade R
programmes and were entering the formal schooling setting with inadequate

preparation (Department of Basic Education [DBE], 2010a).

Added to this is the issue of the language of learning and teaching (LoLT) in the
school setting. The value of learning in one’s mother tongue has been recognised as
having a variety of benefits for the learner (UNESCO, 2007), including increasing the
chance of learning and performing at a higher academic level (DoE, 2006). Although
numbers of learners being taught in their mother tongue languages have improved
dramatically over the past decade, there remains a minority of 20% of learners in the
Foundation Phase who are being taught in a language which is not their home
language. Amongst African students, this statistic rises to 24% of Foundation Phase
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learners (DBE, 2010b). Whilst the capacity of the education system is partly
responsible for this situation, many African learners who attend schools where the
LoLT is not the same as their home language do so by choice of their caregivers
(Olivier, 2009). This decision is based on issues such as international marketability
and social mobility (Martin, 2004). Thus, many former ‘Model C schools’, which
previously served only the White community under apartheid, as well as former
‘House of Representatives’ schools which served only Coloured (mixed race)
communities under apartheid, and ‘House of Delegates’ schools which served only
Indian communities (Roodt, 2011), are now often seen to serve multilingual

communities, with a large number of African students being enrolled (Olivier, 2009).

These two main reasons - the importance of access to quality ECD programmes and
the value of mother tongue education - formed the basis of this research. It was also
the origin of the researcher’s previous smaller 2006 study on the topic (Coertze,
2006). The 2006 research and the Takalani Sesame series will be thoroughly
reviewed in Section 2.5, but is discussed here briefly for purposes of
contextualisation. The 2006 research focused on the use of Takalani Sesame, an
Entertainment Education (EE), or edutainment, multi-media series, which is the
South African version of the American series Sesame Street, the purpose of which is
the promotion of school readiness and the support of the reception year (Grade R) of
South Africa’s national education curriculum. The multi-lingual series covers the
three main learning areas, namely Literacy, Numeracy and Life Skills, and is aimed
specifically at children between the ages of three and seven years (Clacherty &
Kushlick, 2004).

The television series formed the basis of the 2006 research and was assessed (over
a viewing period of 5 weeks) in terms of its educational benefit to teach Life Skills to
Grade One learners in a specific type of South African primary school - an English-
medium primary school catering to learners from middle-to-lower class families -
whose mother tongue is not English. This focus on Grade One learners was a
departure from the usual daycare/créche/pre-primary school context which ordinarily
has been the context of research carried out in relation to the Takalani Sesame
series (Khulisa Management Services, 2005a; Clacherty & Kushlick, 2004). The

value of the series in this context was seen in its potential ability to provide Grade
2



One learners who may have entered the system not having attended any/a quality
Grade R facility with an educational ‘catch-up’ mechanism. By using the multilingual
series as a teaching tool in Grade One, it was seen to provide an entertaining means
of teaching Life Skills and at the same time provide some means of mother tongue
instruction in the classroom and assisting in strengthening the capacity of an under-
resourced education system. It was further deemed potentially appropriate for use in
the context due to the fact that learners enter Grade One from the age of six years
(DBE, 2010a), meaning that Grade One learners fall into the target market of the
series (DoE, SABC, Sesame Workshop, 2002).

The results of the 2006 reception study showed that the Grade One learners
engaged with and enjoyed the series to a satisfactory degree. Significant positive
changes were noted in learners’ levels of learnt data and perceptions pertaining to
two of the three Life Skills areas of focus. However, in the area of focus on
HIV/AIDS, some concerning negative unintended effects were noted. The learners’
short attention spans during viewing of the series were identified as possible factors
contributing to the unintended decoding of some embedded messages. Other
variables including the effects of the main socialising institution, the family, were also

thought to have impacted in these negative shifts (Coertze, 2006).

The findings of the 2006 research showed that the series could feasibly be
introduced as an educational tool in certain schools, although certain measures
would need to be in place to prevent unintended effects. The recommended
measures included not using the series simply as a stand-alone method of
instruction, but rather along with other series related activities, providing
opportunities for interpersonal communication and the anchoring of messages
(Coertze, 2006).

The current research, which is reported on in the later chapters, follows up on the
findings of the 2006 research and uses the same framework to conduct similar
research at the same school. However, it extends on the research appreciably,
including a significantly expanded literature review and the addition of some key
activities to the empirical research methodology. These include lengthening the

duration of the research to a six month time period, as well as the inclusion of a
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control group of learners from a second Grade One class at the same school who
were unexposed to the series in the school context (24 children in total). This
control group was included in order to compare changes in Life Skills-related learnt
data between the test group and control group, over the time period. Further to
this, there was a focus on the process of ‘guiding’ the viewings through researcher-
led discussion of selected segments of episodes, in an attempt to anchor the
decoding of messages, especially in relation to HIV/AIDS. The research provided a
means for the discussion of Life Skills-related topics, both in the classroom and at
home, seen in the inclusion of homework activities that supplemented the viewings

and required a large degree of parent-child communication for their completion.

1.2. Research Questions

The main questions which the current research answers are:

1. What levels of attention are noted to be shown to the Takalani Sesame

television series by Grade One learners at a Pietermaritzburg primary school?

a. What levels of enjoyment of and engagement with the series, as well
as identification with the characters are noted to exist amongst the

selected viewers?

b. How are Takalani Sesame’s encoded messages interpreted by the

selected Grade One learners?

2. How does the guided viewing of Takalani Sesame, the researcher-led
discussion resulting from the viewing process and the associated activities
impact on changes in Life Skills-related learnt data amongst Grade One

learners at a primary school in Pietermaritzburg, South Africa?

3. What is the educational feasibility of utilising the Takalani Sesame series as a
permanent educational resource at Grade One level within appropriate schools
(i.e. South African primary schools where the language of learning and teaching

is different to the mother tongue/ home language of the majority of learners)?



It is important to highlight that the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC)
was notably interested in and supportive of this research, welcoming and
encouraging external, critical scrutiny of the Takalani Sesame series, with a focus on
future improvement of the series. Initial collaboration by providing access to
information regarding the formative planning of the series was valuable in helping to
influence the design of the reception study (Email communication with Gloria
Britain', 2006).

1.1.1. Broader basis of the research

Whilst the main issues relevant to the unique South African context of the research
are outlined above, other important international factors have also informed the
broader basis of the research. These include the United Nations (UN) Millennium
Development Goals (MDG’s) and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Education for All (EFA) movement. These will be

discussed below.

In 2000, the United Nations led the development of the MDG’s, which consist of an
agreement between 189 countries to meet eight development goals by the year 2015
(United Nations Development Programme [UNDP], 2011a). These goal areas
include a focus on poverty, education, health, the environment and trade (UNDP,
2011b). Each Millennium Development Goal is broken down into 21 quantifiable
targets with 60 indicators. MDG Goal number 2 aims to achieve universal primary
school access by 2015. The specific target which pertains to this (2a) is to ensure
that all boys and girls complete a full course of primary schooling. The relevant
indicators for this target are the net enrolment ratio in primary education and the
proportion of learners starting Grade One who reach the last grade of primary school
(UNDP 2011c).

There is recognition of the fact that investing in education is seen as a vitally
important foundation to the achievement of each of the MDG’s. The reasons given

for this importance are that education promotes, amongst other important factors,

' At this time, Ms Gloria Britain was the ‘Editor for ECD and Tweens’ at SABC Education



development; equality; co-increased survival and mortality rates of children;
improved maternal health and better efforts to combat illness (UNESCO, 2011b).

In addition to the MDG’s being developed by the UN, UNESCO created the
Education For All (EFA) movement in 2000, which is a global commitment to the
provision of “quality basic education for all children, youth and adults” (UNESCO,
2011c). The 2000 World Education Forum saw pledges being made by a total of 164
governments to meet six education related goals by 2015. These goals are identified
below and include (UNESCO, 2011d):

Expanding early childhood care education,

e Providing free and compulsory primary education for all,

e Promoting learning and life skills for young people and adults,
e Increasing adult literacy rates by 50%,

¢ Achieving gender parity by 2005 and gender equality by 2015,

Improving the overall quality of education

It is plain to see the focus and importance which has been placed on education in
the recent past. It is within this broad context, of the value of education being
recognised as an integral means of positively effecting change in people’s lives,
which is especially relevant in the context of the future of Africa and South Africa,
that this research was conducted. The lessons learnt from each round of research

have been carried forth into the next stage of research.

1.1.2. Caveats and limitations of the study

Recognition needs to be made of the fact that the fieldwork for this research was
conducted during 2007, after which the researcher was compelled to suspend the
study for personal reasons. The majority of the analysis was carried out in 2011.
Subsequent to the completion of the fieldwork and before the analysis, the creators
of Takalani Sesame changed their language policies, resulting in the format of the

Takalani Sesame series having changed. This did not, however, impact on the



validity of the findings of the research as the changes in language policies (Sesame
Workshop, 2007) could not have had a retrospective effect on the studied sample.

These changes are detailed in Chapter Two, Section 2.5.

Note that the study should be seen as an explorative and preliminary study, and is
not intended to be generalizable across a bigger demographic pool than the current
sample. Note too, that the purpose of the study is to set up a rubric for
understanding the way in which an EE programme, such as Takalani Sesame, could
be used as an intervention for the purposes of teaching Life Skills to Grade One
learners who may not have had access to quality ECD programmes and for whom
the LoLT in the primary school at which they are enrolled is different to their mother
tongue. The value of the current study lies in the establishment of a model for
research on a larger scale, by being able to identify and isolate some of the

variables.

Chapter Two follows, which introduces the extensive body of literature from which

this research draws.



CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. Introducing Television

Television was introduced to the United States of America (USA) in the late 1940s.
Research proved that within seven years of its introduction, 55% of American homes
had access to television sets (Pecora, 2007). Its introduction into many countries and
territories followed, including Canada, the United Kingdom and Western Europe. In
1971, notably later than many other countries, the South African government
announced that television would be installed in South Africa in 1976, which it
resultantly was (Task Group on Broadcasting in South and Southern Africa, 1991;

Teer-Tomaselli, forthcoming).

Whilst television is regarded as popular in South Africa, research conducted by
Statistics South Africa (2007) showed that approximately 30 years since its
introduction, only 65.5% of South Africans had access to television. Whilst this
represents an increase in the percentage (53.8%) of the population who had access
to television in 2001 (Statistics South Africa, 2007), it needs to be borne in mind that
in relation to the world in general, South Africa lags quite far behind with regard to
access to television. Research conducted in 2000 showed that whilst an estimated
430 television sets were available per 1000 people on average worldwide,
comparative levels in South Africa were significantly lower, with only 128 television
sets per 1000 people (Earth Trends, 2003). Despite such great differences in access
to television, it can, with some justification, be seen to have become the storyteller of
nations, particularly in the lives of contemporary children. It is further seen as one of
the most “shared and homogenizing mechanisms of children’s lives today throughout
the world” (Lemish, 2007, p.2), a “wholesale distributor of images” and the
mainstream of popular culture which creates a common consciousness (Signorelli,
1991, p.41). The emphasis on television in this dissertation is not to suggest that
other media, including the ‘new media’ and ‘social media’, are unimportant; rather it

is an attempt to focus the study on one particular mode of information delivery.



2.2. Television as Social Medium — Understanding Television Effects

Television is often portrayed as an important socialising agent in the lives of children.
This is in competition with or complementary to the other main socialising agents
which are identified as being family, school, peers, one’s community in general and
religious organisations (Lemish, 2007). Reporting on various surveys which have
been conducted over the years, David Buckingham (2003) states that the surveys
showed that most children in industrialised nations spend more time watching
television than interacting with family and friends, or attending school. This is
reiterated by Rideout, Roberts and Foehr (2005) who have shown that in the USA,
children devote more time to the use of media than any other activity except
sleeping. Aletha Huston and John Wright (1996) describe television as a being
central and pervasive, reaching children from a very young age and for more time

than any socialising institution, second only to the family.

It is clear to see why the study of television effects has long been popular, with a
great deal of research being carried out by theorists in various groups, such as
George Gerbner and Larry Gross and their partners as part of the ‘Cultural
Indicators’ project (1976, 1979; 1986a; 1986b) and alone, such as Robert Hornik
(1978; 1981). Media effects have been divided up into various categories, these
being those which are cognitive, attitudinal, emotional, physiological and behavioural
(Potter, 1998, p.262). Over-exposure to media in general has been thought to lead to
violence, delinquency, sexual promiscuity, educational underachievement, cynicism,
apathy and other anti-social behaviours (Barker & Petley, 2001). A positive
relationship has been found between levels of exposure to television violence and
aggressive behaviour, in children of various ages, as well as adults (Liebert &
Sprafkin, 1988). Longitudinal studies carried out on the topic have shown that a
reciprocal relationship has been shown to exist, whereby violent programmes not
only have an impact on increasing aggressive tendencies, but also increase interest
in violent programming, which thus increases the effects associated with such
viewing. Such effects include the development of hostile and antisocial habits over
time (Eron, 1982). They also include the cultivation of a “mean world belief” — the
understanding that the world is inhabited by violent persons who tend to rely on

aggressive strategies to solve problems (Comstock, 1993). It is also argued that
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violence depicted on television increases desensitization towards violence, thus
making it acceptable, decreasing emotional reactions to violent actions (Thomas et
al, 1977).

Television in particular has also been said to possess the ability to narcotize
children, luring them away from more worthwhile, socially acceptable activities and
influences (Buckingham, 1998). The perceived seemingly low levels of cognitive
demands of most television programmes, coupled with the sheer amount of time
which children spend viewing television, has been claimed to be one of the main
reasons behind the aforementioned negative effects, or perceptions of these, from
parents and educators alike (Morgan, 1993). It has been argued in relation to
education and development that the negative effects of television viewing include a
decrease in the effort expended on schoolwork, increased apathy regarding school
performance, lowered creativity and imagination, passivity, decreased attention
spans and increased impulsivity and restlessness in the classroom (Morgan, 1993).
It has also been claimed that the visual processing skills which are developed as a
result of television viewing are incompatible with the print-based skills which are
necessary for success in the school environment (Morgan, 1993) and are also seen
to hamper or interfere with the development of language (Singer & Singer, 1981).
These research outcomes are considered again, in the light of the results of the

present project, in Chapter Seven.

The findings described above are the results of research that has focused on causes
and effects, whereby messages on television are seen to be able to be assessed in
terms of quantifiable impacts on the attitudes and behaviours of viewers, usually in a
negative manner (Buckingham, 1998). This focus on the almighty power of the
television versus the vulnerability of children has been critiqued as providing too
much of a focus on the negative effects of programming and not taking cognisance
of the potentially positive effects of television (Buckingham, 1998). Dafna Lemish
(2007, p.2) describes two types of views with regard to television and its effects. On
the one hand, there is a focus on the possibility of television’s negative effects
(expanded on above), i.e. being responsible for/contributing to the process of
desensitisation, increasing aggressiveness, promoting the deterioration of moral

values, the suppression of local cultures and “social estrangement”. On the other
10



hand, there is the recognition of the positive benefits of television, including enriching
the lives of children, stimulating imagination and creativity, increasing knowledge and
bettering education, stimulating tolerance between cultures, stimulating democracy

and development and closing social gaps.

Some proven positive effects of viewing television include the stimulation of
imagination (Singer & Singer, 1986); increased creativity and tolerance of others
(Rosenkoetter et al, 1990); and the effective teaching of pro-social behaviour. It has
also been noted to increase levels of nurturance and sympathy in children (de Groot,
1994), however, it has been asserted that pro-social programming is seen to be
more effective when viewed by children lacking social support mechanisms such as
religious and faith-based organisations, families and role models (Hattemer &
Showers, 1995). With this in mind, television has been vested with the potential to do
both harm and good, dependent on the programmes which are viewed and the

understandings and interpretations thereof (Shaffer, 1999).

2.2.1. The Television Content and Displacement Debates

Specifically with regard to educational attainment in relation to television viewing,
Marie Evans Schmidt and Daniel Anderson (2007) state that there are two general
points of view, the first of which is that television viewing, regardless of content, is
detrimental to cognitive and educational development. In contrast to this is the view

that supports the use of television in the home as an educational tool.

It is important to note that a distinction is drawn between the effects of the content of
television and the effects of the medium itself. Overall, research shows that it is not
the medium of television which has either a positive or negative effect on the child,
but rather, the content of the television programme/s (Evans Schmidt & Anderson,
2007; Bickham, Wright & Huston, 2001). Thus, one has to note the difference
between the number of hours spent watching television and the actual content which
is accessed (Evans Schmidt & Anderson, 2007).

Cognisance needs to be taken of the fact that whilst television can be seen to
displace other activities, this is not always seen to have a negative effect on the
cognitive levels of the child. In the event that television displaces activities which

could be deemed to be intellectually stimulating, negative effects could be seen to
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occur. However, in situations where television is able to provide stimulating
experiences that would otherwise be unavailable or inaccessible, television viewing
is indeed seen to have benefits (Comstock & Paik, 1991). An example of this is
shown by Wright, Huston and Murphy et al (2001), who carried out research with
American preschoolers from poor to moderate level socio-economic backgrounds.
Their findings included the results that educational television viewing was a positive
predictor of school readiness and vocabulary. In contrast to this, the viewing of
general entertainment programmes was identified as a negative predictor of these
outcomes. Similar results were recorded in research pertaining to television and its
relationship to reading acquisition, as carried out by Huston, Wright, Marquis and
Green (1999). Their results showed that time spent viewing entertainment content on
television was indeed seen to displace reading and other educational activities.
However, this was not the case when educational television content was being

viewed.

A multi-year study carried out by Rosengren, Windahl and Dervin (1989) in Sweden
showed that general entertainment television content which was viewed by
preschoolers tended to result in negative school performance, in contrast with the
viewing of educational programmes specifically, which showed an association with
better first Grade results and later, the same children’s sixth Grade results. They
also found that in the case of pre-primary school children, those children whose
parents supervised their television viewing, communicated with their children about
the programmes and encouraged the viewing of age-appropriate television, generally
performed better in Grade 1, and were noted to still be performing at relatively high
levels in Grade 6 (Rosengren et al, 1989). Findings of research have suggested that
it is not television viewing itself which determines the relationship with language
development, but rather, the interplay between the television content, the
circumstances in which viewing takes place and the type of parental mediation which
is involved (Linebarger & Walker, 2005).

Thus, it is clear that various factors other than content type come into play when
determining possible effects of television viewing. For example, in research which
was conducted by Michael Morgan and Larry Gross (1982), whilst the existence of a

negative relationship between the number of hours of daily television viewing and
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children’s Intelligence Quotient (1.Q.) scores was discovered, it was not a simple
correlational relationship. The relationship was instead shown to be a more complex
interplay of other factors such as demographics, gender and personal, social and
family factors. Further to determining the type of content being accessed, factors
such as the above mentioned also need to be taken into consideration when

determining possible television viewing effects.

2.2.2. The Importance of Intervening Variables

When referring to general effects, eleven factors have been identified by W. James
Potter (1998) as impacting on whether or not an effect will occur as a result of
television viewing. These include developmental levels, motivations, personal
information, the content of the media message, and the context of portrayals within
the media product, the degree of viewers’ identification with characters, levels of
physiological arousal, sociological factors, existing value structures, lifestyle and
countervailing influences (Potter, 1998). Each of these factors will be briefly
discussed below. Unless otherwise stated, the explanations and discussions have
been drawn from Potter (1998, p. 283-287).

In terms of developmental levels, young children have difficulty in understanding
cause and effect, focusing more on events which occur such as sound effects,
music, voices and segments which include motion or colour (Roberts & Bachen,
1981, in Potter, 1998). When referring to motivation, children who actively seek out
certain information in order to learn from it are more likely to do so than children who

are passive viewers (Potter, 1998).

In terms of personal information, it is claimed that persons who have the most
amount of knowledge on a topic are those who learn the most from media
(Comstock et al, 1978, in Potter, 1998). This is due to the fact that a strong and well-
developed framework of knowledge will already be in existence in such cases. This
allows for quick and efficient integration of newly acquired information into existing

knowledge structures (Potter, 1998).

When taking into consideration the content of a media message, learning which
results from watching the news would be different to that learnt from an educational

children’s programme. When messages are seen to be in line with those promoted
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by the various other socialising institutions such as family, religion, the education
system and the legal system, the messages are able to reinforce each other. This is
obviously not the case where differences between these exist, resulting in
competition (Potter, 1998).

Context of portrayals refers to whether the behaviour of the model within a media
text is depicted as being rewarded or punished. Should it be rewarded, this
behaviour would most likely be regarded as socially desirable behaviour, with

punished behaviour being viewed negatively (Potter, 1998).

Identification is described by Tony Wilson (1993, p. 60) as the process of taking on
another’s role. It is constituted by the “fusion of horizons”, a focus on similarity (of
outlook) with differences being relegated to the outskirts of awareness. In terms of
the degree of identification felt with characters, it has been found that more attention
is paid to those with whom a greater affiliation is felt and further to this, people are
observed to react more emotionally to narratives which involve characters whom
they identify with (Potter, 1998).

There has been noted to be a greater level of liking of characters of similar age,
gender, ethnicity and with similar interests to the viewer (Himmelweit, 1966, in
Potter, 1998). Identification with characters has been seen to occur not only with
those who are thought to be most like or similar to the viewer, but also with those
who possess characteristics, qualities or possessions that the viewer may desire,
fantasy characters or those in similar or better social or economic situations to/than
the viewer (Potter, 1998). David Fernie (1981) has established, through research,
that younger children are more likely to identify with characters which are
“unrealistic” than older children. Comic or funny characters were noted, in research
by Byron Reeves and Bradley Greenberg (1977) to be more highly favoured than
other characters and more likely to identify with them. Children have also been
noted to think that television characters are real and are able to be engaged with on
a social level (Horton & Wohl, 1956).

Amongst girls, male characters are often chosen as role models, whilst boys rarely
choose female characters (Durkin, 1985). Where girls are more likely to select role

models in terms of their attractiveness, boys have been observed to choose role
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models in terms of aggressiveness. Strong attachments are often formed with certain
characters, depending on what is said and what actions are carried out (Hoffner &
Cantor, 1991). In general, the stronger an attachment, the more probable it is that an

effect will arise from viewing (Bandura, 1986).

In terms of physiological arousal, viewers have increased levels of attention when
they are aroused, resulting in experiences being remembered more vividly and
persons being more likely to act when aroused (Comstock et al, 1978, in Potter,
1998).

Sociological factors include the way in which a person is socialised and the resulting
levels of effects which media are able to have when varying levels of socialisation
occur. They also include the comments of parents whilst watching, which assist in
guiding and directing the attention of the viewer, although such constructive
comments are seldom made (McLeod et al, 1982, in Potter, 1998). Interpersonal ties
are also a way of filtering media messages, with close identification with a peer
group often providing more influence than the media itself does (Comstock, 1980, in
Potter, 1998).

In terms of existing value structures, this refers to sets of values, which, if well
developed, allow for a standard by which to judge the media messages (Himmelweit,
1966, in Potter, 1998). Should a person feel that a message does not run parallel
with his or her values, he or she may be offended and resist the message and

should this occur long-term, new attitudes may develop in the person (Potter, 1998).

Lifestyle factors refer to the activities and interactions which take place in a person’s
life. Persons with less exposure to activities, due to lack of money or education, are
more likely to be exposed to the media. These are usually people belonging to ethnic
minority groups or having a low socio-economic status, become sociologically and
psychologically isolated, which increases their susceptibility to the effects of
television (Potter, 1998).

Countervailing influences refer to the way in which positive and negative effects are

thought to neutralise each other. An example would be the way in which the
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depiction of violence could create disinhibition and sensitisation at the same time,

resulting in no overall effect in the viewer (Potter, 1998).

The realisation of the existence and importance of such “intervening variables”, as
outlined above, which mediate between stimulus and response, thus allows for the
all-powerful view of television to be rendered obsolete and replaced with a more
realistic and nuanced understanding of the dynamics of possible effects
(Buckingham, 1998). This includes taking cognisance of the argument that in terms
of the three dimensions of children’s relationships with the media, namely
productions, texts and audiences, the power of the media has been seen to lie not in

any one of these, but rather in the way in which they interact (Buckingham, 2003).

2.2.3. Perceptions of viewing - shifting attention from Reactive to Active

a) The concept of ‘active’
In addition to the previously discussed intervening variables, there has been a
realisation amongst researchers that child television viewers are, for the most part,
“active and motivated explorers”, as opposed to “passive receivers” (Hawkins &
Pingree, 1986).

This notion is well expressed by Lemish (2007, p.3) when she says that:

Children are not passive, proverbial ‘tabula rasa’ upon which television
messages leave their marks. On the contrary, children are active consumers of
television. They react to, think, feel, create meanings. They bring to television
encounters a host of predispositions, abilities, desires and experiences. They
watch television in diverse personal, social and cultural circumstances that, too,
influence and are part of their discourse and interactions with television. Thus it
became clear that asking “what do children do with television?” is just as
important a question as “how does television influence them?”

One of the main underlying assumptions of this concept of active viewing is that
children actively screen television contents for images, sounds and themes, which
are thought to be attractive and understandable to them (Bazalgette & Buckingham,
1995). It is also argued that children choose to expose themselves to particular
programmes in order to satisfy specific needs linked to personality characteristics,
cognitive developmental levels and gender (Gunter, 1985). Thus, the view of

attention has shown a shift from ‘reactive’ to ‘active’, in the sense that there is a
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recognition that children actively choose to pay attention to television (Anderson &
Lorch, 1983). The idea that attention is merely a conditioned reflex which arises as a
result of certain stimuli embedded in the television programme has been refuted. In
contrast, it is asserted that children actively choose to pay attention to television and
that these choices are determined by the level of effort which is required to be put
into viewing (Anderson & Lorch, 1983), indicating its perceived comprehensibility
(van Evra, 2004). There is also realisation of the importance of other situational and
contextual variables, such as other activities which may be available (Anderson &
Lorch, 1983) or which are taking place concurrently and other viewers in the room
(van Evra, 2004, p.36). In this sense, the context in which viewing takes place is very

important, as it impacts on viewers’ levels of attention (van Evra, 2004, p.36).
b) Exposure, filtering, attention and cognitive processing

The formal features of television are those which are “characteristics of the televised
presentation” and are relatively independent from content (Huston et al, 2007). In
order to be able to understand the ways in which information is conveyed via
television, the viewer has to possess a certain level of television literacy. This refers
to the ability to process the content of programmes, constructing a storyline from
scene sequences and the activities of characters. Further to this, it also involves
having an understanding of the formal features of the message (Fitch et al, 1993) —
constantly changing images which include visual aspects such as cinematographic
devices including close-ups, zooms, long shots, editing and special effects as well as
auditory aspects, such as dialogue, music and various sounds and noises (Signorelli,
1991). An understanding of both the content and formal features is essential in order

for the programme to best be understood (Fitch et al, 1993).

Children are able to learn that certain features are those often associated with child-
centred content (Anderson and Lorch, 1983). In this way, formal features of
television are seen to serve as “signals for content” (Huston et al, 2007, p. 50). This
is in the sense that perceptions of content and form at any particular point can be
seen to influence children’s judgements regarding what action might be following and

the level of attention which to afford the programme (Huston & Wright, 1983).
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Whilst “exposure” is defined by Potter (2004, p.140) as being in the physical
proximity of a media message, such that one could be defined as being in “contact”
with the particular message, attention is defined as “conscious awareness of the
message”. In order to attend to a message, one always has to be exposed to same.
The difference between exposure and attention is referred to by Potter (2004, p.141)
as the process of filtering-in’ or ‘filtering-out’. This is carried out when a viewer
makes a decision to either attend to or ignore a message, respectively. He notes that
whilst in some cases the person is aware of the decision which is being made, at

other times, it is merely an automated response.

Research has shown that the programme attributes most likely to attract or maintain
attention amongst children include female characters, women’s and children’s
voices, peculiar voices, laughter, sound effects, activity, movement or applause
(Alwitt et al, 1980), as well as animation, rhyming and music (Anderson & Levin,
1976). As children age, it has been noted that the cognitive demands of programmes
become increasingly important with other salient features, whilst still attracting
attention, decreasing in importance (van Evra, 2004). Contrarily, it was found that
male voices, animals and still pictures were amongst the characteristics which
caused the children to discontinue looking at the screen (Alwitt et al, 1980). Thus, it
is clear to see that features such as high action, visual special effects and auditory
effects are particularly engaging, yet do not exclude the need for other, less
perceptually engaging features, such as moderate action and dialogue, which relay
information that is programme —specific and is necessary to the understanding of the

programme content (Huston et al, 2007).

Based on the descriptions of features which assist in the recruitment of attention, it is
important to note that children pay attention to television in very different ways
(Anderson et al, 1979) with very distinct styles of viewing noted (Signorelli, 1991).
There are various ways in which people are described to attend to the medium of
television, these being to “browse, momentarily ignore, assemble into a mosaic of
contrasting bits, passingly follow, attentively consume (sic)” (Comst