PEDIATRICS

Benefitsand Costs of Channel Onein a Middle School Setting and the Role of
Media-Literacy Training
EricaWeintraub Austin, Yi-Chun "Yvonnes' Chen, Bruce E. Pinkleton and Jessie
Quintero Johnson
Pediatrics 2006;117;423-433
DOI: 10.1542/peds.2005-0953

Thisinformation is current asof March 7, 2006

The online version of this article, along with updated information and services, is
located on the World Wide Web at:
http://www.pediatrics.org/cgi/content/full/117/3/e423

PEDIATRICS isthe official journal of the American Academy of Pediatrics. A monthly
publication, it has been published continuously since 1948. PEDIATRICS is owned, published,
and trademarked by the American Academy of Pediatrics, 141 Northwest Point Boulevard, Elk
Grove Village, Illinois, 60007. Copyright © 2006 by the American Academy of Pediatrics. All
rights reserved. Print ISSN: 0031-4005. Online ISSN: 1098-4275.

American Academy of Pediatrics

DEDICATED TO THE HEALTH OF ALL CHILDREN"™

Downloaded from www.pediatrics.org by on March 7, 2006



http://www.pediatrics.org/cgi/content/full/117/3/e423
http://www.pediatrics.org

ARTICLE

Benefits and Costs of Channel One in a Middle School
Setting and the Role of Media-Literacy Training

Erica Weintraub Austin, PhD?, Yi-Chun “Yvonnes” Chen, MA?, Bruce E. Pinkleton, PhD?, Jessie Quintero Johnson, MAP

akdward R. Murrow School of Communication, Washington State University, Pullman, Washington; ®PDepartment of Speech Communication, University of lllinois,

Urbana, lllinois

The authors have indicated they have no financial relationships relevant to this article to disclose.

ABSTRACT

OBJECTIVES. Channel One is a public-affairs program that includes 10 minutes of news
and 2 minutes of paid product advertising or public service announcements.
Advocates assert that it increases public-affairs knowledge, but critics charge that
it garners a captive audience for teen-targeted advertising. This experiment ana-
lyzed the differential etffects of Channel One depending on whether early-adoles-
cent viewers received a media-literacy lesson in conjunction with viewing the
program. Outcomes included perceptions of Channel One news programming,
recall of program content and advertising, materialism, and political efficacy.

METHODS. Researchers used a posttest-only field experiment (N = 240) of seventh-
and eighth-grade students using random assignment to conditions. Conditions
included a control group, a group that received a fact-based lesson, and a group
that received the same lesson content using a more emotive teaching style. It was
expected that the emotion-added lesson condition would be more effective than
the logic-only lesson condition because of its motivational component.

RESULTS. On average, students remembered more ads from Channel One than news
stories. Participants in the control group remembered fewer news stories than did
the groups that received the lessons. Students reported having purchased during
the preceding 3 months an average of 2.5 items advertised on the program. Both
fact-based and affect-added training increased student skepticism toward adver-
tisers. As expected, student liking of the program enhanced their learning from it
and was associated with higher levels of political efficacy. Students held miscon-
ceptions about the role of their school in the production of Channel One.

CONCLUSIONS. The use of Channel One by schools can have benefits, but these come with
risk that some may consider unacceptable. On the positive side, student liking of the
program was associated with their political efficacy. Although those who responded
positively to program content and presentation style learned more from it, they also
tended to want things that they saw in the advertisements. The data therefore show
that the program can provide some benefits to young adolescents, but the results also
provide justification for concerns about the commercialization of the classroom.
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S CHOLARS AND RESEARCHERS continue to debate the
commercially produced Channel One public-affairs
program, which is shown each day in 350 000 class-
rooms throughout the country and reaches >25% of
schools nationwide.!? Launched in 1990, the program
includes 10 minutes of news and 2 minutes of paid
product advertising or public service announcements.
Channel One is designed specifically for an adolescent
viewing audience and claims to reach an audience 20
times larger than MTV.2 Program producers assert that it
increases children’s public-affairs knowledge, but critics
charge that it accomplishes little beyond providing a
captive audience for teen-targeted advertising.>

Health advocates and scholars increasingly argue that
our media-saturated society requires that educators pro-
vide young people with the ability to understand visual
elements and message subtexts that are communicated
to them in media messages.* Research on information
processing has indicated that children’s logic-based and
affect-based interpretations of message content affect
what they learn and the decisions that they make. For
example, children and adolescents are more likely to
internalize messages that seem realistic and desirable
and that portray individuals who seem similar to them-
selves or who represent ideals to which they aspire.> In
addition, media-literacy education has been shown to
affect these interpretations, leading to more skepticism
toward content such as tobacco and alcohol advertis-
ing.¢7 As a result, in an attempt to bring more clarity to
discussions surrounding Channel One, this experiment
analyzed the differential effects of Channel One on an
early-adolescent audience depending on whether view-
ers received a media-literacy lesson in conjunction with
viewing the program.

The Channel One news program combines marketing
with education-based objectives and is just 1 of 234
organizations that market commercial products in public
schools (www.consumersunion.org). Channel One is par-
ticularly appealing to schools that lack financial re-
sources. Each school that airs Channel One receives ap-
proximately $30 000 worth of audiovisual equipment?
to show the daily news programming to students.

Research about Channel One has suggested that equip-
ment, not curricular content, has been the main reason
that schools have used the program.t Indeed, schools
with the least money to spend on instructional materials
have been 3 times more likely to adopt Channel One than
better-funded schools.” In addition, an absence of exist-
ing equipment has been the primary reason that schools
have chosen to forgo a competitor’'s commercial-free
news program.8

As a result, schools which use Channel One gain both
equipment and potentially valuable educational pro-
gramming, but critics consider it a scam that takes ad-
vantage of less-privileged children. Because students
may view commercials that are shown in a school setting
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as more credible than those that are viewed at home, 0!
the program’s detractors argue that the program teaches
these students little while making more salient their lack
of sufficient funds to purchase items that they increas-
ingly desire.'2 Advocates of Channel One argue that it
provides young people with current-affairs information
in an informative and age-appropriate manner, and its
Web site promises everything from “issues in the news to
what happens in school” (www.channelone.com). Lim-
ited empirical evidence on both sides makes it important
to assess the extent to which Channel One provides real
benefits to students against profits for marketers.

Existing studies that have focused on Channel One
report that most students have favorable attitudes to-
ward Channel One,>*'> but results are mixed on whether
the program has more substantial benefits, such as in-
creasing viewers” knowledge about or interest in current
events and their confidence in their ability to participate
in civic affairs, called political efficacy.>81415 For exam-
ple, a small positive effect on current-events knowledge
has been documented by researchers,>!¢ but results vary
widely. Male students, high academic performers, older
students, and those who discuss Channel One with teach-
ers and parents are more likely to benefit from the
programming.®!>!7 In addition, existing studies have had
significant limitations in design or measurement. These
have included the use of pretest-posttest quasi-experi-
mental designs that lack control groups® and the use of
nonrandomized comparisons between viewing and non-
viewing student groups.!¢ As a result, in addition to the
need to implement a randomized experimental design to
test the effects of Channel One viewing, a need exists to
examine the extent to which students’ liking of the
program associates with outcomes such as current-
events knowledge and efficacy toward public-affairs par-
ticipation.

One consistent finding from civics education research
has to do with the value of teacher support and teacher-
led interaction to enhance student learning from a vari-
ety of programs.'® Studies that have focused on Channel
One, however, have reported mixed results concerning
teacher leadership. One survey, for example, reported
that teachers largely agree that it is well produced, a
valuable source of information, and a worthwhile use of
school time.® Conversely, other surveys have shown that
teachers do not consistently discuss Channel One content
with their students, perhaps preferring to grade papers
while it is on.!'619-2! Teachers who discuss program con-
tent less frequently with their students tend to believe
that they had little or no role in the adoption decision?°-22
or feel unprepared to integrate it into their regular
teaching topics.> One study found that only 1 in 4
schools showed Channel One during times that are most
conducive to relevant discussion and instruction.® This
suggests that schools rarely maximize the potential ben-
efits of Channel One in actual practice and also suggests
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that it would be useful to test the effects of guided
discussion in a randomized experimental design.

Meanwhile, some studies have raised specific con-
cerns about the persuasive effects of the program’s ad-
vertising. One study, for example, found that Channel
One viewers were more likely to believe that commer-
cials are a good way to discover the “truth” about a
product.> Another found that Channel One viewers ex-
pressed more materialistic attitudes than nonviewers. 224
Research also has indicated that Channel One viewers are
more likely to express interest in and intention to buy
the products that are advertised on the program.>2*
Bachen,’? for example, found that >30% of adolescents
who viewed Channel One believed that “seeing the ads on
Channel One made me want to go out and buy these
products,” and 20% said that they actually did so. Re-
search indicates that affect and logic both affect learning
and persuasion from media messages,>¢ but no studies
yet have examined the relationships and potential
tradeoffs among program liking, learning of current-
affairs information, and product purchasing. If program
liking enhances learning more than it promotes purchas-
ing, then communities might find the program more
acceptable. Conversely, if liking of Channel One promotes
purchasing more than it enhances learning, then a teen-
targeted program would seem unnecessary and even
counterproductive to curriculum goals.

These mixed results suggest that media-literacy edu-
cation may represent a way to enhance the benefits of
the Channel One program while alleviating some of the
concerns. Media literacy refers to students’ ability to
analyze and evaluate messages in television, magazines,
newspapers, and other media sources. In 1999, the
American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) Committee on
Public Education released a statement recommending
media-literacy education,?®* and in 2003, the Center for
Media Literacy (www.medialit.org) endorsed the follow-
ing 5 core concepts as key pieces of knowledge for media
literacy: (1) all media messages are created by somebody;
(2) media message makers use creative languages that
have rules; (3) different people experience the same
media message differently; (4) producers of media mes-
sages have their own values and points of view, which
may differ from the viewer’s; and (5) media messages
are constructed to achieve a purpose.

This study, therefore, explored the extent to which
media-literacy training and students” perceptions of the
value of the programming affected their recall of Channel
One content, political efficacy, and attitudes about adver-
tising. On the basis of an information-processing model
of media effects that acknowledges the relevance of both
logic-oriented and affect-oriented reactions to content,¢
it was hypothesized that students” attitudes toward the
program, perceived realism of television, and affinity for
the young newscasters would associate positively with
their recall of program content, purchase of products

advertised, and efficacy toward public-affairs participa-
tion. Because media-literacy education is designed to
make media use more personally rewarding by increas-
ing critical thinking and skepticism, it also was hypoth-
esized that students who received media-literacy train-
ing would recall more program content, would be more
skeptical of advertisers, and would have more efficacy
toward the political system.

METHODS

Sampling and Data Collection

A purposive sample of 240 middle school students from
a school in Washington state that regularly showed
Channel One in the classroom participated in a posttest-
only experiment that was conducted in the field March
10 to 12, 2004. To participate, students had to receive
written parental consent and provide their own written
assent. Participants represented ~80% of the seventh-
and eighth-grade students in attendance during the
1-week study period. Of those who indicated their gen-
der, household income, and ethnicity, 49% (n = 115)
were male and 51% (n = 118) were female; 90% con-
sidered themselves middle or higher income; and partic-
ipants identified themselves as black (6%; n = 14), Asian
(16%, n = 38), Latino (7%; n = 16), white (71%; n =
170), and Native American (7%; n = 16). Participants
could indicate multiple ethnic backgrounds. They were
assigned randomly to 1 of 3 groups according to proce-
dures approved by the research university’s Institutional
Review Board. Students were randomly assigned to con-
dition on the basis of the number of conditions that were
running during that particular class period, which de-
pended on the number of classrooms that were available
at that time. A total of 15 classrooms were randomly
assigned to conditions so that each condition had 5
classrooms participating by the end of the 3-day testing
period.

Group 1 watched Channel One, completed a pencil-
and-paper questionnaire, and then received a media-
literacy lesson of ~40 to 45 minutes in length. These
participants served as the control group for the rest of
study because they provided the basis for comparison
with the groups that received a media-literacy lesson
before viewing Channel One.

Group 2 received an information-based media-liter-
acy lesson, then watched Channel One, and then com-
pleted a paper-and-pencil questionnaire. By design, the
lesson that this group received contained little in the
way of emotion (anger directed toward advertisers who
try to take advantage of young people). Instead, the
lesson and its contents were purposefully dispassionate
and represented a more logic-oriented presentation
style.

Group 3 followed the same procedure as group 2 but
received a media-literacy lesson that included more
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emotion in the materials themselves and in the presen-
tation of the material. The purpose of the more emotive
teaching style was to generate anger among participants
at marketers who try to sell products by taking advan-
tage of children, because some research has suggested
that although many message-processing skills have de-
veloped by eighth grade, even young adults who possess
the skills to evaluate persuasive messages skeptically still
need the motivation to activate those skills.2627 As be-
fore, participants watched Channel One and then com-
pleted a paper-and-pencil questionnaire. This emotion-
added condition made it possible for researchers to
evaluate the comparative effectiveness of 2 types of
teaching strategies that often are used in media-literacy
education.

x? tests indicated no significant differences among the
groups in terms of ethnicity or gender, and analysis of
variance revealed no differences in income. An approx-
imately equal number of seventh (n = 115) and eighth
graders (n = 118) participated in control and experimen-
tal groups, with a few students neglecting to indicate
their grade level. Because of a combination of limited
scheduling opportunities and differences in class sizes,
more eighth graders ended up in a logic-oriented group
(n = 56) than an emotion-added group (n = 27), and
more seventh graders ended up in an emotion-added
group (n = 50) than in a logic-only group (n = 18).

Media-Literacy Curriculum

Presenters gave students a definition of media and dis-
cussed the lesson’s goals, which included understanding
the role that media play in our lives, the importance of
considering goals of the creators of media messages, and
teaching students how best to learn from the media
while avoiding being taken advantage of. In the emo-
tion-added condition, the wording of the goals was mod-
ified to emphasize the potential of media messages to
manipulate an audience.

To establish the pervasiveness of media influence,
participants completed a worksheet to examine their
media diets. Students then compared their media use
with national estimates of teen media use and owner-
ship of media products such as televisions, computers,
and other media gathered from the Kaiser Family Foun-
dation (www.kff.org). After a brief discussion about me-
dia messages and why people create them, students re-
viewed and discussed the 5 core concepts of media
literacy.

Students then viewed their regularly scheduled Chan-
nel One program. After viewing, students in the logic-
oriented condition discussed the purpose of Channel One,
the lessons that they learned from the day’s program,
the points of view presented and left out of the program,
and the purpose of the advertisements in the program.
Students who participated in the emotion-added condi-
tion completed a system visualization analysis in which
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they established the interrelationships among buyers,
sellers, and products of commercial television. This led
them to the realization that their presence as viewers is
sold to advertisers by the producers of programs such as
Channel One. This identified them as the product being
sold to advertisers. As a group, these students discussed
how they felt about being sold by Channel One and other
television programmers to the advertisers.

Presenters gave students in both lesson conditions
information about the contractual relationship between
Channel One and school districts, as well as basic infor-
mation about the program’s audience size and profits
generated by Channel One. Students in the emotion-
added condition also discussed their feelings about being
sold to advertisers and about being required to watch the
ads. These participants then received an overview of
how much advertisers spend annually to market to ad-
olescents, along with a chart of teens’ influence on over-
all purchasing of various products. Presenters also
handed out price tags that contained the dollar amount
that advertisers spend on each teenager in the nation
and saw covers of books that are used by marketers to
refine their targeting strategies for the teen market. Fi-
nally, presenters in both conditions gave students a list
of questions that were intended to encourage them to
think about media messages by critically evaluating the
truthfulness of program and commercial claims and en-
couraging them to think about the techniques, points of
view, and values that are contained in media messages.

Measures

Unless otherwise noted, measures used 7-point scales
with “strongly agree” and “strongly disagree” as anchors
and were asked of all participants, including those in the
control group. The first set of measures represented in-
terpretive responses to the programming that might af-
fect recall and persuasion. Descriptive statistics for each
construct are shown in Table 1.

Evaluation of the Media-Literacy Lesson

Researchers measured students” perceptions of the use-
fulness of the lesson. These statements, posed only to
those who received a media-literacy lesson, included the
following: “Today’s lesson about the media will be useful
for me,” “Today’s lesson about the media was interest-
ing,” “Today’s lesson about the media has taught me
things T did not know before,” and, “Today’s lesson
about the media made me think.” Cronbach’s «, as an
estimate of the average correlation among scale items,
measures the internal consistency of the items that com-
pose a scale. The « coefficient for the index was .84.

Perceived Oversight

Because concerns have been raised by organizations
such as the AAP that students may be more receptive to
ads that they see in school,'? researchers measured stu-
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TABLE 1 Descriptive Statistics for Constructs Used in the Analyses

Constructs N Mean SD Range a
Evaluation of the media-literacy lesson 154 15.03 5.84 4-28 84
My school approves Channel One commercials before 234 401 1.85 1-7

they are shown

Commercials on Channel One are approved by teachers 231 3.59 1.83 1-7
Perceived realism of TV 234 11.16 3.95 3-21 73
Similarity of teens on Channel One 235 8.16 340 3-21 66
Identification with reporters on Channel One 235 7.96 411 3-21 74
When | watch commercials, | want what is shown 239 2.80 145 1-7
People who have a lot of money are happier 239 259 1.78 1-7
Advertising helps me know what is popular 237 270 1.62 1-7
Skepticism toward advertisers 239 097 0.19 1-7
Usefulness of Channel One 235 2493 837 4-28 89
Political efficacy 237 13.34 3.98 3-21 62

dents” perceptions that their school and teachers have
oversight over the advertising on Channel One, using the
following 2 statements: “My school approves Channel
One commercials before they are shown,” and, “Com-
mercials on Channel One are approved by teachers.”

Desirability

Desirability is the degree to which adolescents find me-
dia portrayals attractive and was measured as part of the
message interpretation process that could predict learn-
ing and persuasion from the programming.2¢ Research-
ers measured participants” desirability regarding Channel
One using the following 3 statements: “The reporters on
Channel One seem nice,” “The reporters on Channel One
seem like people I'd like to have as friends,” and, “I like
the way the reporters on Channel One looked.” The «
coefficient for the index was .72.

Perceived Realism

Perceived realism reflects the extent to which students
believe that media portrayals are true to life and was
measured as part of the message interpretation process
that could predict learning and persuasion from the pro-
gramming.2¢ Because news by definition is based on real
events, researchers measured students’ perceived real-
ism with the following 3 statements that focused on
television portrayals more broadly: “TV is a good source
of information on what is interesting to people my age,”
“TV is a good source of information on how people my
age act,” and, “Media provide good examples of what
real teenagers do.” The a coefficient for the index was
.73.

Similarity

Similarity indicates the extent to which respondents be-
lieve that who are people portrayed in the media are
similar to people whom they know and was measured as
part of the message interpretation process that could
predict learning and persuasion from the program-
ming.2¢ Researchers measured students’ perceptions of

similarity using the following 3 statements that focused
specifically on the Channel One program: “The teens I see
on Channel One are a lot like me,” “The teens on Channel
One like the things I like,” and, “The teens I see on
Channel One do things that I do.” The « for the index was
.66.

Identification

Identification demonstrates the extent to which partici-
pants admire people who are portrayed in the media and
was measured as part of the message interpretation pro-
cess that could predict learning and persuasion from the
programming.’> Researchers measured students’ identifi-
cation using the following 3 statements that focused
specifically on the Channel One program: “It would be
fun to look like the reporters on Channel One,” “1 wish I
could do the things that the reporters on Channel One
do,” and, “I want to be like the reporters on Channel
One.” The posttest « was .74.

Materialism

Materialism indicates the extent to which participants
desire money or things and has been considered a dele-
terious outcome of Channel One viewing by some schol-
ars and critics.2* As a result of its prominence in discus-
sions surrounding the costs and benefits of the program’s
use, researchers measured students’ materialism using
the following 2 statements: “When I watch commercials,
I want what is shown,” and, “People who have a lot of
money are happier than people who have only a little
money.” Researchers analyzed responses because of
their use in previous evaluations of Channel One but
examined the items separately because they were un-
correlated.

Liking of Ads

To add to an understanding of how message inter-
pretations contribute to decisions that are based on me-
dia messages such as advertising, researchers assessed
participants’ positive feelings toward advertisers and
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their messages using the following statements: “The
commercials on Channel One are more interesting than
other commercials I see,” and, “Advertising helps me to
know what is popular.” Researchers analyzed responses
to these items separately because they were uncor-
related.

The next set of variables represented dependent vari-
ables that were considered to be important outcomes of
Channel One use and media-literacy education, including
skepticism, recall of current-events information, recall of
advertisements, perceived usefulness of the program,
and efficacy toward public-affairs participation.

Skepticism Toward Advertising
This was measured by participants” responses to, “Ad-
vertisers try to take advantage of teens.”

Usefulness of Channel One

Researchers assessed participants’ perceptions of the
usefulness of Channel One using the following 6 state-
ments: “I feel I am better informed about current events
as a result of watching Channel One,” “News stories on
Channel One are interesting,” “I think my school should
continue to show Channel One,” “Channel One helps me
find out what other teens are thinking,” “I like Channel
One,” and, “Channel One tells me things I need to know.”
The a coefficient for the index was .88.

Political Efficacy

Measures of respondents’ confidence in their ability to
participate effectively in public affairs included state-
ments that commonly are used in surveys of voting-aged
adults but adapted to refer to future eligibility, as fol-
lows: “I believe voting is an effective way to influence
what our government does”; “I can do things that influ-
ence what our government does”; and, “When I am old
enough to vote, I think that my vote will make a differ-
ence.” Although the a coefficient for the index was only
.62, the index was retained for analysis on the basis of its
accepted validity in survey research.282°

Recall of News Content

To indicate their retention of program content, respon-
dents listed “the topics of the news stories you remember
being covered on Channel One during the past week
(including today). List as many stories as you remem-
ber.” Trained coders counted the number of correct an-
swers on the basis of an analysis of the week’s program-
ming.

Recall of Advertising Content

To indicate their retention of advertising content, re-
spondents listed “the topics of the ads you have seen on
Channel One for the past week (including today). List as
many topics or products as you remember.” Trained
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coders counted the number of correct answers on the
basis of an analysis of the week’s programming.

Product Purchases

On the basis of a content analysis of the most recent 2
weeks of Channel One programming, researchers pre-
sented respondents with a list of 11 products that had
been advertised, including Juicy Fruit gum, Gatorade,
Acuvue contact lenses, A PS-2 game, Red Zone deodor-
ant, food from McDonald’s, a Nintendo game, Phiso-
derm self-heating daily scrub, Clearasil, Stridex, and an
X-Box game. Respondents circled each product that they
had bought (“or gotten a family member to buy for
you”) in the past 3 months. This longer time frame
provided the potential for more variance in responses
than a 2-week time frame would provide, without mak-
ing unrealistic demands on students’ recall of their pur-
chasing behavior. The number of items circled was to-
taled. Recall measures, however, were limited to the past
2 weeks to provide parallel comparisons between news
and advertising recall and because it seemed unlikely
that many students would remember specifics about
programming that was >2 weeks old. This item ap-
peared after the recall questions to prevent contamina-
tion of the recall measures.

Manipulation Check

To verify that students in the media-literacy lesson con-
ditions learned new information about the media, all
students responded to a set of statements that repre-
sented a manipulation check. These included the follow-
ing true/false statements: “Schools have to supply their
own equipment to show Channel One” (false); “Every-
body experiences media messages the same way” (false);
“Children 2 to 17 spend an average of 6-1/2 hours with
media each day” (true). The number of correct answers
represented the media knowledge score.

Data Analysis

The manipulation check confirmed that students in the
media-literacy lessons learned new information about
the media that the control group participants did not
know (t = —4.2, P < .001, df = 233). Correlations
provided evidence of associations among students’ inter-
pretations of the programming and outcomes that were
relevant to adolescent decision-making and media liter-
acy. Researchers used analysis of variance with planned
group contrasts to determine how the different lessons
affected students’ perceptions of Channel One and related
variables. In some instances, researchers conducted
planned comparisons even when an omnibus F test
was not significant. Methodologists indicate that when
statistical comparisons are planned by researchers, they
typically possess relevance to a study on the basis of
theory and/or previous research findings. In these cases,
planned comparisons are appropriate regardless of
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whether an omnibus F is significant, and additional pro-
tection from type I error is unnecessary.>->2 It was ex-
pected that the emotion-added lesson condition would
be more effective than the logic-only lesson condition
because of its motivational component.

RESULTS

Recall of Advertisements and News

Overall, the students remembered more ads (mean: 3.5)
from Channel One than news stories (mean: 2.7; t = 4.25,
df = 231, P < .001). Nevertheless, because Channel One
included more ads in 1 week?? than news stories,?!' stu-
dents remembered a higher percentage of the news sto-
ries (13%) than of the ads (11%; t = 4.00, df = 231, P <
.001).

Younger viewers (mean: 4.15) recalled more adver-
tisements than older viewers (mean: 2.8) did (r = 3.94,
df = 229, P < .001), and those who reported higher
incomes also recalled more ads, as shown in Table 2. In
addition, those who considered the teens who are
shown on Channel One as similar to themselves and who
liked and admired the reporters remembered more of
the ads. Girls (mean: 3.03) remembered more news
stories than boys (mean: 2.4) did (t = —2.37, df = 230,
P < .05).

In terms of the effects of their interpretations of the
content, participants who recalled more news stories
tended to consider the program useful, indicated that the
ads take advantage of young people, and considered
themselves similar to the teens portrayed on Channel
One. Thus, as expected, their receptivity to the program
enhanced their learning from it.

TABLE2 Correlations Between Key Constructs and Dependent Variables

Effects of Media-Literacy Lessons on Recall
Each of the media-literacy lessons also affected students’
memory of program content, as expected and as shown
in Fig 1. Participants in the control group, who filled out
the survey before the lesson, remembered more news
stories than ads, but they did not remember as many
news stories as did the groups that received the lessons.
The students in the emotion-added lesson remembered
the most ads and news stories, followed by those in the
logic-oriented lesson. Students who received the media-
literacy lessons remembered more ads than news stories.
As shown in Fig 2, the media-literacy lesson helped
seventh graders more than eighth graders with their
recall of news stories, bringing them up to approxi-
mately the same level that eighth graders achieved with
or without the lessons (F; 5, = 9.50, P < .01). The
lessons helped seventh and eighth graders equally for
recall of ads and skepticism toward advertisers.

Correlates of Product Purchases and Skepticism

Students reported that they had purchased in the past 3
months an average of 2.5 of 11 items that were listed on
the survey and had been advertised on Channel One.
Correlations indicated that, as expected, participants
purchased more products when they liked advertising
(considering advertisements a good source of informa-
tion for what is popular), when they agreed that having
more money makes someone happier, or when they
agreed that they often want what they see in an adver-
tisement.

The role of apparent school endorsement on learning
and persuasion from Channel One exposure was unclear
from these data. On a 7-point scale, only 15% of the
students indicated that the school “never” approves of

Recall of Ad Recall of News No. of Usefulness of Political Skepticism
Content Content Products Channel One Efficacy Toward Ads
Purchased
Recall of ad content
Recall of news content 422
No. of products purchased —.06 =12
Usefulness of Channel One 04 200 —.05
Political efficacy 1 180 —.13¢ 382
Skepticism toward ads 03 6P —.10 —.04 00
Family with higher income .20° 05 06 04 .06 —.05
Realism of TV —-12 —.03 06 452 300 —.05
Similarity of teens on Channel One J6¢ 9P 09 492 242 05
Desirability of Channel One reporters 156 A1e —.01 572 272 —.01
Identification with Channel One reporters 156 .14p —.04 482 190 —.04
Ads help me know what is popular 08 12¢ 220 232 06 03
People with money are happier —.08 —.08 70 —01 —.09 01
I want things | see in ads —.01 01 280 210 .10 —.09
Channel One ads are interesting 05 02 10 412 19b —.16¢
My school approves of the Channel One ads -03 —.06 —02 362 210 —.03
Teachers approve Channel One ads 05 —.09 01 449 242 —.10

2P < .001;6P<.01;¢P<<.05.
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FIGURE 1 Si62
Control group versus experimental groups for mean .
scores on recall of news, recall of ads, and advertisers 29 - LOgIC group
trying to take advantage of teens. 2News recall: con- 28 < O Affect group
trol group versus experimental groups, t,5; = 181, 2136
P <.05;logic group versus affect group, t,5; = —0.25, 215 H Control group
P = 40.°Ad recall: control group versus experimental ~ ——
groups, t,s, = 6.06, P <.001; logic group versus affect
group, t,5, = —1.84, P < .05.Advertisers take advan-
tage of teens: control group versus experimental —
groups, t,5s = 2.27,P < .01; logic group versus affect
group, t,5¢ = —0.72,P = 24.
1 T
News recall® Ad recall® Advertisers take
advantage of
teens®
3 -
25—
FIGURE 2
Interaction of media-literacy lesson with grade level for
number of news stories recalled.
2 —
’ ¢ What grade in school are you?
o - = - 7th
= 8th
I 1
Control Treatment

Experimental group

Channel One commercials before they are shown,
whereas 38% thought that this occurs “often” or “very
often.” Similarly, 27% agreed or strongly agreed that the
commercials are approved by teachers. Seventh graders
were more likely to think that the school (mean: 4.3)
and the teachers (mean: 3.8) provide oversight than
eighth graders were (mean: 3.8 and 3.3, respectively; t =
2.19, df = 225, P < .05 for school, and ¢t = 2.46, df = 222,
P < .05 for teachers). These beliefs were uncorrelated
with beliefs about advertising or materialism and also
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were uncorrelated with recall of ads or product purchas-
ing.

Students who received a media-literacy lesson were
more skeptical (likely to believe that advertisers try to
take advantage of teenagers), also as hypothesized. The
lessons were equally effective with seventh and eighth
graders. Although greater skepticism could affect stu-
dents’ future purchasing decisions, this study evaluated
only past purchasing decisions, making a correlation test
spurious between skepticism and purchasing. Similarly,

Downloaded from www.pediatrics.org by on March 7, 2006


http://www.pediatrics.org

a test of group differences on purchasing behavior would
be spurious because the media-literacy lessons took
place after purchases already had been made.

Correlates of Opinions Concerning the Continued Use of
Channel One

Students varied widely on their opinions about continu-
ing to receive Channel One (mean: 4.71; SD: 2.11 on a
scale of 1-7). This put 27% of the students below the
midpoint on the scale, with 57% above the midpoint
and 15% neutral. As shown in Table 2, students who
considered the program useful tended to recall more of
the news stories, consider themselves similar to the teens
shown on the program, found the teens that are shown
on Channel One appealing, admired the reporters on
Channel One, found the advertisements on Channel One
interesting, believed that teachers and the school had
oversight over the program, and believed that television
generally is realistic. Students’ beliefs about the program
had no relationship to their recall of advertisements.
These findings further supported the hypothesis that
their liking of the program would enhance their learning
from it.

Public-Affairs Involvement

Many schools show Channel One to encourage students
to participate in the political system when they become
adults. As expected, the results show that students with
higher political efficacy tended to consider the program
useful, think television is realistic, find the ads interest-
ing, like and admire the newscasters on the program,
consider themselves similar to the teens portrayed on
the program, and think that the teachers and the school
had oversight over the program. These results further
indicated that students’ appreciation of the program
seemed to enhance its potential benefits.

DISCUSSION

The results of this experiment suggest that use of Channel
One by schools can have some benefit but that these
benefits come with risks that some may consider unac-
ceptable. Media-literacy training magnified potential
benefits, such as recall of program content, and de-
creased potential risks by increasing skepticism toward
advertisers. Seventh graders benefited somewhat more
than eighth graders. Limitations of the study design,
including the narrow measure of skepticism, made it
impossible to determine the extent to which students’
enhanced skepticism would affect future purchasing de-
cisions or materialistic attitudes. The use of a control
group with random assignment has provided this study
with an advantage over previous examinations of Chan-
nel One, but it should be noted that this study could not
collect baseline data on the dependent measures to es-
tablish long-term effects of the program or of media-
literacy education on public-atfairs learning and persua-

sion. In addition, the low reliability for the similarity and
political efficacy scales made effects related to those con-
structs more difficult to detect.

The seventh- and eighth-grade students in this exper-
iment had wide-ranging views about Channel One and
demonstrated a range of effects. A majority liked the
programming, but a significant minority disliked it.
Those who liked the program seemed to do so because
they saw things that seemed relevant to their lives.
Those who responded positively to the content and pre-
sentation style learned more from it but also tended to
want things that they saw in the advertisements. In
addition, students” liking of the program was associated
with their political efficacy, the belief that they can make
a difference through civic involvement. Students” confi-
dence in television as a realistic source of information
also was associated with their receptivity to the Channel
One program specifically. This could indicate that per-
ceived realism, which is generally used to refer to fic-
tional content, is nonetheless related to perceptions of
nonfiction content, perhaps through its relationship to
source credibility.

The data show that despite some apparent benefits to
young adolescents from exposure to the program, the
AAP’s concerns about the commercialization of the
classroom seem justified. Students tended to remember
a greater number of ads than news stories, and students
had purchased up to 8 of the 11 advertised items listed
on the survey. It seems unlikely that the program would
attract advertisers if the advertising did not work, and
the data showed that students who liked the program
tended to like the ads, and students who liked the ads
purchased more products. Primedia asserts that growth
at Channel One has contributed to a 10% increase in net
revenue for its education holdings.>?

This study does not establish the long-term effects of
in-class viewing of advertising, but the results raise con-
cerns regarding the degree to which adolescents trust
their schools to provide oversight of the content that
they view in the classroom. Only 15% of the students
correctly believed that their school “never” approves of
Channel One commercials before they are shown, and
25% agreed or strongly agreed that Channel One com-
mercials are approved by teachers. Seventh graders were
more likely than eighth graders to think that the school
and the teachers had oversight over the program. These
misconceptions, however, did not correlate with stu-
dents’ liking of the ads or with the number of products
that they had purchased. This could indicate that the
students” perceptions of the school’s apparent endorse-
ment of the advertising does not matter, but it also could
be an artifact of the study design, which could not ac-
count for influences that accumulate over a long period
of time.

It may seem worrisome to some that students who
received the media-literacy lessons recalled more news
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stories but also recalled more ads. It seems likely, how-
ever, that these students did not remember the ads in a
positive light, because the results showed that those who
received the lessons were more skeptical of the adver-
tisers. Instead, these students probably remembered the
ads because of the sometimes critical in-class discussions
of Channel One and its advertising targeting teens. That
their skepticism seemed to enhance their memory of
program content without decreasing their perceptions of
the program’s usefulness represents a positive result for
media-literacy education. Nevertheless, the cross-sec-
tional design of this study could not account for whether
persuasive effects of the advertising would be elimi-
nated, and the correlations between liking of ads and
product purchases indicated that persuasive effects did
exist. The study also did not examine the extent to
which media-literacy education increased students” abil-
ity to distinguish between true and false claims in ads or
between useful and manipulative content more gener-
ally, which would provide a more sensitive measure of
skepticism and its implications for learning and persua-
sion.

This combination of results does confirm that Channel
One offers the potential for positive effects along with the
likelihood of effective persuasion by advertisers and the
potential for the cultivation of materialism. Positive and
protective effects such as current-affairs knowledge, po-
litical efficacy, and skepticism toward advertisers were
enhanced by media-literacy training. These results
therefore suggest that schools that wish to use commer-
cial programming such as Channel One should include
in-service training for teachers on media-literacy educa-
tion and should require that media literacy be taught
with specific reference to the programming. Whether
schools should use commercial programs such as Channel
One at all remains a question of ethics that empirical data
such as these cannot resolve.
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