CHILDREN

Executive Summary

Educationally/Insufficient?

An Analysis of the Availability & Educational Quality of Children’s E/| Programming




In return for the free use of publicly-owned television airwaves, broadcast

stations are required to air three hours per week of children’s educational/

informational (E/I) programming. The guidelines that determine what

qualifies as an “educational” program do not address the quality of the

educational content. Thus, broadcasters have a great deal of discretion in

applying the E/I label to a wide range of programs designed for a young

audience. This study examines broadcasters’ commitments to serving the

needs of children by assessing the availability and educational quality of

their E/I programs.
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Introduction

any parents today have childhood memories of learning the letter of the day

from Sesame Street or how a bill becomes a law from Schoolbouse Rock. For

those who grew up watching these classic educational programs, there is
little question about television’s ability to enrich young viewers’ minds. These parents
understand that, in addition to being entertaining, television can also support their
children’s educational development. The key is to find programs that contain high-
quality educational content.

Fortunately, television broadcasters are required to air three hours per week of
children’s educational programming and to label those programs with an educational/
informational (“E/I”) icon so parents can identify them. But how educational are
broadcasters’ E/I shows? Can parents feel confident that programs designated by
broadcasters as “educational” do, in fact, contain high-quality educational lessons?
What types of lessons do these E/I programs teach? And how likely are parents to find
E/I programming on broadcast television during the days and times their children
watch TV? Answering these questions is imperative to understanding the effectiveness
of children’s educational television.
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The Children’s Television Act

Research has firmly established that quality
educational television programming can
have significant positive effects on young
viewers’ cognitive and social development.!
This evidence prompted Congress to enact
the Children’s Television Act of 1990 (CTA)
to ensure commercial broadcast television
stations provide programming “specifically
designed” to serve the educational needs
of children in return for the free use of
publicly-owned airwaves.

Congress passed the CTA with the intention
of increasing the availability of high-quality
educational programs, such as PBS’s Sesanze
Street and Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood, on
commercial broadcast television. Since

its inception, however, broadcasters have
interpreted the CTA in various, and
sometimes disappointing, ways. For example,
some stations in the early 1990s infamously
claimed that broadcasts of The Flintstones
and The Fetsons counted as educational
programming because they taught children
about history and the future, respectively.’

-

Such practices led the Federal
Communications Commission (FCC)

to clarify its definition of educational
programming, specifying that such shows
must (a) have education as a significant

purpose; (b) have a specified learning goal
and target audience; (c) be aired on a regular
schedule between 7:00 a.m. and 10:00

p.m.; and (d) be labeled as “E/I” to identify
the program to the public as educational/
informational for children. In addition, the
FCC decided that stations would be expected
to air at least three hours per week of E/I
programming, a policy often referred to as
the Three-Hour Rule.

Congress passed the CTA with the
intention of increasing the availability of
high-quality educational programs, such
as PBS’s Sesame Street and Mr. Rogers’
Neighborhood, on commercial broadcast
television.
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The Issue of Quality in E/l Programming

Unfortunately, this broad definition of
“educational” does not address one factor
critical to the effectiveness of E/I programs:
the quality of the educational content.
Without guidelines to ensure quality
standards, broadcasters have discretion

to apply the E/I label to a wide range of
programs designed for a young audience.

Shortly after the Three-Hour Rule was
enacted in 1996, Dr. Amy Jordan and her
colleagues at the Annenberg Public Policy
Center at the University of Pennsylvania
began assessing the quantity and quality
of E/I programs on commercial broadcast
television.’ Their research revealed that
although most stations offered three hours
of E/I programming each week, the large
majority of shows had only moderate or
minimal educational quality. However, since
2000, no comparable research has been
conducted.

We are now entering a new age of
television. As analog television transitions
to a digital format, station owners will be
able to broadcast up to six unique digital
channels rather than just one. At the urging
of Children Now and our colleagues in

We are now entering a new age

of television. As analog television
transitions to a digital format, station
owners will be able to broadcast up to
six unique digital channels rather than
just one.

the Children’s Media Policy Coalition, the
FCC adopted additional rules in 2005 that
require broadcasters to include three hours
per week of E/I programming on each of
their digital television channels. This ruling
has the potential to increase the amount
of educational programming available to
children on free, over-the-air television.
But this increase in quantity will benefit
children only if the educational quality of
the programs is high as well.

"This study was undertaken to assess
broadcasters’ compliance with the CTA and
evaluate the industry’s overall performance
in serving the needs of the child audience.
Conducted by leading media scholars Dr.
Barbara J. Wilson (University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign) and Dr. Dale Kunkel
(University of Arizona), this research
examines the quantity of E/I programming
offered on commercial broadcast stations

and evaluates the educational quality of the
30 most widely-aired children’s educational
programs. In order to provide a valuable
comparison to help judge the efficacy of these
shows, a small sub-sample of 10 children’s
programs on PBS was also evaluated. Three
randomly-selected episodes of each E/I series
were analyzed for their educational content.

We hope this study will serve as a new
benchmark of broadcasters’ compliance with
the CTA as we head into the era of digital
television and inspire federal policy makers,
the media industry and parents to ensure that
all children have sufficient access to quality
educational television programs.
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Key Findings

The Educational Quality
of E/l Programming

If the Children’s Television Act is to serve
its intended purpose, E/I programming
must achieve a reasonable standard of
educational quality. It takes more than a
story with a moral or an academic lesson for

a N
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on Commercial Channels
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a program to successfully teach children.
Educational television must feature certain
characteristics in order to be effective (see
sidebar). Three hours per week is a relatively
small amount of time for broadcasters to

devote to enriching children’s educational
development. Therefore, we must insist
that those few hours are filled with effective,
highly educational content.

Measuring Educational Quality

Six criteria were used to measure the educational quality of
each episode in the study.

Clarity—How directly or explicitly is the primary lesson
presented?

Integration—How often is the primary lesson repeated or
incorporated in the program?

Involvement—How engaging or absorbing is the primary
lesson?

Applicability—How connected is the primary lesson to the
real world?

Importance—How valuable or useful is the primary lesson
to children’s development?

Positive Reinforcement—To what extent is learning,
including effort and mastery, rewarded?

Each criterion was judged on a 3-point scale from low (0) to
medium (1) to high (2). Scores were then totaled, resulting in
a possible score of 0-12 for every episode.

Episodes that received a score of 0-6 were considered
minimally educational.

Episodes that received a score of 7-10 were considered
moderately educational.

Episodes that received a score of 11-12 were considered
highly educational.

Quality of E/lI Episodes on Commercial Channels Over Time

Level of Educational Quality

Year Minimal Moderate High
1997-98 26% 46% 29%
1998-99 21% 46% 33%
1999-00 23% 57% 20%
2007-08 23% 63% 13%

The data prior to 2007 come from Annenberg Public Policy Center reports on E/I programming conducted by Dr. Amy Jordan and

colleagues. (See endnote 3.)
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Only one in eight E/I episodes
earned a rating of highly educational.
In contrast, nearly twice as many
were found to have only minimal
educational value.

® Of the 90 episodes analyzed, twelve (13%)
were found to be highly educational,
meaning they achieved high scores on all
or nearly all of the six quality measures.

® "Twenty-one episodes (23 %) were judged
to be minimally educational, meaning that
they earned a low score on at least one
criterion and never had more than one

high score.

® The largest share of episodes (63 %) was
judged to be moderately educational.

There has been a substantial decline
in high-quality educational programs

over the years.

® The percentage of highly educational
episodes has decreased dramatically from
previous years, during which highly
educational shows accounted for as much
as one-third of all E/I efforts.

® As the percentage of high-quality episodes
has declined, the percentage of moderately
educational episodes has increased from
46% in 1997-98 to 57% in 1999-00 and
finally to 63% in 2007-08.

® The proportion of minimally educational
episodes has remained fairly constant with
previous years at nearly one out of every
four programs.

The Availability of
E/lI Programming

Since 1996, broadcast stations have
consistently offered at least three hours
per week of E/I programming for children.
It is not surprising, then, that all but one
station in the study reported to the FCC
that they met this minimum requirement.
On average, however, children watch
three hours of television per day, every day
of the week.* Recognizing this, the FCC
has previously stated that broadcasters
must provide educational programming to
children throughout the week, not just on
weekends alone.’

The majority of broadcast stations
appear to treat their three-hour
requirement as a three-hour limit.

e A large majority of stations (59%) provided
the least possible amount of programming
—three hours per week, an average of
about 25 minutes per day.

4 )
Broadcasters’ Weekly Hours of
E/l Programming
Amount of Percent of
E/I Programming Stations
Less than 3.0 hours per week 1%
3.0 hours per week 59%
3.1 to 4.0 hours per week 37%
4.1 or more hours per week 3%
N =135
_ J
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Key Findings (continued)

® Only 3% of stations exceeded four hours
per week of E/I programming.

® Market size was negatively related with
the amount of E/I programs offered.
Stations in the largest markets delivered
the lowest average amount of children’s
educational shows, at three hours and 10
minutes per week, whereas stations in
the smallest markets averaged the most
programming, at roughly three and a half
hours per week.

The vast majority of broadcasters
scheduled E/I programming exclusively
on weekends.

® Only one-quarter of stations offered
E/I programming on any weekday. The
remaining stations (75%) offered E/I
shows solely on Saturdays or Sundays.

® Market size was negatively related with
better service to children. The largest
markets had the lowest percentage of
stations that aired weekday programming
(22%), whereas the smallest markets had
the highest percentage (32%).

The Range of Station Commitments to Children

KFVE (Honolulu)

This station averaged 5.5 hours per week of children’s E/I
content during the fourth quarter of 2007, placing it near the top
industry-wide in overall amount of programming. It presented
highly-acclaimed shows for different age groups, including
Where on Earth is Carmen Sandiego? for younger children

and Beakman's World for older children and teens. The station
provided E/I programming every day of the week except Sunday.

KSAT (San Antonio)

This station averaged exactly 3.0 hours per week of core

E/I programming in the fourth quarter of 2007. Its offerings
included five different half-hour programs, one of which (That’s
So Raven) aired twice each week in back-to-back time slots.
All of the shows were provided by the parent network, so

the station’s schedule looked identical to that of most ABC
affiliates. Its entire slate of E/I shows appeared solely on
Saturday mornings. Only one of its series (The Suite Life of
Zack and Cody) scored high in educational quality.

WZMY (Boston)

This station aired just one children’s educational program series,
Degrassi: The Next Generation, during the entire fourth quarter of
2007. Since the series targets children, ages 13-16 (the program
is rated TV-PG), the station provided no service to children, ages
12 and under. In its FCC filing, the station claimed it presented
the show 73 times during the period between October 1 and
December 31, averaging exactly three hours per week overall.
Because this series was in its seventh year of production in 2007,
and it delivered a total of only 24 new episodes that entire year,
the station had to re-run shows from several previous seasons

in order to fulfill its weekly three-hour minimum requirement.
Programs were offered on weekends and weekdays, but the
schedule varied during the time period studied.

Amount and Scheduling of Children’s E/I Programming

Market Size
Small Medium Large Major Overall
Average hours per 3.49 3.41 3.23 3.18 3.32
week
Stations with any 32% 26% 28% 22% 25%
weekday shows
n=28 n=235 n=235 n=237 N=135
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The Content of
E/lI Programming

Social-emotional programs aim to teach
the viewer life lessons about personal
feelings and interpersonal relationships.
Cognitive-intellectual programs offer

more traditionally academic lessons and
information on facts, ideas and concepts
related to existing knowledge or ways of
thinking. A third type of lesson, focusing
on health and nutrition messages, was also
identified in the study. In 2005, the Institute
of Medicine called on the media industry

to include more health-related messages

in children’s programs in an effort to help
combat childhood obesity.S All three types
of content can provide valuable information
for children of all ages. An ideal educational
media environment should offer an ample
amount of quality content of each type.

An ideal educational media environment
should offer an ample amount of quality
cognitive-intellectual, social-emotional
and health-related content.

The large majority of E/I episodes
featured social-emotional lessons
rather than academically focused
cognitive-intellectual lessons.

® Two out of three episodes (67 %) featured
a social-emotional lesson as the primary
focus.

® The majority of lessons in social-emotional
episodes focused on issues of positive
interaction with others (26%), self-esteem
(18%) or self-restraint (12%).

® Less than one in three episodes (30%)
contained a cognitive-intellectual lesson as
the primary message.

Health and nutrition messages were
extremely rare.

® The remaining 3% of the episodes focused
on health as the primary lesson. Each of
these health episodes (2 = 3) came from a
single T'V series, The Adrenaline Project.

a N
Primary Lessons in Commercial Broadcast
E/l Episodes

3% Health

30%
Cognitive-
intellectual

67%
Social-emotional
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Key Findings (continued)

Hundreds of empirical studies have shown
that extensive exposure to television violence
can contribute to the learning of aggressive
attitudes and behaviors in children.”
Furthermore, there is growing evidence that
the inclusion of physically violent content
may interfere with children’s learning of
social-emotional or cognitive-intellectual
lessons.® These negative effects of violent
material on children’s behavior and learning

undermine the purpose of E/I programming.

In addition, several recent studies have
documented that children can learn social
aggression from viewing programs that
depict and explicitly model such behavior.”
Social aggression refers to behavior
designed to harm another person’s self-
esteem or social status. Although some may
argue that social aggression is necessary

to teach social-emotional lessons about
appropriate interpersonal behavior, all too
often such behavior is used gratuitously as a
comedic device rather than as a storytelling
device. For example, name-calling and
teasing are used to get a laugh, not to teach
that they are inappropriate behaviors.
Because E/I programs are intended to
teach positive behaviors and not model
inappropriate ones, episodes in this study
were examined for their inclusion of both
physical and social aggression.

A substantial proportion of E/I
programs featured high levels of
aggression.

® More than one-quarter of E/I episodes
(28%) was found to be high in aggressive
content, meaning they contained numerous
instances of either physical or social
aggression throughout the program.

® A high level of aggressive behavior, especially
social aggression, was more likely to be found
in programs that taught social-emotional
lessons (37%) than in programs that taught
cognitive-intellectual content (7%).

Social aggression was more commonly
featured than physical violence.

e Social aggression was found in over half
(57%) of all E/I episodes, with 21%
featuring “a lot” and 36% containing
“some” social aggression. Less than half
of the episodes (43 %) contained no social
aggression at all.

® Physical aggression appeared less frequently
in E/I programs, although 40% included
one or more violent depictions.

A Comparison with
Public Broadcasting

"To enhance the perspective of the assessment
of E/I programs on commercial broadcast
stations, the content and quality of 10
randomly-selected educational shows on

Aggression in E/l Episodes on Commercial Channels

Amount of Aggression Physical Aggression Social Aggression

A lot 8% 21%
Some 32% 36%
None 60% 43%

Note. For this analysis, N = 90.
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PBS were also analyzed. The results reveal
that PBS offers some of the most highly
educational programs on broadcast television
and serves as a model of successful educational
programming for commercial broadcasters.

Educational programs on PBS were
more likely to contain high-quality
lessons that focused on cognitive-
intellectual content, and less likely
to contain aggression, than were
programs on commercial stations.

® Public broadcast episodes scored, on
average, more than a full point higher on
the quality assessment (9.1) than did those

airing on commercial channels (7.9).

® The type of primary lesson differed
significantly by channel type, as public
broadcast episodes were more likely to
feature a cognitive-intellectual lesson
(55%) than were episodes airing on
commercial stations (31%).

e Commercial stations were more than
twice as likely to offer programs with
high levels of physical or social aggression
(28%) compared to public television
stations (13 %).

~
Educational Quality of E/I Programming as a Function of
Channel Type
12
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Spotlight on Series Quality

This report has, until now, focused on the
content and quality of individual E/I episodes
that air on commercial or public broadcast
television. Now we turn our attention to

a broader assessment of program series,
specifically those that achieved a high level of
educational quality.

Eight commercial and public broadcast
series earned an exemplary rating for
their educational content.

Sesame Street (PBS)

Beakman’s World (Commercial)

Berween the Lions (PBS)

3-2-1 Penguins (Commercial)

Cyberchase (PBS)

The Suite Life of Zack and Cody (Commercial)
Fetch! with Ruff Ruffman (PBS)

Teen Kids News (Commercial)

It is interesting to note that this is a very
diverse group of programs: they target all
age groups, from toddlers to teens; they deal
with both social-emotional and cognitive-
intellectual subject matter; they are animated
and live action; and they appear on both
commercial and public broadcast stations.
Furthermore, none of these exemplary
programs contained a high amount of
physical or social aggression, underscoring
that effective educational programming can
be accomplished without the use of violence.

childrennow.org 9



Conclusion

Television broadcasters in the United States
have been given a tremendous gift—the
opportunity to use the nation’s publicly-
owned airwaves free-of-charge. But with
that opportunity comes the responsibility

to use the power of their resources to

foster the educational development of
young viewers. This research shows that
commercial broadcasters are currently
meeting the minimum time requirements of
the Children’s Television Act by consistently
providing three hours of E/I programming
each week.

We applaud the media companies for adhering
to the letter of the CTA, but question whether
their efforts truly live up to the spirit of the
law. When only one in eight E/I episodes

is highly educational and nearly twice as
many are deficient in educational merits;
when few broadcasters offer more than the
bare minimum of programming and confine
their entire E/I schedule to one or two days
of the week; when more than one-quarter

of E/I shows model harmful violent or
socially-aggressive behavior; and when the
vast majority of programs contain no basic
academic or health-related lessons, it is
difficult to see how broadcasters’ efforts are
sufficiently serving the educational needs of
the nation’s children.

"This research illustrates far too many
weaknesses in the broadcast industry’s
efforts to provide children’s educational
programming. Creating the change
necessary to guarantee quality educational
television programming will require
action from everyone who plays a role in
this system, including policymakers, the
broadcast industry and parents. Following
are Children Now’s recommendations

for steps that should be taken by all
stakeholders to ensure the Children’s
Television Act lives up to its promise.

Recommendations

The FCC

We believe the FCC has a responsibility

to children and their families to make sure
that the Children’s Television Act fulfills its
promise. We therefore call on the FCC to
implement the following policy changes:

e Strengthen the guidelines for what
constitutes an E/I program.

® Actively monitor broadcasters’
compliance with the CTA.

® Respond quickly to public complaints
about the adequacy of broadcasters’
CTA compliance.

Industry

We challenge broadcasters and children’s
television producers to take the following
steps to improve the quality and availability
of their E/I programs:

® Consider the six criteria of highly
educational programs when developing
new productions.

e Find creative ways to teach educational
lessons without resorting to the use of
social or physical aggression.

e Offer more programs that emphasize
cognitive-intellectual and health-related
lessons.

e Offer more than the required
minimum of three hours per week of
E/I programs, and schedule shows on
weekdays as well as on weekends.

We applaud the media companies for adhering
to the letter of the CTA, but question whether
their efforts truly live up to the spirit of the law.
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Methodology

Parents

Parents are the gatekeepers of their children’s
media use and therefore have an important
role to play in providing them with high-
quality educational programming. Following
are some steps parents could take to improve
their children’s media environment:

® Seek out programs that display the E/I
symbol on screen.

® Watch television with your kids and
look for the six criteria of highly
educational shows to judge for yourself
which programs are educational and
which are not (see back cover).

e Contact the FCC and file a complaint
against a station if you feel an E/I show
does not adequately meet educational
standards.

Parents are the gatekeepers of their children’s
media use and therefore have an important
role to play in providing them with high-quality
educational programming.

A nationally representative, stratified sample
of 24 television markets was chosen for
inclusion in this study. The E/I program
offerings for all major commercial broadcast
channels in these markets were examined
during the fourth quarter of 2007, specifically
focusing on the amount of E/I programming
offered and the placement of E/I programs in
the stations’ weekly schedules.

Series that aired in more than one-third of
the sampled markets were identified, and
three randomly-selected episodes from
each of those series were recorded between
November 2007 and May 2008 for further
investigation. The content of the episodes
was analyzed using a range of measures,
including the age of the target audience,
the type of educational message, and the
presence of physical and social aggression.

The quality of each episode’s primary
educational message was evaluated using an
index of educational value based on six key
criteria: clarity, integration, involvement,
applicability, importance and positive
reinforcement (see page 9). Each variable was
judged on a 0-2 scale (0 = low, 1 = medium,

2 = high). Scores for all six criteria were then
summed, resulting in a quality index score for
each episode that could range from 0 to 12.

Episodes with scores of 6 or less were
classified as minimally educational; episodes in
this group typically had a “low” rating (score
of 0) for at least one of the criteria and never
had more than one “high” rating across all six
criteria. Episodes with scores of 7 to 10 were
classified as moderately educational. Episodes
with scores of 11 and 12 were rated as “high”
on at least five of the six criteria and were
classified as highly educational. In order to
provide a basis for comparison, three episodes
each of ten randomly selected E/I shows

on PBS were also examined using the same

childrennow.org 11



Methodology (continued)

criteria. In addition, quality scores for all three
episodes of each series were averaged. Series
that earned an average quality score of 10 or
above were given an exemplary rating.

For the assessment of physical and social
aggression, we defined physical aggression as the
overt depiction of a credible threat of physical
force or the actual use of such force intended
to physically harm an animate being."
Examples of physical aggression include
“hand-to-hand” fighting such as kicking and
punching, use of weapons such as guns and
bombs, and intentionally harmful acts such

as tying someone to railroad tracks. Physical
aggression does not include accidents, natural
disasters or animals attacking other animals in
their natural environment.

Social aggression was defined as any behavior
designed to harm an animate being’s self-
esteem or social status."" Examples of social
aggression include derisive name-calling,
socially ostracizing someone, gossiping and
spreading hurtful rumors. We coded the
amount of both physical and social aggression
in E/I episodes. Episodes were judged as
having no aggression (0), some aggression (1)
or a lot of aggression (2).

Complete information about all aspects
of the research methodology can be
found in the full report, available at www.
childrennow.org/eireport.
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Parents: Detach this
reference card to use while
watching television with
your kids. Be sure to look
for the six criteria of highly
educational programs to
judge for yourself which
shows are educational and
which are not.
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Parents: Detach this
reference card to use while
watching television with
your kids. Be sure to look
for the six criteria of highly
educational programs to
judge for yourself which
shows are educational and
which are not.

Parents: Judge for Yourself!
1. Watch television with your kids.

2. Look for the inclusion of the six criteria of highly educational
programs listed below.

3. Judge for yourself how educational they really are.

Clarity—How easily can you identify the primary lesson?
e Alesson with good clarity is easy to understand, straightforward
and obvious.

e A lesson with poor clarity is difficult to identify and may be
hidden by distractions, unclear dialogue or other subplots within
the episode.

Integration—How often do you hear or see the

primary lesson?

e A lesson with good integration is repeated or demonstrated
multiple times throughout the episode.

e A lesson with poor integration is separated from other program
content and may not seem related to the main plot or storyline.

Involvement—How engaging and interesting is the

lesson for the viewer?

e An episode with good lesson involvement makes a strong and
consistent effort to get the viewer's attention. Some techniques
can increase involvement, such as speaking directly to the
viewer, tying the lesson to emotionally involving content and/or
using popular characters.

e An episode with poor involvement does not engage the viewer
in the primary lesson.

Applicability—Is the primary lesson connected to the

real world?

e An episode with good applicability shows how the primary
lesson relates to the everyday experiences of a typical child.

e An episode with poor lesson applicability does not demonstrate
how the information is relevant to the child’s everyday world.

Importance—How valuable or useful is the primary

lesson to the viewer?

e Alesson that is high in importance is one that is crucial for a child
to learn.

e Alesson that is low in importance is one that holds little utility for
a child’s development.

Positive reinforcement—Is effort or successful learning

rewarded?

e An episode that is high in positive reinforcement includes
features that support motivation for learning, such as cheering a
character on, rewarding a character for accomplishments, having
a character show pride in what is learned and/or verbally praising
a character. Positive reinforcement also can be delivered directly
to the viewer (e.g., “Good job!").

e An episode that is low in positive reinforcement does not show
characters receiving praise or rewards for their effort or success
at learning a lesson.

For more information visit, www.childrennow.org/
eireport.



The guidelines on the reverse are from Children
Now's study, Educationally/Insufficient? An Analysis
of the Availability & Educational Quality of Children’s
E/I Programming, which is available to the public at

www.childrennow.org/eireport.
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