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One of the really important advances in social research has been the growing appreciation of how everything we see and know is culturally and socially defined.  Researchers who do participant observation,  studying people within the context of their everyday lives, have been especially sensitive to this fact.  And part of their research routine now is to examine and report on themselves as well as on the people they are observing.  Since my comments today will be based on my observations as a participant in the world of values, education, TV and market research,  I will be prefacing them with some information about myself and my role as observer of these matters.  





I initially embarked, some 25 years ago, on a career as an educational psychologist  fully intending to be a university professor and academic researcher.   My research interest was in studying people's growth and development in the context of their everyday lives  as opposed to studying the learning that takes place in schoollike settings where the learners are captive.  The theories I was dealing with focused on such things as motivations and interests and attention  the things that affected people did when they were free to do what they wanted.  Not surprisingly, educators were not generally so interested in these matters, after all, they had captive students to work with.  TV programmers and marketers were a lot more interested in committing resources to my work  since they were confronting daily the problems of how to reach people who were not nailed to the floor. 





I came to regard most educators as being more interested in coercing adherence to their views and implanting knowledge they found important than they were in accommodating to the motivations and understandings of their stu�dents.





I was never more proud of my son, who is now a Senior in college,  than when he used to occasion of his Presidential address at his high school graduation to upbraid the school administration for having relied so completely on the threats and lures of getting into college and achieving prestige.  What they should have done, he told them, was appeal to the students through the joys of learning for its own sake  for the intrinsic pleasures to be found in exploring new subjects, confronting new minds and creating new meanings to life.   He has been true to his own advice, and is today one of the most selfmotivated, selfdirected people I know.  





Research on motivation has shown that there are huge risks associated with imposing extrinsic rewards upon intrinsically motivated behavior  basically what happen is that the intrinsic motivations dry up.  How many times did I take courses in college in subject areas I was already interested in, only to have the imposition of grades take over my motivations entirely  sometimes getting more effort from me, sometimes less, but always sucking away the passion that I'd had before! 





I would urge you to avoid looking at the programming you intend to create as an educational device to teach a curriculum of values that children or society need.  The danger, if you do so, is that you will just end up creating another piece of propaganda   a topdown curriculum founded on an extrinsic reward system   and you will miss the opportunity to reach young people in ways that could really help them develop solid value systems of their own  one rooted in their personal perceptions and intrinsic motivations. 





My children are now 19 and 21, but for over 10 years, I was the stay at home parent, as my wife went back to school, get her doctorate and pursue a career as a university professor.   My work, as an independent researcher and consultant, permitted me to work at home.  The time with my children has been one of the great blessings of my life, and a propos of this symposium, I have had the luxury of watching their values develop from one stage to the next.  I am enormously admiring of the value systems they have created for themselves.


I can't say I was successful at raising them as Christians.  My son is currently an aggressive atheist who holds his disbelief with more passion and conviction than I hold to any of my beliefs.  And my daughter has not been to Church since overdosing on 3 years at a Sacred Heart High School.





Last week, though, was one of those epiphanal periods for her.  Susanne, a Sophomore in college, is currently living at home and taking courses locally, so I am seeing quite a lot of her.  Friday night, because my wife was away visiting a sick parent, I took Susanne out for dinner at a local Indian Restaurant.  She began the conversation with the line, "You know, Daddy, the Art History Course I am taking has revived my faith."  I blinked.  She went on to explain that it was really funny, but she'd gotten to see churches basically social things  places where people got together and bonded, but not much more than that.  But all these artists she was studying, from early Christian times, through Constantine and the middle ages and all  their faith was so real and Christ was so real to them  that she could really feel it herself.  She'd begun to read the bible a couple days ago, too.  "And you know," she said, "Its amazing how much of what goes on around you makes sense once you've read the Bible."  She just gotten a little way into Genesis on her first afternoon, and that night, reading some anthropology about racial relations in South Africa, she came across a reference to the story of Ham  and she knew exactly what they were talking about.  The week before, she said, if she'd read that paragraph, she'd have just skipped over it with no idea of what she was missing.





Each person's faith journey is their own.  I couldn't teach my children to be Christians.  Likewise, I'm skeptical about my ability to teach values.  I think each person's values journey is their own, too.  





On the other hand, I know that children can discover faith and I know they can discover values, and I believe (though no one taught me) that when the time is right for them, they will do so.  





And I know, as my daughter's testimony reminded me, that the process of discovery is greatly enhanced by vicarious exposure to the experiences of others  whether through their stories, their art or their lives. 





I have been professionally involved with educa�tional programming for over 20 years.  And in that time, I've grown to see TV as a pretty poor teaching device.  I started working with Children's Television Workshop back in the days I still thought of myself as an educational psy�chologist.  I was dazzled at the prospect of do�ing education in a new, more effective medium of instruction.  





But the summative research on Sesame Street put a cloud over that vision.  Some of you may remember that after the first and second years of SESAME STREET, two very large studies were conducted to measure its effects on children.  The projects were done by Educational Testing Service under Sam Ball, who had been my doctoral advisor at TC.  


 


The good news from that research was that kids who watched SESAME STREET did better on all sorts of reading and reading readiness measures than kids who did not.





The bad news was that the kids for whom the show was created  innercity and minority kids from poverty households  learned much less than did middle class kids.  This despite the concerned efforts of the most dedicated and talented program creators in the world.  This was a show set in poor neighborhood city settings, populated with minority characters who spoke innercity dialects.  But even so, the inner city kids learned less  even when you controlled for their entering levels of ability, and for the amount of time spent watching the show, the poor kids changed less than the rich kids.  The social gap was widened, not narrowed by SESAME STREET.  





This got me to thinking  and I came out of my confusion thinking about TV with a new paradigm  a new metaphor for understanding what TV does for kids. 





The idea of TV as school,  of program time as learning time, didn't explain the SESAME STREET effects to me.  More TV time was not producing more learning.  Maybe, I began to think, I had been looking at things too narrowly.  The scientist in me saw that a child, C, spent time, T, watching a program, P, and learned a certain amount, X, from it  as if it were some kind of chemical reaction.  But it occurred to me that there are a lot of chemical reactions that don't work this way.  Sometimes all the ingredients are present, but nothing happens because something else is needed  a catalyst  an ingredient that doesn't take part directly in the reaction, but is necessary nonetheless.  It is a funny thing about catalysts  you need a certain amount in the mix, but adding more doesn't make for more chemical reaction.  This, I think, helps explain what hap�pened with SESAME STREET.





Here was SESAME STREET, being piped into homes around America, and here were kids.  Some of those kids were in thick stews of books and magazines and newspapers with older people around them focusing on these things.  SESAME STREET comes along and says t them, "Hey Kid  this here's an 'A' and it is NEAT!"  And the kid says, "OK and looks away from the TV and what does she see? There where there use to be nothing but scribble scrabble is one of those NEAT A's!  And there is another and another and another  and the chemical reaction begins to go  and keeps on all on its own.  And that is where the real learning takes place  all the trial, the re�hearsal, the exploration and extension and consolidation.  Not while the kid is watching the TV.  TV is not a trial and exploration and extension sort of experience. 





Now contemplate the kid who lives in an crowded apartment with an overworked single mother who is too poor to collect printed ma�terials, too busy to read them and who may have a reading or English language deficiency of her own.  She will be as loving and concerned as the middle class parent, but the literacy soup she can provide is thin broth in com�parison to the chunky stew of the middle class home.   Piping more SESAME STREET into her home will never make up the difference, because SESAME STREET is only a catalyst  not a prime ingredient.





I urge you to think of your programming not as a primary learning experience for viewers, but as a catalyst.  Think long and hard about the kind of soup that kids are swimming in all day long, at home, at school and elsewhere.  And think of ways that you can get reactions started that will be supported by the ingredients that are out there.  How can you open kids up to the potentials that are already all around them, to the scribble scrabble over the face of their social lives, and say to them "Hey Kid, this here's an 'A' and it's NEAT!,"  knowing that they will turn away from the TV and in see one thing after another that had been there all along, but they had never seen before. 





Another fact about me: I was not raised on TV.  We didn't have a TV in my home until I was 13  at Eisenhower's second election.  So I tend to look at television as a bit of an outsider.  In some ways that may distance me from some levels of meaning that TV has for other view�ers.  But in other ways is may give me a sort of objectivity  an level of abstraction that lifetime viewers may not have.





Look at what commercial television has become over the past 40 years.   It looks like wall to wall commercials, right?  It does to me.  But before you throw up your hands in disgust, think for a moment.  I think this gives us a clue to what the medium really does best   





TV was initially radio with pictures, or theater at home, or picture books with sound.  But over the past 3 decades it has been able to grow away from its hybrid positioning and be�come more securely itself.  And what TV does really really well is promote.  





TV gets people's attention the way no other medium can do.  It grabs our focusing senses: our hearing and our foveal vision.  It is right there in the middle of our homes where we feel safe and comfortable and are most able to open ourselves to something new.    





Home TV, particularly of the broadcast vari�ety, is not a good educational medium. It isn't even a very good medium for sustained drama. 





* Viewers keep coming and going throughout the shows. 


* Continuity is not encouraged by the viewing environment where distractions are always popping up.  


* Broadcast delivery means the viewer has to take whatever is coming whenever it comes and can't slow it down, put it on pause or repeat it.  


* The existence of other stations means that if things get too difficult or unpleasant or boring, even for a moment, viewers start to bail out. 


* And the privacy of the viewing environment means that there is no compact be�tween performer and audience to pay attention or stay involved. 





So the material that does best is episodically structured, provides frequent payoffs, is capa�ble of grabbing attention through a cacophony of distractions, and does not leave the viewers too uncomfortable or confused at the end.  Sounds like oneliner sitcoms, vignette dramas, soundbite news, and commercials to me.  





Trying to make programming that relies on a continuously attentive, polite and interested audience who tunes in every week, will cripple your chances to reach a broad audience.





I was raised in the boonies, on an abandoned farm, and my prime recreation was creature watching  animal watching, bird watching and (in the crystal clear brooks of the Berkshires) fish watching.  When I finally began spending most of my time in the company of people,  I became a people watcher:  first recreationally and then professionally.  There are a lot of similarities between Critters and Folks, let me tell you.  The pecking order is a pretty pervasive phenomenon in communities of creatures.  Spend some time in a barnyard, or watching a bird feeder or before a fish tank.  Or spend some time in a school, a church, a home or a business.   





People higher up on a pecking order tend to look down on their underlings, and to allow them little freedom or latitude of movement and expression.  All social beings act this way.  Whether you are a teacher of children or a business manager or manager of a social agency, there is a tendency to impose your values on the people beneath you.  The expectation is that the underlings should stretch and change or grow or learn to fit your image of what they should be, and if they deviate from your image for them, they are seen as deviant or threatening and worthy either to be chastised, abandoned, or educated.





I think the reason that the metaphor of the Savior as Servant is so powerful is that it positions the people as higher up the pecking order.  So the Savior is not there to impose his vision upon us, but to enhance us in the objectives and visions we hold for ourselves.  The metaphor drives home, as no other one can, that there is nothing patronizing or elitist in God's love for humanity.





If you were to launch a series saying, "These are the right values, let us educate children in them," you would be locked into hierarchical thinking.  You would be thinking of yourselves as higher on the pecking order.  And you would miss the mark with the audience.  For it is a funny thing about social hierarchies.  They only work well when the lowerdowns have extrinsic reasons compelling them to stay.  Students are compelled to stay with teachers, first by their parents and then by the threat of not getting a job.  People in businesses are compelled to stay with their bosses in order to make a living or to indulge in a career they find fulfilling.  People defer to policeman to avoid fines and stay out of jail.   Without coercion, almost nobody would stick around at the bottom, accommodating to higherups' views of what they should be and do.





American history demonstrated this graphically in the early years, when successions of young people kept moving West  getting out from under the establishments they were raised in  only to set up establishment structures of their own and see their own children take off over the next hill.  The pattern continues today, although the expansion is now symbolic, not geographic.  Each generation rejecting their de�pendent status as soon as they can, striking out from the old order, and establishing their own.  Entertainment and the communication have become the new frontier.  Look at TV:  from Ozzie & Harriet to Leave it to Beaver to Happy Days to Three's Company to Roseanne to The Simpsons.  Or look at popular music: from Jazz to Rock to Rap.  





It seems to be the people with the least freedom in the existing social order, the people at the bottom of the pecking order, who lead the way:  across the Blue Ridge, or into new chords or into new dramatic universes.   And it is those who are temporarily subordinate, but who have more resources, the children of the rich and middle classes, who tend to follow and colonize the new territories  ulti�mately pushing society's permanently disenfranchised members out to define new turf once again.





The point is that people will not accommodate to someone else's values unless they have to.  Educators, religious educators included, have generally had captive audiences to deal with.  But broadcast TV does not.  And if audiences perceive a program as coming from higherups who want to change (even help) the lowerdowns, they start lighting out for the Blue Ridge.  That is the metaphor that comes to mind when I look at the audience numbers for the elitist programming of PBS.  I personally spend over half my TV viewing to PBS material, but I know that all the others watching it, all 2,000 of us, either identify with society's elite already or are sufficiently arrogant and confident not to be intimidated by the posturing that these shows have cultivated.





One of the truly great things about commercial television is that its producers are forced to suborn themselves to their audiences.  The customer has to come first.  If anyone has to change, to accommodate, it is the programmers, not the viewers.  If you become programmers in this arena, you will have to be�come servants to your people.  I don't think you will succeed if you try to impose a topdown curriculum on the children of America.  Only the youngest of viewers would stick around for it.





Ever wonder why SESAME STREET was the only program that CTW ever produced that was really successful by commercial entertainment standards?   Might it be because only the littlest kids don't mind the inherently patronizing posture of a topdown curricu�lum?





In the mid 70's, I was intimately involved in the production of a number of TV series on commercial networks.   I worked as consultant, re�searcher and, for a while, as Associate Producer.  The series I worked on had a number of different people producing different episodes.  There were all kinds.  And I was deeply struck at the time by how clearly each episode reflected the character and values of its producer.  It gave me real pause.  Some of these were people no decent human being would invite into their home.  But there they were.  I was, quite honestly, shocked.  The higherups at the Network were not much help.  Few of them had deep social or family values.  Success in those institutions was practically predicated on a person's willingness to sacrifice family and children and social obligations anyway.  So what kinds of sensitivities did the survivors have?  The institutional idea of values at those networks was little deeper than the wearitonyoursleeve or thisyear'sfashioncause kind of values.  But there were some extraor�dinary producers nonetheless, and there hu�manity showed through like a beacon.  Instead of the glitzy, shallow, slick little treatments of the others, their shows had soul.  I think of Joan Micklin Silver as one such producer  she went on to produce such fine work as the film Hester Street.  





For ten years or so I worked for Bob Keeshan on Captain Kangaroo.  What a contrast!  Here was a stable of producers and writers who were real people, and here was an executive with real values.  I wasn't aware of any curriculum of values they had, and they certainly didn't make a point of waving "social concern" banners everywhere.  They were just trying to entertain kids.  And they did.  And their values came through in the framework of their shows.  And I think that is where values really function most of the time  the values that matter.  Values aren't the foreground, they aren't the deliberations you make when you are in a quandary, they are back there in the fabric of the culture.  They are there when you act without deliberating.  And what they are is who we are. 





It is my belief that the best way to get values across to kids is to approach children the way Bob Keeshan does:  with respect, with a desire to please and entertain and to share.  You accomplish this by hiring people like that to do the job.  What you need are not people who have the answers for children, but people who want to help kids discover themselves, and want to share the adventure with them.
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