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Abstract: Students engage in basic content research they design and com plete for
themselves and learn not to make unsubstantiated generalizations about text, or to
employ totalization In criticism. Students formulate a precise research question
about television text, hypothesize about what they will find, log and categorize
findings, and Interpret and report results in light of the original hypothesis, using exact
evidence from the text. Similarly, students must conduct viewer analysis In a
systematic fashion: responding to and designing questionnaires for focus groups
and engaging In analytical discussions. Sample student writings, originating from
college-level research into sports programming, Indicate development of television
literacy.

Resume: Les etudiants concoivent et completent par eux-memes des projets de
recherche elementalre. Us apprennent a evlter les generalisations sans fondement
au sujet des textes etudies et a ne pas etre absolus dans leurs critiques. Us posent
d'abord des questions précises au sujet de textes de television. Us formulent ensuite
des hypotheses au sujet de leurs constatations, notent et categorisent les résultats,
les interpreted et font ensuite rapport des resultats en se referant a I'hypothese
originate et en se basant sur des preuves qu'ils auront puisees dans le texte. Les
etudiants dolvent aussi proceder a une analyse system atique des spectateurs en
repondant a un questionnaire qu'ils auront eux-memes concu pour des groupes
cibles, et en precedent a son analyse par des discussions. Des textes, prepares par
des etudiants de nlveau collegial dans I'etude de la programmatlon des sports
montrent un développement certain de la connalssance du média de la television.

Interest in teaching critical thinking about televison has increased in our
schools. Asyet, however, toolittleisknownabout how dassroomteachersusethis
subject matter to promote students intellectual engagement and academic
development. Perhaps one way teachers might inform each other about their
teaching drategies would be to explain their own teaching approaches and
reasoning behind them, describe typical dassroom scenarios and, findly, illus-
trate sudents development of televison literacy with samples of their work.

In my own experience as a college teacher of tdlevison andyss, | have
learned to combine dose classroom study of content with requiring students to
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reflect on their own and others viewing responses. These two dimensions of
teaching appear to work well together in motivating and promoting students
televison literacy.

In Reading Television, Fiskeand Hartley (1978) dressthat thefirst tepin
televison content research is ascertaining precisdy what is in the text. They
indst that "The starting point of any study of televison must be with what is
actually thereonthescreen” (p. 21). Their straightforward postion, advocating
careful collection of evidence upon which to base televison criticism, argues
againg impressonigtic, superficia assartions about what is bad or good in
programming. Similarly, Brummet and Duncan (1990) labdled the practice of
making genera claims about al of televison content as the problem of
totalization or generdization about televison content as if al experiences of
televison-watching can be reduced to one category. They say that totalizing
maskscritical digtinctions, meaningthat "important differencesamong members
of any category are overlooked” (p. 225).

Moreover, lack of differentiation among teevison-watching experiences
often leadsto an assumption that al viewersrespond similarly. Thenotion that
large numbers of viewers passvely accept television content, regardless of its
quality, and without discriminations, issummarily dismissed by Liebesand Katz
(1990):

"Domedtic audiences are not homogeneous entities. The ethnic and cultural
communitiesthat makeup most societies, not to spesk of theaggregatesof age,
education, gender anddlass, areall different enoughtorai sethepossibility that
decodings and effects vary widdly within any given society” (p. 8).

In contrast to generdisations about television-watching experiences and
effects of the medium, then, teaching television literacy begins with careful
investigations into the actual complexity of texts. Equally important, literate
televison viewersdemongtrate willingnessto reconsider their own responsesto
any text. Analytic viewers understand that they read from their own unique
perspectives, and individual readings necessaxily differ from oneanother in levels
of insght into textual meaning.

In fact, it is the variety and vitality of content/viewer relationships that
emerge as intriguing aspects of dassroom teaching about televison. Therefore,
asimportant asit isin research into televison content to be accurate about what
actually appearsonthescreen, it isequally important to understand and respect
the enormous number of factors that determine any viewer's reactions to any
recaived televison text.

Although onefrequently hearstheassertionthat viewersareharmed by what
they watch onthescreen, assuming all tel evision-watching isnegative overlooks
the multiple roles viewers themsdves say televison sarves in their lives. For
example, in response to aquestionnaire distributed in winter 1992 to students
who were beginning my televison andyss course, a student observed that
televison had hel ped her adjust to adolescenceby establishing her ssnseof being
connected to society, despite feglings of isolation from her immediate family:
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"Whilel wasgrowing up, my best friend and teacher of what few socid <kills|
possesswas TV. | wouldn't listen to my parents, but | paid attentionto TV.
When | didn't likewhat it was telling me, | merely switched channds until |
found avoice with which | could emotionally and/or intdlectually unite.”

Here is a not uncommon instance of a viewer reflecting upon postive
interactions with televison. This student recdled journeys through the text,
again and again, finding compatiblevoicestherethat filled agapin her life. Those
who condemn tdevison for its negativeimpacts on society, eventhough many of
these concernsarejustified, need to be equally willing to examinewaysinwhich
televison provides positive empathic connections or socid linksfor members of
the TV audience who experience aienation from their own lived circumstances.

Aswe develop televison literacy in schoal, then, we need to be aware of a
meaningful socid community televison has provided for many members of its
audience. The dassroom where televison analyss takes place can be aplace
where students freely speculate about problems and benefits of their viewing
higtories. Inthissort of academic climate, studentscan avoidthelimitingaspects
of totali zati on about either television content or viewer reponsestoit. Televison
literacy, in other words, can combinedose analysisand criticism of televised text
with doseanays sand discussion of how and why viewersinterpret textsin the
ways they do.

Television Content Analysis

Because of the daunting amount of televison content available to study,
teaching television literacy is more manageable when students begin with very
precise examination of actual details of text. Furthermore, academic study of
television ought to depend on accurate documentation. Toward that end, then,
| ask students to begin their tdevison criticism by deveoping well-focused
content research questions. Once a precise research question is formulated,
studentsbecomebasi cresearchers; inlogging and coding content outsideof dlass,
they determinethe presence or absence of whatever featuresthey havedected to
sudy. Oncethey haveactual datato analyzeinhand, interpretations of possble
effects of the text begin.

During the fourteen weeks of atypical college semester, my students have
timeto study four genres of content: sports, news, commercids, and dramas. In
thefirst section of this paper, | will refer only to thefirst genrethat westudy, the
production and presentation of sports on television, to illustrate students dose
textual analysisWe have no trouble locating sports texts for our discussons.
American tdevison has embraced live tdevised sports-cagting; in fact, al the
mass mediacontribute daily to promoting generd awarenessof variouskindsof
goorts matches, or athletes, or persons connected to sporting events.  Even
studentswho claim that they rarely watch televison since they entered college
nevertheessreport that they keep abreagt of favouriteteamsor athletes, either
through newspapers or magazines or occasond broadcasts of the premier
continuous sports-broadcadting network on American tdevison: ESPN. Very
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few students say that they have never followed any sport whatsoever, and they
aredl, regardless of their attitudes toward sports-cegting in general, aware of
many major figures in the sports world. After more than a decade of teaching
content analysis, | find that sports, because it is a universally familiar topic to
students, offers a good place for them to begin serious televison study together.

Despite their familiarity with sports programming, most sports fans relate
uncritically to the representations of sporting eventsontelevision. Itisamost as
though viewers think they are watching unmediated direct transmissions of
athleticcontests. Therefore, sportscontentisaparti cularly eye-openinggenrefor
exploring constructions of stories about athletes, or matches between teams, as
well asinvestigating how our perspectiveson, and pleasuresin, entire sporting
events are created. Research into televised sports emphasizes study of the
cregtion of stories about people and events and ultimately workstoward prepar-
ingstudentsfor their studiesof storiesabout i ndividual sandissuesin newscadts,
the genre immediately following sports.

While it is fairly obvious to regular sports watchers that recounting of
athletes pagt exploits occurs in gportscads, the waysthese stories aredramati-
cdly congructed and presented within a program may not be quite so evident.
Indeed, just analyzing the powers of commentators as story-tdlers introduces
sudentsto consderinginput intoviewers attitudestoward content. Ordinarily,
mogt interpretations by commentators of visual text throughout asportscast are
well-accepted ingredients of the whole experience. To develop academic televi-
son literacy, however, | encourage students to research narrative positions of
commentators during atypica sportscast. 1ndoing o, | know studentswill dso
learn how illusions of authority are developed in telecasts.

One method of encouraging televison literacy, then, is to turn students
attention to observingavery few e ementsin atelecast that hel p shapethewhole
broadcast. For ingance, one student (Mary) decided to focus on developing a
better understanding of how commentators narration related to visuasin a
broadcegt of theUnited StateFi gure Skati ng Championships (ABC, 11 January
1992, 911 p.m.). She posed three research questions. What are the physica
rel ati onshi psbetween commentators and on-cameravisua s?\Which relationship
ismogt frequently employed?What effects might the rel ationships of commenta-
tor to imagery have on aviewer's reading of the content?

All students log and then categorize or code whatever features they dected
tostudy inactual broadcast programs. Intheir papers, they display their findings
in charts before analyzing the possble effects of those features on audiences,
soecificresearch dwayssarvesasthebadsfor their interpretations. Duringtheir
research, however, new discoveries about televison content invariably take
place

Mary, for example, hypothesized that she would find three predominant
categories of commentator-to-visua relationships; (1) voice-overs, duringwhich
aviewer hears only the commentator and sees something dse (2) face-to-face
cameraeditoridizing, duringwhich the commentator, when lookingdirectly into
the camera, appears to look directly at viewers, (3) face-to-face interviewing,
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during which acommentator gpeaks with someone dse on-camera, occasondly
looking at viewers, but ordinarily spesking with the other on-camera person.

In a short research proposa prior to beginning her logging of the figure
skatingcontest, Mary said shebdieved that voice-oversduringtheactual athletic
performance, or category one, would predominate during the broadcast. Her
hypothesisproved to becorrect. What Mary did not anticipatefindingwasaneed
to subdivide thisfirst category of voice-over into three sub-categories, (1) voice-
oversheard duringaskating routine, (2) voice-oversemployed duringamontage
of text replays or during an in-depth report of athletes, and (3) voice-overs used
asseguesi ntoand out of commercia breaksor programannouncements. AsMary
conducted her research, dose analyss of tdevison content heightened her
awareness of and appreciation for thetext'soveral complexity. 1n highly focused
research, astudent's devel opment of television literacy begins with dose exami-
nation of an aspect of content, yet it leads student researchers to discover and
digtinguish amongother, unexpectedfeaturesinthetext. Mary'sdepiction of her
precise findings about frequency and use of voice-over commentary in aone hour
figure-skating sportscast reveded the following:

Types of Camera/Commentator Number of
Relationships Occurrences
Voice-overs within a routine Total: 75

(Average=

125 per routine)
Voice-overs within a montage/ Total: 02 ongoing
report voice-over throughout)
Voice-overs as segue or stall Total: 18
Face-to-camera editorial Total: 13
Face-to-face interview Total: 03

In addition, for her research paper, Mary needed to log exact examples of
voice-over commentary, and this led to her undertaking some preliminary
rhetorical analysi sof thelanguageof commentary. Toquotefromherconclusions
about her findings:

"Asyou can seg, the findings partially support my hypothesis. The category
'Voice-overs within arouting' greatly outhumbers the other kinds of commen-
tary. My hypothesis, however, did not distinguish between typesof voice-overs,
0| neededtolook at threesub-divisions. | logged and noted each separatevoice-
over as asingleinstance of verba narrative; when voice-over sopped for two
seoonds or more, | considered atwo second break sufficient to indicate a new
voice-over had gtarted. | found that the majority of commentary was dedicated
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to educating the viewer about the sport and the quality of performance. The
agppearance and tone of commentators made mefed asthough | was getting an

authoritative ingde story. For example, when | first saw Al Michaelsand Dick

Button, they were wearing matching tuxedos. Peggy Fleming wore an elegant
evening gown andjewelry. Thevisuds suggested high quality competition to
me, whilethe excitement of their voices apparently was meant to persuadethe
audiencethat the competition wasworth their attention. Because of commen-
tators dignified gppearances, viewersarenot likely to question their expertise
and judgements. ...Voice-overs often contained persond insights into the
hedlth, well-being, and preparation of the skaters. | found the commentators
were trying to eese any disappointments in performances with consoling
remarks, Button cdled Harding a ‘dedicated, gusty, true-blue competitor'.
Heming, however, provided insght into the extra effort of Kerrigan : "That

waan't even scheduled into the program,” she remarked about a triple-toe,

double-toe combination.

Now that I have completed this preliminary study, | wonder if similar typesof
commentary aremadein other sports, and how commentary might changefrom
oort to sport. | am beginning to be aware of what isn't in ice-skating voice-
overs. tough anaysis and very complex evauations are absent. The commen-
tators apparently assume that we want to hear only supportive and positive
voices Now, | aminterestedinwhy theeva uationsaresolimitedandwhothey
think we are”

Mary's careful content analysis led her to ask new, more probing, questions
about thetext, far beyond her initial inquiry. Her emerginginterest intheeffects
of tdevison commentary and reasons behind the tone being established by both
visuds and voice-overs, and her questioning of assumptions about audience
interest bringher toward increas ngly sophi sti cated questi oning of content, while
her broadening perceptive insight displays adeveloping tdlevision literacy.

Analyzing Television Viewing

Studentsordinarily begin the study of television believing that they already
know the content well enough, and they won't haveto work very hard analyzing
it. Once they begin dose content research, however, they redize their
understandingshavebeenfairly casua. Moreover, studentsrarely havethought
about whether viewers read television differently from one another. In order to
introducetheval ue of critical dia ogue about television content and to encourage
expression of various points-of-view about it, | often bringto dassbrief question-
nairesfor studentsto complete. Inthesequestionnaires, studentsfrequently say
how important television isto them. At thesametime, as Luker and Johnson's
"Television in Adolescent Social Devel opment' (1989) indicates, sudents ssdom
haveopportunitiesto discusswhat tedevisonmeanstothem. Indassdiscussion,
however, students speculate about the presence of meaningful messagesin the
text about behaviour, attitudes, and vaues, and they redlize that these received
idess need to be questioned much more profoundly. With even the briefest
questionnaire answered before group discussion, participation by everyone in
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dassdiscussonsimprovestremendoudly.

In the past, when | did not ask for written regponses to samples of text
screened indass, relyingtotally on students spontaneous ora observationsto
them, some students ssimply would not be interested in examining their own
attitudesin comparison to those of others. Perhapsthey would ligen silently or
did not bdieve their own responses were valuable. But when everyoneviewsa
ssgment of tdevison text in dass followed by a brief questionnaire to be
completed about thescreening, and | illustratenumbersof Y ES/NO responseson
the blackboard, we are beginning dass discussion from apoint of full represen-
tation and participation. Indeed, | feel the collective energy of the dess, as a
whole, increases as we consder reasons behind differing responses to the same
text.

The questionnaires generate both quantitative and qudiitative information.
Some gquestionssimply ask for either aYES NO response. Some questionsask
for one word descriptions of individuals who have gopeared in the tdlevised
segment. Other questionsmay requireidentifyingorrankingfeatureshi thetext,
in their perceived order of importance. For example, in asegment from asitcom
or sogp opera, students might rank the generd attractiveness or the power of
individual characters in the scene.  In the lest casg, ranking is followed by
considering issues of acceptance or rejection of characters and the practice of
sereotyping peoplebecauseof visual appearanceor leve of languageintdevised
drameas.

Sometimes students are asked to form focus groups outside of dass to
investigate responsesto programsby peoplethat they regularly watch television
with. For example, many of my undergraduates have programs they watch in
their dormswith others. Studentsregularly report years of devotion towatching
certain programs, and they spesk of some characters as though they were
members of their own families.

Thisyear, one of my students (Tory) dected to develop a questionnaire to
distributeto her dorm-watching buddies, dl of whom met weekly together to sse
the program, "A Different World". She developed thefollowing list of questions
for themto answer:

Approximatey how long haveyou been watching this program?
How often do you watch this program?

Wheat isit about this program that kegpsyour interest?

What was the main theme of thisweek's episode?

Didyou enjoy thisepisode? Why or why not?

Who doyou fed isthe best actress on the program and why?
Think back to when you first began watching"A Different World."
How has the program changed?

Woas this change positive or negative? Explain.

Flease give abrief description (1 or 2 words) about the following
characters.
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Please give a brief description (1 or 2 words) about the following

characters;

DwayneWayne Whitley Gilbert
RonJohnson Kim Walite
Jdesa Taylor Freddy
Terrence Mr. Ganes

All of her respondents indicated that they had been watching this program
for ax or sevenyears. Tory analyzed their responsesto her questionnaires and
a0 asked questions directly to al respondents after they completed the forms.
Shelearned that her viewers preferred this program becauseit dealt with issues
that they were concerned about: sexud harassment, racism, tuition codts,
politicd trust, valuesand motivesamongfriends. Inher paper anayzingviewer
responses, Tory quoted from severd questionnaires, illustrating her viewers
concerns. One response that represents extended historical perspective reed:
"The program now deds with more universal issues than when it began. The
characters have grown up and the stories have more depth. It isno longerjust
a comedy."

Afterfocusgroup projects, each student presentsher or hisfindingstotherest
of thedassfor general discussion. For thiskind of presentation, studentsprepare
aone-page abstract of exactly what text was studied, and by whom, followed by
asummary of findings (with relevant illustrative quotes) and an interpretation
of findings. Thesesummary presentationsserveanumber of functions: (1) Weall
learn more about viewers responsss together, (2) Students own  viewing
experiences and peer groups are valued, (3) Discussion after each presentation
helps create and solidify us as acommunity of researchers in our classroom.

In the discussion that followed Tory's research into attitudes of her friends
toward "A Different World", we discussed ways in which characters in this
program solved their problems. L uker and Johnson (1989) suggest thefollowing
useful stages of such program discussions  "Edtablish the facts of the conflict,
establish the perspectives of the central characters, classify the coping style used
by the main character, explore dternativeswhich the main character could take,
and consider the consequences of each dternativeboth for themain character and
the fail" (p. 52).

Theresearchthat Tory completed outsideof dassset thestagef or anin-depth
examination of a sample program of "A Different World" in dass. She led the
discussion, with members of our dass involved in interpreting program content
aswadll. Establishing the importance of this program among regular viewersin
their own agegroup beforeanalyzingitin dasscreated agreater senseaf urgency
about understanding what the program'smessages actually were. As L uker and
Johnson (1989) point out: "It isimportant to be systematic intheuseof tdlevison
showswith adolescents. The lessonsthey offer maybeobviousto adults, but they
are likely to be hidden from adolescents - especidly if the problem portrayed on
televison is the very issue with which they are having difficulty” (p. 51).
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content indevel oping students academic and analytic abilitiesare eesewith text
and the depth of information they bringto their research. Beyond those benefits,
however, isanother advantage: television content anaysis legitimizes students
own experiences and insights both outside and inside school. Too many students
do not think their life experiences count in their own education. The lessonsand
samples of sudents work in this brief paper are, | hope, examples of how

televidon literacy, as a dasroom objective, can promote both serious textual

criticism and thoughtful reconsideration of the importance of ones own role in
interpretation of content.
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