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Students learn from any medium, in school or out, whether they intend to or not, whether it is intended or not that
they should learn (as millions of parents will testify), providing that the content of the medium leads them to pay
attention to it. Many teachers argue that learning from media is not the problem; it is hard to prevent a student

[from lea rning from media, and the real problem is to get him to learn what he is intended to learn.

Therefore, a

teacher can feel a great deal of confidence that motivated students will learn from any medium if it is competently
used and adapted to their needs. The existing evidence contributes to our confidence more in the media of
instruction than in our ability to discriminate among them (Schramm, 1977, p. 267).

4.1 INTRODUCTION

The history of research on learning and media can be
characterized as developing along two distinct paths, one
that examines the role of media in out-of-school environ-
ments such as the home, and one that focuses on the role of
media as teaching tools within the formal classroom setting
(see, for review, Hornik, 1981; Krendl, 1989). Both of these
research traditions trace their origins back to the same orig-
inal models and theories that introduced the study of media
and audiences. This chapter presents an overview of the evo-
lution of theoretical models and research orientations that
link these two traditions and that lay the foundation for fu-
ture research on learning and media.

At the same time that research on learning and media has
evolved and changed over time, so has the nature of the media
systems examined. The media environment has changed sig-
nificantly in recent years from the predominance of broad-
cast television as the delivery system of choice, character-
ized by its wide appeal to mass audiences, its one-way de-
livery, and its highly centralized distribution and production
systems, to an environment characterized by an entirely dif-
ferent set of features.

First, this new environment offers an increasingly wide
array of technologies and combinations of technologies
(cable, videotape, DBS, computer, multimedia, etc.), rather
than one dominant medium (see Chapter 12 and 24.6). Sec-
ond, these technologies share characteristics that are in di-
rect contrast to the earlier era of broadcast television. That
is, these delivery systems are driven by their ability to serve
small, specialized audiences—a narrow-east orientation—
as opposed to television’s broadcast orientation. Third, they
are designed to feature high levels of user control, flexibil-
ity, and interactivity, as well as decentralized production and
distribution systems.

As the media environment has changed, the audience’s
relationship with media has changed. Audience members now
expect systems that are responsive to their unique needs and
interests. As consumer expectations have changed, inflex-
ible, one-way systems featuring limited channel and content
capabilities are increasingly threatened. Flexibility, user-
friendliness, content diversity, and low cost appear to be char-
acteristics that will drive the development of future media
systems.

The dramatic changes in the dominant features that char-
acterize emerging information and entertainment tech-
nologies and the blurring of the boundaries between what
has traditionally been considered educational and what has
traditionally been considered entertainment content suggest
the need for reconsideration of the traditions, assumptions,
and approaches used to study media and learning to date.
Today, with the growth of “edutainment” products (products
that combine elements of education and entertainment pro-
gramming and are designed for use at home and at school),
the traditional distinctions between research on learning in
classrooms and on learning in out-of-school environments
seem increasingly arbitrary and counterproductive. The fol-
lowing chapter is designed to provide a reconsideration of
research on media and learning with an emphasis on the need
for an integrated approach to the concepts, issues, and ques-
tions related to the field in future research.

In this chapter, we attempt to demonstrate the linkages
between the two research traditions, beginning with early
communication models. In the discussion of the research
perspectives, we have focused on the definition of the ap-
proach, the basic components of the models, assumptions
that have guided inquiry within the research orientations,
and a discussion of representative research. Implicit in the
models is an assumed structure to the communication pro-
cess. The assumed structure has had profound implications



for shaping research questions and influencing the direction
and evolution of research within each particular research
orientation .

4.2 RESEARCH BEGINNINGS

We trace the beginning of research on media and learn-
ing back to the 1930s and the Payne Fund studies, the first
large-scale attempt to investigate the media’s role in influ-
encing people’s beliefs and attitudes about society, other
people, and themselves. These studies were designed to as-
sess film content, identify audience size and composition,
and examine effects resulting from exposure to the medium.

The Payne Fund studies explored many of the ideas later
popularized by other writers in regard to the three types of
learning that have become dominant in studies of media and
learning: (1) knowledge acquisition or the reception and re-
tention of specific information; (2) behavioral performance,
defined as the imitation or repetition of actions performed
by others in media portrayals; and (3) socializatiOn or gen-
eral knowledge, referring to attitudes about the world fos-
tered by repeated exposure to mass media content.

Four studies that emerged from the Payne Fund research
are of particular importance in regard to media and learning;
each made fundamental arguments that would reappear in
various forms and motivate later research. The first (Holaday
& Stoddard, 1933) viewed learning from the knowledge ac-
quisition perspective in an examination of both adults and
children. After testing for the ability to retain film content
accurately, the authors concluded that respondents acquired
considerable general information from movie viewing, par-
ticularly in the areas of English, history, and geography. These
findings strongly suggested that movies could revolutionize
the means by which traditional academic subjects could be
taught in the classroom.

The Payne Fund studies also introduced the notion of
learning from media as part of a socialization process. Re-
searchers examined the ways in which attitudes among chil-
dren could be changed by exposure to movies (Peterson &
Thurstone, 1933). Topics addressed in the study included
such issues as nationality, race, prohibition, war, and the
punishment of criminals. The authors were particularly in-
terested in the cumulative effects of films, that is, whether
viewers of numerous movies were affected to a stronger de-
gree than light viewers—a question that would inspire a
multitude of studies on television’s effects many years later.
The results of the study concluded that “motion pictures have
definite, lasting effects on the social attitudes of children”
(Peterson & Thurstone, 1933, p. 66).

Taking the cumulative effects concept a step further, an-
other study investigated the net effect of all film exposure
on children’s attitudes and behavior (Shuttleworth & May,
1933). Although the authors challenged Peterson’s and
Thurstone’s conclusions regarding specific effects, they con-

firmed the general finding that movies reinforced existing
behavior patterns and types of attitudes among those chil-
dren who frequently attended movies. In other words, al-
though the researchers accepted the notion that learning oc-
curred while viewing movies, they recognized that learning
from a mass medium could occur in different ways among
different audiences, despite the uniform nature of the mes-
sage.

A final example from the Payne Fund studies also dis-
missed the notions of powerful, aggregate film effects, argu-
ing that a variety of mediating factors—situational, social
background, and personality — should he taken into account
when assessing learning from film (Cressey, 1934). Never-
theless, the study supported film’s potential as an informal
learning instrument, particularly in areas associated with
social deviance:

... when a child or youth goes to the movies he acquires
from the experience much more than entertainment. General
information concerning realms of life of which the individual
does not have other knowledge, specific information and
suggestions concerning fields of immediate personal interest,
techniques of crime, methods of avoiding detection, and of
escape from the law, as well as countless techniques for
gaining special favors and for interesting the opposite sex in
oneself are among the educational contributions of entertain-
ment films” (Cressey, 1934, P. 506).

This study concluded by arguing that film’s ability to
educate was the result of the combination of important in-
herent qualities in the medium: wide variation in content,
gripping narrative techniques, and appeal to “basic human
motives and wishes.” Compared to traditional classroom
teaching, Cressey asserted, films offered an irresistible— and
oppositional—new source of knowledge, especially for
young people.

The Payne Fund studies represent one of the earliest and
most important systematic investigations of the direct-effects
model. This model was defined in simple, straightforward
terms in the classic question: Who says what to whom with
what effect? (Lasswell, 1948). However, though the direct,
or magic-bullet, theory was the approach adopted in most of
the Payne Fund studies, investigators like Shuttleworth, May,
and Cressey proposed that more was at work when children
viewed, read, or listened to mass media than direct-content
effects. The Payne Fund studies explored the major concepts,
research questions, and issues that would characterize stud-
ies of media and learning for the next 60 years. Unfortu-
nately, later researchers opted for simpler models and expla-
nations of learning outcomes resulting from media experi-
ences.

Most subsequent research adopted the notion of a linear
communication model based on Lasswell’s 1948 question.
According to this approach, the critical elements of com-
munication thus were sender, message, receiver, and effect.
The communication process began when a particular source



with a specific intent initiated communication in order to
achieve the desired effect. Research following this line of
thinking adopted strong emphasis on the sender and the
sender’s intent in relation to the content of the message and
its impact on the receiver.

A linear and sequential orientation to the study of com-
munication outcomes became clear in early research and
exerted strong influence on the evolution of subsequent re-
search. The advantage of the model was that each of the ele-
ments of the model outlining the communication process
could be focused on in relative isolation from the other com-
ponents. Each communication had a clear beginning and end
and followed the same sequence beginning with the sender’s
initiation of the message.

The disadvantage was that the model had severe limita-
tions for adequately describing the components of the com-
munication process, their interrelationships, and the role of
other factors in influencing communication. Over time, re-
searchers adopted more complex models that attempted to
do so. The importance of a wide array of mediating factors
gradually became clear. However, the basic linear structure,
as well as the characterization of communication as a series
of sequential steps, remained. The argument here proposes
that future research on media and learning adopt a
conceptualization of communication as an integrated pro-
cess that cannot be broken out into sequential components
in a linear fashion and that is more compatible with learning
theory. Rather than conducting research that focuses on an
individual component and its related factors, we have adopted
a model that assumes the need for an integrated understand-
ing of the dynamics and interrelationships among the com-
ponents and factors.

If a metaphor for the previous model is the spotlight that
focuses in on one or another component of the process, our
model would adopt, instead, the metaphor of a light spec-
trum for understanding learning and media. The light spec-
trum is defined as ‘the series of colored bands diffracted
through a prism or other diffracting medium and shading
continuously fromred. . . to violet . . . with invisible compo-
nents at both ends” (Webster s New World Dictionary, 1966,
p. 1400). Just as white light may be conceived as the pres-
ence of many different elements of light, visible or invisible,
media experiences may be conceived as the presence of many
different components and factors (internal and external). The
mediating factors in the process of communication diffract,
absorb, reflect, or filter what individuals take from their ex-
periences . Communication passes through filters related to
the production of the message, the symbol system and codes
of the medium, the context in which the communication oc-
curs, and the unique cognitive filters (beliefs, attitudes, ex-
perience, and so on) of individual learners. Thus, our under-
standing of mediated learning should account not only for
different types of filtration mechanisms but should also real-
ize the range of possibilities that arise from this process; that

is, learning should be defined not as a narrow set of out-
comes but rather as a diverse range of possibilities.

Since the introduction of electronic mass media in the
1920s and 1930s, the history of research on media and audi-
ences may be understood as a series of inquiries adopting
different emphases. Some research orientations focused on
the technical aspects of media, others on the individual lis-
tener or viewer, and still others on an examination of media’s
role in shaping, reinforcing, or changing social relations. The
theories and models that represent their major tenets can be
loosely grouped under three philosophical perspectives: A
technical perspective highlights the medium itself; a psy-
chological perspective examines the ways in which individual
viewers process messages from various sources; a social-
cultural perspective examines how social relationships de-
fine media, determines how they are used, identifies audi-
ence expectations of media, and influences the way mes-
sages are interpreted. Each of these general perspectives will
be discussed in terms of a definition of the orientation, an
overview of the communication elements, an explanation of
research assumptions, and a discussion of representative re-
search traditions.

4.3 TECHNICAL PERSPECTIVE
4.3.1 Definition

The earliest models in the study of media and audiences
were based on a conception of transmission. They devel-
oped in direct response to the advent of mass communica-
tion technologies that revolutionized the scale and speed of
communication. The original intent was to assess the effects
that the new and ubiquitous media systems had on their au-
dience members and on society. From the beginning, research
was highly influenced by mass media’s potential to distrib-
ute singular messages from a central point in space to mil-
lions of individuals in a one-way flow of information.

The components of the models stemmed from Lasswell’s
(1948) question of “Who says what to whom with what ef-
fect?” Some of the earliest theoretical work in mass com-
munication was done in conjunction with the development
of electronic mass media and was grounded in information
theory. This approach examined both the process of how in-
formation is transmitted from the sender to the receiver and
the factors that influence the extent to which communication
between individuals proceeds in a meaningful fashion. As
telephone, radio, and television technologies advanced, re-
searchers looked for scientific means of efficiently deliver-
ing messages from one person to another. In this case, effi-
cient meant the degree that rational judgments are facilitated
(Lasswell, 1948, p. 46). The person receiving the message
should receive only the verbal or electronic signals inten-
tionally sent by another person. These theories were based
on 19th-century ideas about the transfer of energy (Trenholm,
1986). Such scientific theories held that research phenom-
ena could be broken into component parts governed by uni-
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Figure 4-1. Shannon and Weaver’s “mathematical model” of a one-way, linear transmission of messages. (From
Shannon & Weaver, The Mathematical Theory of Communication, Urbana, IL, University of Illinois Press, 1949,
p. 98.) Copyright 1949 by the Board of Trustees of the University of Illinois, Used with permission of the

University of Illinois Press.

versal laws that permitted prediction of future events. In short,
the technical perspective on communication held that ob-
jects (for example, messages, their senders and receivers,
etc.) follow laws of cause and effect.

One of the most popular examples of the technical per-
spective is the mathematical model of Shannon and Weaver
(1949), developed during their work for Bell Laboratories
(see Fig. 4-1).

The engineering focus of this work treated information
as a mathematical constant, a fixed element of communica-
tion. Once a message source converted an intended meaning
into electronic signals, this signal was fed by a sender through
a channel to a receiver that converted the signal into com-
prehensible content for the destination of the message. Any
interference in the literal transfer of the message (e.g., from
electronic static, lack of knowledge about the communica-
tion system, or uncertainty on the part of either party) con-
stituted noise that worked against the predictability of com-
munication. If noise were kept at a minimum, the effect of a
message on the destination could be predicted based on the
source’s intent. One important distinction in this model is
the difference between information and meaning (Klapp,
1982). The former refers to bits of messages that reduce un-
certainty between sources and destinations. The latter refers
to making sense of information, or finding a comprehensible
pattern among information bits.

4.3.2 Elements of Communication

The technical perspective, or transmission paradigm
(Devito, 1986), sees communication as a linear process com-
posed of several material objects: source, message, channel,
noise, receiver, information, redundancy, entropy, and fidel-
ity. Many of these concepts have remained fundamental con-
cepts of communication theory since Shannon and Weaver’s
original work. Because of the emphasis on the transmission
of the source’s intended message, less attention was focused
on outcomes or effects on the receiver. The greater the de-

gree of similarity between the intention of the source and the
outcome or effect at the receiver end, the more “successful”
the communication was considered to be. If the intended ef-
fect did not occur, a breakdown in communication was as-
sumed. Messages within information theory are bits of in-
formation that have any impact on uncertainty or the
receiver’s decision-making process. The concept of feedback
was added later to account for messages the sender transmit-
ted to gauge the success of each message. This notion was
derived from learning theory, which provided for the teacher’s
“checks” on students’ comprehension and learning (Heath
& Bryant, 1992).

The channel in this perspective was linked to several other
terms, including the signal, the channel’s information capac-
ity, and its rate of transmission. The technical capabilities of
media were fundamental questions of information theory.
The ability of senders and receivers to encode and decode
mental intentions into/from various kinds of signals (verbal,
print, or electronic) were paramount to successful commu-
nication. Each of these concepts emphasized the technical
capabilities of media and the message source.

Two additional components critical within this perspec-
tive are redundancy and entropy. The former refers to the
amount of information that must be repeated to overcome
noise in the process and achieve the desired effect. Entropy,
on the other hand, is a measure of randomness. It refers to
the degree of choice one has in constructing messages. If a
communication system is highly organized, the message
source has little freedom in choosing the symbols that suc-
cessfully communicate with others. Hence, the system would
have low entropy and could require a great deal of redun-
dancy to overcome noise. A careful balance between redun-
dancy and entropy must be maintained in order to communi-
cate successfully.

In the case of mass communication systems, the elements
of the technical perspective have additional characteristics
(McQuail, 1983). The sender, for instance, is often a profes-



sional communicator or organization, and messages are of-
ten standardized products requiring a great deal of work to
produce, carrying with them an exchange value (for example,
television air time that is sold as a product to advertisers).
The relationship of sender and receiver is impersonal and
noninteractive. A key feature here, of course, is that tradi-
tional notions of mass communication envision a single
message source communicating to a vast audience with great
immediacy. This audience is a heterogeneous, unorganized
collection of individuals that share certain demographic or
psychological characteristics with subgroups of their fellow
audience members.
4.3.3 Assumptions and Research
The technical perspective of communication, including in-
formation theory and the mathematical model of Shannon
and Weaver, adopts three major assumptions about commu-
nication (Trenholm, 1986). First, it assumes that the compo-
nents of communication execute their functions in a linear,
sequential fashion. Second, consequently, events occur as a
series of causes and effects, actions and reactions. The
source’s message is transmitted to a receiver, who either dis-
plays or deviates from the intended effect of the source s
original intent. Third, the whole of the communication pro-
cess, from this engineering perspective, can be viewed as a
sum of the components and their function. By understand-
ing how each element receives and/or transmits a signal, the
researcher may understand how communication works.
These assumptions have important consequences for the
bulk of research conducted under a technical perspective
(Fisher, 1978). First, and most importantly, it focuses atten-
tion on the channel of communication. Concepts such as the
signal capacity of a given medium, the ability to reduce noise
in message transmissions, and increased efficiency or fidel-
ity of transmissions were important goals for researchers of
new communication technologies. The use of multiple chan-
nels of communication (e.g., verbal and visual) also received
a great deal of attention. These concepts, however, could be
researched on more than a purely technological basis.

4.3.4 Discussion of Representative Research

4.3.4.1. Research on Radio. Early studies focusing pri-
marily on the communication channel emerged from research
on the fledging medium, radio. The entrance of major cor-
porations into radio advertising, beginning around 1928, in-
spired interest in how to best introduce products to listeners
and to influence listeners’ buying habits. J. B. Watson—gen-
erally regarded as the founder of behavioral science—was
hired by a major advertising agency in the early 1930s to
conduct studies on listener recall, recognition of product
names, and willingness to buy advertised goods. Soon, nu-
merous psychologists and sociologists (often sponsored by
advertisers and networks) studied listeners’ recall of radio
content, as well as its influence on their behavior.

Another study of radio’s role in reaching audience mem-
bers emerged from the broadcast of the infamous 1938 “War

of'the Worlds,” which inspired academic interest in how mass
media could mobilize audiences who received and were af-
fected by information (see, for example, Cantril, 1935). Con-
cern with radio’s ability to generate “serious” learning
through educational programming and radio’s threat to tra-
ditional learning from books became the focus of initial work
(Lazarsfeld, 1940). This research analyzed learning from
radio as knowledge acquisition and socialization. Research-
ers found that radio’s potential to facilitate learning through
instructional programs was thwarted by the fact that people
at lower levels of educational achievement were least likely
to listen to educational radio programs (or to read educa-
tional books). On the other hand, researchers found that lis-
teners reported acquiring important forms of knowledge from
entertainment programs such as quiz shows and soap op-
eras—knowledge ranging from historical facts to lessons on
how to be a successful wife (Herzog, 1948; Lazarsfeld, 1940).

4.3.4.2. Media Comparison Research. Media compari-
son studies provide the best example of technical perspec-
tive research in the application of instructional technologies
in classroom settings. These studies took Shannon and
Weaver’s model as the point of departure and focused pri-
marily on the mode of delivery in a classroom setting. The
primary assumption underlying this research orientation was
that the instructional effectiveness of each medium was con-
stant across all content and all students. Thus, the basic re-
search design consisted of assigning subjects to treatment
conditions in which the same instructional content was pre-
sented by different media. The most common comparisons
were between new media and traditional (that is, lecture/dis-
cussion) classroom instruction. The “best” medium in these
studies was the one that “caused” the highest posttest scores
on comprehension and recall of content. Clark and Salomon
(1985) have characterized this period as being preoccupied
by “an intensive search for the ‘one best medium.”” Schramm
(1977) discussed this approach as a search for a “super-me-
dium.”

A series of meta-analyses (Cohen, Ebling & Kulik, 1981;
Glass, 1976; Jamison, Suppes & Welles, 1974; Kulik, Bangert
& Williams, 1983; Kulik, Kulik & Cohen, 1979) suggested
that students in treatments using media systems consistently
scored slightly better on tests than did those in traditional
classroom contexts. Modest positive gains in learning were
noted with a variety of media and individual content areas
(for example, math, science, foreign language). However,
many individual studies have shown no significant differ-
ences between modes of delivery. No one medium emerged
as consistently better or worse in delivering information to
students.

In media comparison studies, measures of learning are
typically pretest-posttest assessments of knowledge acqui-
sition, comprehension, and retention; traditionally this re-
search has focused on lower-order thinking skills. The me-
dia comparison perspective relies heavily on the application



of’behavioral teaching objectives (Mager, 1962), which stipu-
late the desired terminal behavior and the conditions under
which it is to be performed. For example, “After being pre-
sented with verbal definitions of 10 new words, a child will
be able to correctly identify at least 8 of those words and
their correct definitions on a multiple-choice test.” Thus the
goal of media comparison studies is to show alternative means
of committing information to long-term memory (as framed
under cognitive learning theories) (Mayer, 1987).

Scholars have noted repeatedly the difficulties and limi-
tations of this approach (see, for example, Clark, 1983; 1991,
Krendl, 1989; Mielke, 1968; Schramm, 1977). The most se-
rious criticisms focus on the inevitable confounding of in-
structional method and content in media comparison stud-
ies. Typically, the introduction of a new media system is ac-
companied by changes in curricular materials. For example,
material taught through lecture may have to be redesigned
for presentation over television, causing substantial changes
in how the material is explained or elaborated on during the
lesson. Thus, differences emerging from the treatment groups
are likely attributable to differences in the curriculum rather
than differences in the instructional effectiveness of the de-
livery systems.

Clark (1983, 1991) has also argued that the media com-
parison model fails to control for novelty effects linked to
the new instructional mode. He proposed that the novelty of
working with a computer, for example, will motivate some
students to learn, aside from the medium’s ability to teach.
Positive learning effects attributed to the new media system
might be more appropriately assigned to the novelty effect
rather than the effectiveness of the delivery system. Media
comparison studies are classic applications of Shannon and
Weaver’s technical model of communication. The delivery
technology is seen as the primary variable in the learning
process. The inherent differences between technologies are
framed as the key to more or less effective instruction. Ma-
nipulations by the sender (in this case, the instructor) are
measured in students’ varying levels of information com-
prehension and retention .

As researchers began to expand such concepts to the abili-
ties of humans to transmit, receive, and process messages, a
second perspective of communication took hold that focused
on psychological dimensions of the communication process.

4.4 PSYCHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE
4.4.1 Definition

Psychologically based communication theories share
some fundamental characteristics (Trenholm, 1986). First,
they represent a modification of technical theories in that
messages are filtered primarily through individuals, not chan-
nels. Cognitive processes of handling information determine
how a message is sent and received; the physical “signal” or
channel is less important. Second, this view places more

emphasis on the perceptions of senders and receivers. Com-
munication takes place only when these parties perceive it.
This perspective assumes that one person’s outward behav-
ior affects the cognitions or behavior of another. Such influ-
ences contribute to the messages and feedback of communi-
cative events. Third, the goal of these behaviors is to arrive
at a consistent meaning between sender and receiver, thereby
reducing uncertainty in the meanings each carries for given
objects and events.

The psychological perspective is the result of a synthesis
of cognitive and behavioral psychology theories. In this tra-
dition of research, three strategies are clear: (I) the adoption
of attitude change as the most interesting dependent vari-
able, (2) the modeling of communication (i.e., persuasion)
as a special case of behavioral learning theory, and (3) the
reliance on experimental social psychology for conceptual
and methodological research strategies. The basic commu-
nication model proposed by Hovland and Janis (1959) con-
ceived of the communication situation in terms of message
content, source identity, type of channel, and setting operat-
ing through predispositional factors (situational elements that
determine what audience members attend to and how) and
internal mediating processes (attention, comprehension, and
acceptance) in order to produce observable communication
effects (changes in opinion, perception, affect, and action).
The challenge of a message was to gain the receiver’s inter-
est, then produce the intended effect with understandable and
memorable content. The receiver’s interest, of course, could
be affected by external qualities of the subject of communi-
cation or sender, as well as internal interests, beliefs, and
cognitive processing capacities (Andersen, 1972). Thus, the
model retained the linear notion of technical communica-
tion theories but adopted a strong emphasis on the effects
component of the communication process.

Other theorists built on this model but emphasized the
importance of the individual’s abilities in understanding com-
munication effects. The following models taken from
Schramm (1954) demonstrate the inclusion of new compo-
nents in the communication models being applied.

Schramm (1955), along with Osgood (1954; Osgood, Suci
& Tannenbaum, 1958), conceived of each person as an en-
tire communicative system with both sending and receiving
abilities and, further, saw a more referential model of com-
munication where the participants’ experiences determined
the meaning of symbols (including both verbal and nonver-
bal signals and gestures). Words had meaning only insofar
as personal experience provided a context for interpretation.
Thus, according to this view, for communication to occur,
both sender and receiver must share similar experiences.
Based on this model, Schramm argued that the effects of
communication were limited by the cognitive capacities of
senders/receivers and were not as direct as early technical
theories of mass communication may have implied (see Fig.
4-2).
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Figure 4-2. Osgood and Schramm’s model of
communication depicting both parties as fulfilling
the same communicative functions. (From
Schramm, The Process and Effects of Mass
Communication, Urbana, IL, University of Illinois
Press, 1954). Copyright 1965 by the Board of
Trustees of the University of Illinois. Used with
permission of the University of Illinois Press.

Theoretical orientations that adopted the psychological
perspective were consistent with Newcomb’s (1953) ABX
model of social psychology, which held that communication
is the way individuals orient to their environment and to one
another. Persons develop attitudes toward objects consistent
with other individuals who are perceived by them as socially
attractive. This model is based on the concept of balance or
consistency between one’s belief and attitude systems with
others who are important to the individual. Once the balance
of this state is upset, all parties respond to the resulting dis-
sonance by using communication to restore balance
(Festinger, 1962).

Westley and MacLean (1957) contributed an important
addition to this model by framing an event (e.g., a news event)
as a starting point for communication designed to achieve
this attitudinal balance among communicators. Their ap-
proach placed the mass media organization (e.g., newspa-
pers) between the source and destination of messages. As-
suming a gatekeeper function, the media funnel information
from infinite sources, encode messages, and transmit them
to the destination. The model also formalized feedback loops
in communication, recognizing that feedback to both the
sources of messages and message distribution systems (me-
dia organizations) was an integral component of the process.

4.4.2 Elements of Communication

Most components of the communication process first laid
out by technical theories are retained in the psychological
perspective. Message sender and receivers are viewed as
connected through feedback loops. Channels refer to mate-

rial objects that produce or carry signals from one party to
the next, but also include nonverbal gestures. Messages are
seen in this perspective as “stimuli” that enact certain cog-
nitive structures and recall past experiences on the part of all
communicative participants. Noise in this perspective, then,
highlights the internal interference that can result from un-
matched experiences and perceptions among senders and
receivers. The whole of the communication process is framed
within individuals’ cognitive processing abilities (Trenholm,
1986). The existence of individuals’ mental constructs that
shape information processing and interpretation represent the
key contributions of psychological theories to communica-
tion.

The importance of beliefs, attitudes, and values of com-
municators (Andersen, 1972) becomes clear in the psycho-
logical perspective. These constructs are the result of prior
experience, but also the motivation for further communica-
tion, thus acting as an influence over perception and behav-
ior. They are, in Newcomb’s (1953) and Festinger’s (1962)
terms, the measure of balance in social situations—the mo-
tivating force for communication. In addition, the role of
attention, comprehension, and acceptance of information in
the communication process is introduced in this perspective
(Andersen, 1972). Because individuals seek to maintain cog-
nitive balance, their attitudes and beliefs help them select
information to which they will attend, how much of it they
comprehend, and the ways in which they incorporate mes-
sages in their perception and experience. In short, psycho-
logical theories of communication hold that communicators
selectively attend to and participate in those events that are
consistent with their belief and value structures.

4.4.3 Assumptions and Research Focus

Psychological theories assume that human beings exist
and process information independently. The reliance of
psychological perspective research on S-R learning models
focuses attention on cognitive processes, attitudes, beliefs,
and so on. The psychological perspective also assumes that
in using prior experience to shape cognitive constructs and
attitudes, receivers are influenced by the messages they re-
ceive. Finally, according to this perspective, human beings
are assumed to attend to incoming messages selectively, and
consciously choose future responses based on prior experi-
ence and anticipation of future events. This dimension of
psychological perspectives, then, goes beyond traditional be-
haviorism in examining the influence of internal cognitive
processing on communication.

Description and prediction of communication through
each person’s conceptual filters introduced research ques-
tions on the development, maintenance of, and changes in
cognition and attitudes. Several new variables were intro-
duced in experimental studies of communication, including
person perception, attitudes, attention, comprehension, and
a host of other psychological concepts (Trenholm, 1986).



Indeed, later psychological theories (for example, the ABX
model) introduced the notion that our perceptions of other
people, especially our relational status with those people, is
an important influence in the communication process.

4.4.4 Discussion of Representative Research

4.4.4.1. Persuasion Studies. One of the greatest and
earliest influences in the development of the psychological
perspective was a series of persuasion studies (Hovland &
Janis, 1959; Hovland, Tanis & Kelley, 1953; Hovland, 1948).
This programmatic research began in the American Soldier
Studies, which used film as part of the indoctrination of new
recruits during World War II. The Why We Fight series of
film documentaries was designed to replace the traditional
lecture-style orientation. A series of studies addressed the
effectiveness of film as a vehicle for indoctrination (Hov-
land, Lumsdaine & Sheffield, 1949). Of interest to the re-
searchers was the ability of the films to provide factual in-
formation about the war, to change attitudes of new recruits
towards war, and to motivate the recruits to fight. Learning
was addressed as persuasion in this instance, involving
knowledge acquisition and attitude changes.

The researchers found that the films had significant im-
pact on knowledge of factual material. They found that the
soldiers’ opinions or attitudes were also affected by the films
to a lesser extent. Finally, they found no effect on the moti-
vation of soldiers to fight. In addition, the researchers looked
at links between personal factors, such as intellect and learn-
ing outcomes. Greater intellectual ability fostered more learn-
ing of factual information. However, intellectual ability had
a much more complex relationship with opinion change,
encompassing the concepts of learning ability, critical abil-
ity, and the ability to draw inferences.

The American Soldier Studies laid the foundation for fu-
ture learning hierarchies of communication effects models
such as the one suggested by McGuire (1973). McGuire
looked at the process of persuasion (change in attitude or
opinion) in conjunction with the factors of communications.
In his model, persuasion is broken down into six states: pre-
sentation of the communication, attention to it, comprehen-
sion of the content, yielding to a new position, retention of
that new position, and overt behavior based on the new posi-
tion. These states are combined with the traditional elements
of communication models to create a communication-per-
suasion matrix . The communication elements axis consists
of source, message, channel, receiver, and destination, while
the persuasion axis includes presentation, attention, compre-
hension, yielding, retention, and behavior (McGuire, 1973).

4.4.4.2. Research on Children and Television. Other
examples of psychological research emerged from research
on television and children. The first rigorous academic ex-
ploration of television’s effects on children (Himmelweit,
Oppenheim & Vince, 1959) set the stage for an examination
of television’s unintended effects on learning. Part of the
study focused on the extent to which children’s outlooks were

colored by television: How were their attitudes affected? How
were they socialized? Juxtaposing viewers and nonviewers,
Himmelweit, Oppenheim, and Vince found that viewers were
more ambitious than nonviewers and that girls who watched
television were more concerned with issues such as adult-
hood and marriage than were those who were nonviewers.

At about the same time, Schramm, Lyle, and Parker
(1961) initiated the first major exploration of television’s
effects on children in North America in a series of 11 studies
on children from Canada and the United States. In particu-
lar, this research emphasized how children learn from tele-
vision. Based on their research, Schramm, Lyle, and Parker
developed the concept of “incidental learning”:

By this we mean that learning takes place when a viewer
goes to television for entertainment and stores up certain
items of information without seeking them (1961, p. 75).

In other words, the researchers found that learning took
place whether or not programs were intended to be educa-
tional. The amount of incidental learning that occurred was
linked to such qualities as children’s age, television habits,
and learning abilities.

4.4.4.3. Studies of Television and Aggression. The other
major area of psychological perspective research on chil-
dren and television focused on the study of violent televi-
sion programming (see also 11.6.3.1 and 11.3.2). It seemed
that if any type of content could be expected to demonstrate
clear, direct effects on any particular segment of the audi-
ence, violent portrayals in children’s programming ought to
provide clear evidence of television s impact. The impetus
for this research emerged from public outcries of educators
and parents who argued that children were learning aggres-
sive behaviors from television exposure. The theoretical
model applied in this research was grounded in social learn-
ing theory. The early work in social learning theory involved
children and imitative aggressive play after an exposure to
filmed violence (Bandura, 1963). These studies were based
in the highly controlled methodology of experimental psy-
chology. The social learning model, which attempts to ex-
plain how children develop personality and learn behaviors
by observing models in society, was extended to the study of
mediated models of aggression. This approach examines
learning as a broadbased variable that involves knowledge
acquisition and behavioral performance.

In a series of experiments (Bandura, 1961; Bandura, Ross
& Ross, 1963; Bandura, 1965), Bandura and his colleagues
demonstrated that exposure to filmed aggression resulted in
higher levels of imitative aggressive behavior. Such behav-
iors were conditioned not only on the role model to which
the child was exposed but also on the physical setting and
arousal of aggressive feelings in later situations. According
to this approach, the message being sent, intentional or un-
intentional, is the notion of what constitutes appropriate be-
havior in society. The crux of the theory is that people learn



how to behave from models viewed in society, live or medi-
ated (Bandura, 1977). If the modeled behavior is seen as
being desirable by the receiver, she or he may acquire that
behavior. In addition, social learning research demonstrated
that children were able to recall aggressive behavior up to 8
months after the initial exposure (Hicks, 1965). Bryant (1975)
extended social learning theory beyond the realm of aggres-
sion to include the modeling of prosocial behavior. He con-
cluded that children could also learn altruistic behaviors from
mediated models.

Beyond the laboratory, researchers reported the results
of a 10-year longitudinal study examining the relationship
between television violence and aggressive behavior
(Lefkowitz, Eron, Walder & Huesmann, 1972). This corre-
lational study concluded that boys who reported viewing
more violent content in the third grade displayed greater lev-
els of aggression 10 years later. Finally, research indicated
that children who had viewed violent films were more likely
to tolerate violence (Drabman & Thomas, 1974, 1976, 1977).
In response to the growing literature associating television
and violence, NBC commissioned a panel study (Milavsky,
Kessler, Stipp & Rubens, 1982) that revealed only small
correlations between viewing televised violence and subse-
quent aggression, and no evidence at all indicating long-term
effects.

4.4.4.4. Cultivation Research. Beginning in the late
1960s at the same time that initial research examined links
between television exposure and aggressive behavior, re-
search on the long-term socialization effects of television
achieved prominence in the study of media and audiences.
This approach, known as cultivation research, conceptual-
ized learning as a generalized view of the world or percep-
tion of social reality as conveyed by the mass media. Con-
cerned primarily with television as the foremost “storyteller”
in modern society, researchers argued that television’s power
to influence world views was the result of two factors. First,
television viewing was seen as ritualistic and habitual rather
than selective (see 11.8.2). (That is, viewers chose to watch
“television” in general rather than a specific program.) Sec-
ond, the stories on television were all related in their content
and in similar production processes.

Early cultivation research held that heavy television view-
ers would “learn” that the real world was more like that por-
trayed on television—particularly in regard to pervasive vio-
lence—than would light viewers (Gerbner, Gross, Eleey,
Jackson-Beeck, Jeffries-Fox & Signorielli, 1977; Gerbner,
Gross, Jackson-Beeck, Jeffries-Fox & Signorielli, 1978;
Gerbner, Gross, Morgan & Signorielli, 1980; Gerbner, Gross,
Morgan & Signorielli, 1986; Gerbner, Gross, Signorielli,
Morgan & Jackson-Beeck, 1979). Heavy viewers were ex-
pected to estimate the existence of higher levels of danger in
the world and feel more alienated and distrustful than would
light viewers. The scope of cultivation research was later
broadened to include attitudes regarding race, sex roles, and

various professions. Of crucial importance to cultivation
theory, however, is the idea that such effects are more likely
to take place in the absence of counter messages from the
surrounding environment. Heavy viewers were thought to
experience such effects because of the lack of other activi-
ties and interactions in their social lives. Without exposure
to the real world, television served as the model.

Although cultivation has been a significant force in com-
munication studies, its conclusions have been criticized re-
peatedly. Again, these criticisms focused on the role of con-
textual elements from the viewer’s social environment. Doob
and MacDonald (1979), for example, found that perceptions
of personal danger were more influenced by one s area of
residence than by television viewing. O’Keefe (1984), on
the other hand, concluded that the amount of television ex-
posure had no relationship with perceptions of crime, con-
cern about victimization, and assessment of the criminal jus-
tice system. Such divergent conclusions are perhaps irrec-
oncilable, but as new technologies develop, audiences be-
come more fragmented, and program forms and themes be-
come more diverse, such an approach seems increasingly
irrelevant.

4.4.4.5. Agenda-Setting Research. Another example of
psychological perspective research has focused on the study
of news content and the process by which public learning
about the world is influenced by mass-media news cover-
age. That is, to what extent does the content individuals read
in the newspapers and watch on the television news affect
their world view? This research tradition, referred to as
agenda setting, was inspired by the writings of Walter
Lippmann (1922), who proposed that the news media cre-
ated the “pictures in our heads,” providing a view of the world
beyond people’s limited day-to-day experiences. The basic
hypothesis in such research is that there will be a positive
relationship between media coverage of issues and what is-
sues people regard as being important. In the 1960s, research-
ers extended the hypothesis by arguing that the media focus
attention on specific issues, thereby suggesting what people
should think, know, and have feelings about (Cohen, 1963;
Lang & Lang, 1966).

In order to link mass media and public knowledge, a land-
mark study compared press coverage of the 1968 presidential
campaign with the salience of campaign issues among a
sample of undecided voters (McCombs & Shaw, 1972). Find-
ing a significant positive correlation between voter knowl-
edge and press coverage, the authors (Shaw & McCombs,
1977) concluded that the direction of influence was indeed
from the press to the audience. That is, press coverage of
events and issues was not preceded in time by audience in-
terest in and demand for coverage of the topics.

Agenda-setting studies over the past 3 decades have em-
ployed both short-term and longitudinal designs to assess
public awareness and concern about issues such as unem-
ployment, energy, and inflation in relation to the amount and



form of relevant news coverage (for example, Behr &
Iyengar, 1985; Brosius & Kepplinger, 1990; Iyengar, Peters
& Kinder, 1982). Recent research has attempted to broaden
understanding of agenda setting by investigating both attitu-
dinal and behavioral outcomes (e.g., Ghorpade, 1986; Rob-
erts, 1992; Shaw & Martin, 1992).

Concern over possible mediating factors such as audi-
ence variations, issue abstractness, and interpersonal
communication among audience members has fueled sig-
nificant debate within the field concerning the strength of
the agenda-setting effect on public learning. For example,
some studies have suggested that agenda setting is strongly
influenced by audience members’ varying interests, the form
of media employed, the tone of news stories toward issues,
and the type of issue covered (Demers, Craff, Choi & Pessin,
1989; Protess, Leff, Brooks & Gordon, 1985; Yagade &
Dozier, 1990). These theoretical problems face radical
transformation, if not extinction, as audience members take
an increasingly active role in setting their own media agen-
das through the use of video recordings, narrow-cast cable,
and other new media technologies.

4.4.4.6. Media Attributes Research. The media attrib-
utes approach to the study of instructional media provides a
good example of psychological research in in-school con-
texts (see 11.3,16.3, 16.4,26.4,27.2, and 29.4). Rather than
focusing on which mode of delivery resulted in the highest
levels of learning as in the earlier media comparison studies,
investigators turned to the more narrowly focused exploration
of unique media characteristics and their connections to the
development or enhancement of students’ cognitive skills.
Each medium was said to possess inherent codes or symbol
systems that engaged specific cognitive abilities among us-
ers. In this research, the conceptualization of learning out-
comes shifted away from consideration of the exclusively
lower-order cognitive processes of the media comparison
approach to include the learner’s higher-order interpretive
processes as well. For example, according to the media at-
tributes perspective, a researcher might ask how students
interpret use of a fade between scenes in a television show
and its connection to the viewer’s ability to draw inferences
about the passage of time in a story.

Early media attributes studies (Salomon, 1974, 1979;
Salomon & Cohen, 1977) concluded that mastery of certain
skills was a requisite for satisfactory use of a medium. For
instance, students had to be able to encode letters on a page
as meaningful words in order to use a book. A series of lab-
oratory and field experiments following this line of research
reported that learning was mediated by the cognitive skills
necessary for effective use of a particular medium.

In addition, scholars have analyzed the relationship be-
tween media attributes and the cultivation or development
of certain cognitive skills (see also 11.3). For television alone,
studies have documented positive learning effects for the use
of motion (Blake, 1977), screen placements (Hart, 1986;

Zettl, 1973), split-screen displays (Salomon, 1979), and use
of various camera angles and positions (Hoban & van Ormer,
1950). Researchers also explored cognitive skills linked to
other media attributes, including the use of verbal previews,
summaries, and repetition (Allen, 1973); amount of narra-
tion on audio/video recordings (Hoban & van Ormer, 1950;
Travers, 1967); and the use of dramatization, background
music, graphic aids, and special sound/ visual effects (e.g.,
Beck, 1987; Dalton & Hannafin, 1986; Glynn & Britton,
1984; Morris, 1988; NIMH, 1982; Seidman, 1981).

The list of cognitive skills linked to such attributes in-
cluded increases in attention, comprehension, and retention
of information, as well as visualization of abstract ideas.
Some intriguing results emerged from this research approach.
For example, one study (Salomon, 1979) presented children
with pictures of a particular scene, then asked them to choose
an alternative view of the scene (e.g., from the back) from
four pictures. The results demonstrated that frequent view-
ers of television were better at such perspective-taking skills.

Critics pointed out the potential weaknesses of this re-
search. Some held that assertions about media’s cognitive-
cultivation capacities had yet to be proved (Johnston, 1987).
One detailed review of the research (Clark, 1983) argued
that media attributes research rests on three questionable
expectations: (1) that attributes are an integral part of media,
(2) that attributes provide for the cultivation of cognitive skills
for learners who need them, and (3) that identified attributes
would provide unique independent variables that specified
causal relationships between media codes and the teaching
of cognitive functions. A subsequent review found that no
one attribute specific to any medium is necessary to learn
any specific cognitive skill; other presentational forms may
result in similar levels of skill development (Clark &
Salomon, 1985). While some symbolic elements may per-
mit the audience members to cultivate cognitive abilities,
these elements are characteristic of several media, not unique
attributes of any one medium (Clark, 1987).

4.5 SOCIAL-CULTURAL PERSPECTIVE
4.5.1 Definition

Even as psychologically oriented research was gaining
attention and dominance in the field (i.e., during the 1940s
and 195 Os), theorists had begun to explore the influence of
social relationships on communication. Whereas psycho-
logical theories saw messages filtered through individuals’
cognitions, this perspective argues that communication oc-
curs only through social interaction. One’s definition of and
experience with objects, events, other people, and even one-
self, is determined through a network of interpersonal rela-
tionships. That is, the meanings we form are products of so-
cial “negotiation” with other people. These relationships
determine both the symbols we use to communicate and the
meanings of those symbols (Mead, 1934; Blumer, 1939,
1969). In essence, the symbols, objects, events, and self-im-



ages that make up our world are the creation of a shared
meaning through social communication. This model clearly
demonstrates the linkage between communication theory and
social psychology. It explores the potential of media as a
unifying force in society. This section will describe the con-
tributions of research traditions that emphasize the social and
cultural dimensions of the communication process. This
model clearly demonstrated the linkage between communi-
cation theory and social psychology. It explored the poten-
tial of media as a unifying force in society. Rather than fo-
cusing on the filtering of messages solely through cognitive
constructs, researchers were interested in the ways in which
messages were mediated by interpersonal networks.

4.5.2 Elements of Communication

Social-cultural perspectives present a significant refrain-
ing of the communication process. Many of the elements
presented by technical and psychological models are con-
ceptualized in very different ways (Fisher, 1978; Swanson
& Delia, 1976). Senders and receivers, for example, become
“participants,” or “interactants,” stressing their mutually
dependent roles as communicators. Each interactant’s per-
ception of self, others, and the situation, working within a
framework of shared culture, knowledge, and language, is a
major influence on communicative episodes. This reframing
of senders and receivers takes Schramm (1955) and Osgood
(1954) even further in the view of socially defined interac-
tion.

Messages, in the social-cultural view, are products of
negotiation: All participants must arrive at shared meaning
for successful communication. Heath and Bryant (1992) state
that the message, in this case, is the effect of the sender’s
behavior on the receiver. They cite Whorf (1956) and his
colleague Sapir, who hypothesized that the rules of one’s
language system contain the society’s culture, world view,
and collective identity. This language, in turn, affects the way
we perceive the world. In short, words define reality; reality
does not give us objective meaning. This presents a prob-
lematic conception of feedback, because it is difficult to tell
when feedback is truly a response to a message and not just
another message in and of itself (Heath & Bryant, 1992).

The most compelling application of social-cultural per-
spectives to mass communication has been in the con-
ceptualization of audience. McQuail (1983) points out that
one meaning for “mass” audience has been an “aggregate in
which individuality is lost” (Oxford English Dictionary,
1971). Blumer (1969), on the other hand, preferred to distin-
guish between the “mass” and smaller groups of “publics,”
“crowds,” and “groups.” Increasingly, media use occurs in
these smaller aggregates of audience members, each with a
particular medium or content form that serves preexisting
interests, goals, or values.

These groups form through “boundary properties” (such
as demographic characteristics like political affiliation) and

internal structures” (such as belief or value systems) that arise
through attention to particular media content and the possi-
bility of interaction about that content (Ennis, 1961). Within
such audience groups, three types of internal structures re-
veal the social character of audience experiences with me-
dia (McQuail, 1983). The first, social differentiation, refers
to basic differences in audience members’ interests, atten-
tion, and perceptions of various issues and topics.

A second internal structure is the extent of social interac-
tion within the group. Four factors are included here. Socia-
bility refers to the extent to which media use is primanly a
social occasion and secondarily a communicative event be-
tween individuals (e.g., how much interaction is permitted
while watching television in a group). Groups such as fami-
lies often employ media for various social purposes (e.g.,
teaching children about values, avoiding arguments) as well
(Lull, 1980). A third factor governing the extent of interac-
tion is the degree of social isolation that may result from
excessive media use (especially television). Finally, the pres-
ence of para-social relationships (e.g., a viewer’s perceived
relationship with a favorite TV or radio personality) may
indicate the social interaction made possible between media
users and easily recognized characters.

A third internal structure in the social character of audi-
ence experience with mass media is the control norms that a
society holds for its mass media. This refers to the value
systems and social norms that regulate media use, types of
appropriate content for each medium, and audience expec-
tations of media performance. For example, Americans may
come to expect objective news reporting on television, but
may not consider a graphic portrayal of murder appropriate
for their evening newscast. The types of programming we
expect to see may be identified with the medium itself.

4.5.3 Assumptions and Research Focus

The idea that communication is a product of social rela-
tionships is the most pervasive assumption of the social-cul-
tural perspective. Several other assumptions guide this philo-
sophical stance, however (Fisher, 1978). Establishment of
self is believed primarily through symbolic communication
with others. This means that until one acquires the cognitive
or empathic ability to “take the role of the other,” the self
does not exist—nor does meaningful social activity. Such
activity takes place only by assuming the role of others or
the generalized other. This process of role taking is a collec-
tive sharing of selves; it cannot be centered in media struc-
tures. It is not an individual act but one clearly dependent on
social interaction for its purpose and existence. The concepts
of self, roles, and collective meaning creation, then, are the
focus of a great deal of investigation within social-cultural
communication theories.

4.5.4 Discussion of Representative Research



4.5.4.1. Two-Step Flow Research. A prime example of
social-cultural research is the two-step flow model of mass
communication (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955). A landmark study
that examined voters in Erie County, Ohio, during the 1940
presidential election, focused on the content of political me-
dia messages and social interaction about the election. The
study (Lazarsfeld, Berelson & Gaudet, 1948), was based on
a 6-month panel survey of voting behaviors and decision
making. The study sought to chart various influences on vot-
ing decisions, including the emerging medium of radio. Find-
ings demonstrated only limited media impact. People who
reported making an initial decision or changing their minds
did so after speaking with others about the election. Often
these “opinion leaders” received a great deal of information
from mass media. The study refrained the one-way, direct-
effects model of mass communication processes to account
for this “two-step flow” in media influence. The first step
reflects the role of opinion leaders in a community who seek
out media content related to politics. In the second step, they
filter and pass along political information to their social con-
tacts. Media effects, then, were achieved by reaching opin-
ion leaders, not mass audiences.

These findings were later elaborated in a subsequent panel
study of women in Decatur, Illinois. Researchers examined
the role of opinion leaders on more subtle, day-to-day issues
(for example, fashions and household products) (Katz &
Lazarsfeld, 7/955). The hypothesis was that on less signifi-
cant topics, the two-step flow would prove to be an even
more dynamic and powerful process than with phenomena
such as presidential elections. The findings confirmed this
expectation, again noting the existence of a two-step flow of
information.

Both of these studies demonstrated clearly that mediat-
ing factors intervened in the media effects process. They were
among the first to identify social factors that intervened be-
tween message and audience response based on the earlier
stimulus-response model. Within this theoretical framework,
however, the flow of information is still linear and univer-
sal. In other words, the media message remains relatively
intact. Opinion leaders, often only those wealthy enough to
own radio or television and subscribe to magazines, were
conduits of media messages.

4.5.4.2. Research on Social Context of Media Use.
Another research tradition that falls under the general cat-
egory of social-cultural research is the body of literature ex-
amining social contexts of media use such as on family and
home media use (see also 11.5.4). A great deal of research
has examined parent-child coviewing of media. According
to one study (Desmond, Singer, Singer, Calum & Calimore,
1985), parental mediation in the media-child relationship
takes three forms: (I) critical comments about programs or
the medium in general, (2) interpretive comments that ex-
plain content or media to younger children, and (3) rule mak-
ing/disciplinary intervention that forcibly regulates the child’s

viewing habits. Parental interpretation and rule making were
framed as a major influence on children’s viewing and com-
prehension of media content. One study (St. Peters, Fitch,
Huston, Eakins & Wright, 1991) found that when such
coviewing did take place, it was predicted more by the adult’s
personal viewing habits than the child’s. In other words, chil-
dren and parents coviewed more adult than children’s pro-
gramming. Further, parents’ participation in regulating view-
ing declined as children grew older; and parental guidance
or mediation with content was not related to coviewing. Dorr,
Kovaric, and Doubleday (1989) echoed the finding that
coviewing was largely a coincidence of viewing habits and
preferences. They also found weak evidence for the positive
consequences of such coviewing, but questioned the value
of this concept as an indicator of parental mediation of con-
tent.

Such concerns were also discussed by Bryce and Leichter
(1983) on a methodological level. They argued that quanti-
tative measures of viewing habits and coviewing may not
capture more routine or subtle processes of family viewing
that mediate potential effects. They proposed using ethno-
graphic methods (see 40.2) to study the unintentional and
nonverbal behaviors that mediate television effects, as well
as assessing those mediating behaviors that take place away
from television. Jordan (1992) used ethnographic and depth
interview techniques for just such a purpose. She concluded
that family routines, use and definition of time, and the so-
cial roles of family members all played a part in the use of
media. Children learned at least as much, if not more, from
these daily routines than any formal efforts to regulate me-
dia use.

Corder-Bolz (1980) proposed that groups and institutions
such as family, peers, school, and church should be consid-
ered as primary socializing agents that both provide social
information (e.g., facts, ideas, and values) and respond to
social communication about this information. McDonald
(1986) pointed out that peer coviewing is more frequent and
influential among young viewers. Media were defined by
Corder-Bolz as the group of “secondary socializing agents”
that can provide social information but cannot enforce their
messages with child viewers. Media, then, can provide so-
cial facts, ideas, and values, but this information’s influence
is limited to the extent that the child’s environment presents
no competing messages or that the viewer uncritically adopts
such views from media content. Thus, external factors limit
the potential impact of content.

Desmond et al. (1985) studied the cognitive skills neces-
sary to comprehend and interpret television content and the
effects of family communication on these skills. In their
sample of kindergarten and first-grade children, compre-
hension of and beliefs about the reality of television content
were linked to parental mediation styles and general patterns
of discipline. Children who watched low levels of TV, in
environments that included family control of television, TV-



related rules, and strong discipline, were better able to dis-
cern reality from fantasy in programming. Those who were
raised with TV-specific rules, positive communication be-
tween child and mother, and a pattern of explanation of con-
tent from adults and older siblings were better able to gain
knowledge from television content and about television tech-
niques (e.g., camera zooms and slow motion). Further, this
study found that family environmental variables influence
the amount of television children viewed. Heavy viewers in
this study grew up in homes where parents were heavy view-
ers and did not mediate viewing often. Family communica-
tion was considered the critical variable that determined a
child’s ability to comprehend televised material and develop
the cognitive skills necessary to understand and interpret
content.

The research on families and media use suggests that,
especially in early childhood, family members are a prime
influence on the images children form of media. The amount
of and motivations for media use are part of the family’s
daily social routine (Bryce & Leichter, 1983). Further, other
family members’ responses to media content serve to shape
the developing child’s own responses (Corder-Bolz, 1980;
Desmond et al., 1985). Such influences likely originate with
both family and peers with older, school-aged children. As
these children encounter media within classroom contexts,
new images of mass media must compete with the defini-
tions and expectations shaped by home media use.

4.5.4.3. Learner-Centered Studies. In addition, a se-
ries of learner-centered studies has begun to emerge from
research on instructional media applications. Many of these
studies address contextual and social factors that influence
the communication process. Thus, they are included in the
discussion of social-cultural research. One important research
tradition began with a strong psychological orientation ex-
ploring students’ attitudes toward the individual media sys-
tems as determinants of the amount and kinds of learning
experienced. Clark (1982, 1983) identified three fundamen-
tal dimensions of people’s expectations about the media: pref-
erence, difficulty, and learning. Salomon used the notion of
media expectations as the foundation of a series of studies
(1981, 1983, 1984) based on the learner’s preconceptions
about a given media activity and the relationship of those
expectations to learning outcomes. His conception of the
model relied on predicted relationships among three con-
structs: the perceived demand characteristics of the activity,
the individual’s perceived self-efficacy for using a particu-
lar medium, and the amount of mental effort the individual
invested in processing the presentation. Oltman (1983) elabo-
rated on Salomon’s model by suggesting that older students
may be especially familiar with certain media characteris-
tics or the meaning of certain media codes. This familiarity
may increase their perceived self-efficacy with a medium
and form attitudes about the medium’s impact on their think-
ing about both the content and the medium. It is clear that
this approach assumes an active processor who approaches

media activities in an individualistic but relatively sophisti-
cated manner.

However, an additional concept missing from Salomon’s
model is the notion of a kind of cultural identity or stereo-
type associated with individual media systems and its role in
influencing learning outcomes. In his research he failed to
disentangle individual and cultural perceptions of media ex-
periences. Both contributed to the kinds of outcomes he ex-
amined. That is, individuals’ expectations about media ex-
periences are based, at least in part, on the cultural identity
of a medium. For example, television in the U.S. is consid-
ered primarily an entertainment medium. Though Salomon
did not address the significance of a medium’s cultural iden-
tity in his model, later research attempted to disentangle
media perceptions and expectations to include some under-
standing of the broad cultural identity of media systems. Thus,
the model has been included in the discussion under the so-
cial-cultural perspective. Despite its original emphasis only
on the learner and the psychological orientation of the model,
subsequent studies evolved to embrace a stronger social-cul-
tural approach.

According to Salomon’s original model, the relationships
among these three constructs—perceived demand charac-
teristics, perceived self-efficacy, and amount of invested men-
tal effort—would explain the amount of learning that would
result from media exposure. For example, he compared stu-
dents’ learning from reading a book with learning from a
televised presentation of the same content. Salomon found
more learning from print media, which he attributed to the
high perceived demand characteristics of book learning. Stu-
dents confronted with high demands, he argued, would in-
vest more effort in processing instructional content. Con-
versely, students would invest the least effort, he predicted,
in media perceived to be the easiest to use, thus resulting in
lower levels of learning.

In a test of this model, Salomon and Leigh (1984) con-
cluded that students preferred the medium they found easi-
est to use; the easier it was to use, the more they felt they
learned from it. However, measures of inference making
suggested that these perceptions of enhanced learning from
the “easy” medium were misleading. In fact, students learned
more from the “hard” medium, the one in which they in-
vested more mental effort. A series of studies extended
Salomon’s work to examine the effect of media predisposi-
tions and expectations on learning outcomes. Several stud-
ies used the same medium, television, to deliver the content
but manipulated instructions to viewers about the purpose
of viewing. The treatment groups were designed to yield one
group with high investments and one with low investments
of mental effort.

Though this research began as an extension of traditional
research on learning in planned, instructional settings, it
quickly evolved to include consideration of context as an
independent variable related to learning outcomes. Krendl



and Watkins (1983) demonstrated significant differences
between treatment groups following instructions to students
to view a program and compare it to other programs they
watched at home (entertainment context), as opposed to view-
ing in order to compare it to other videos they saw in school
(educational context). This study reported that students in-
structed to view the program for educational purposes re-
sponded to the content with a deeper level of understanding.
That is, they recalled more story elements and included more
analytical statements about the show’s meaning or signifi-
cance when asked to reconstruct the content than did stu-
dents in the entertainment context.

Two other studies (Beentjes, 1989; Beentjes & van der
Voort, 1991) attempted to replicate Salomon’s work in an-
other cultural context, the Netherlands. In these studies chil-
dren were asked to indicate their levels of mental effort in
relation to two media (television and books) and across con-
tent types within those media. The second study asked chil-
dren either watching or reading a story to reproduce the con-
tent in writing. Beentjes concluded, “the invested mental
effort and the perceived self-efficacy depend not only on the
medium, but also on the type of television program or book
involved” (1989, p. 55). Bordeaux and Lange (1991) sup-
ported these findings in a study of home television viewing.
Children and parents were surveyed about the former’s ac-
tive cognitive processing of program content. The research-
ers concluded that the amount of mental effort invested var-
ied as a function of viewer age and the type of program be-
ing viewed. These studies raise the possibility of profound
cultural differences in response to various media and genres.
Though few studies have examined the notion of cultural
differences, clearly the learner-centered approach must in-
vestigate the existence and nature of cultural factors related
to the understanding of media experiences and learning out-
comes,

Alongitudinal study emerging from the learner-centered
studies (Krendl, 1986) asked students to compare media
(print, computer, and television) activities on Clark’s (1982,
1983) dimensions of preference, difficulty, and learning. That
is, students were asked to compare the activities on the basis
of which activity they would prefer, which they would find
more difficult, and which they thought would result in more
learning. Results suggested that students’ judgments about
media activities were directly related to the particular di-
mension to which they were responding. Media activities
have multidimensional, complex sets of expectations asso-
ciated with them. The findings suggest that simplistic, ste-
reotypical characterizations of media experiences (for ex-
ample, books are hard) are not very helpful in understanding
audiences’ responses to media.

These studies begin to merge the traditions of mass com-
munication research on learning and studies of the learning
process in formal instructional contexts. The focus on indi-
viduals’ attitudes toward, and perceptions of, various media

has begun to introduce a multidimensional understanding of
learning in relation to media experiences. Multiple factors
influence the learning process-mode of delivery, content,
context of reception, as well as individual characteristics such
as perceived self-efficacy and cognitive abilities.

One additional approach (Becker, 1985) points to the
perspectives offered by poststructural reader theories that
define the learner as a creator of meaning. The student inter-
acts with media content and actively constructs meaning from
texts, previous experience, and outside influences (e.g., fam-
ily and peers) rather than passively receiving and remem-
bering content. According to this approach, cultural and so-
cial factors are seen as active forces in the construction of
meaning.

Abelman (1989) offered a similar perspective in his study
of experiential learning, within the context of computer-me-
diated instruction. The emphasis in this research is on coop-
erative or collaborative learning; students are seen in part-
nership with teachers, each other, and delivery systems. The
idea is that media can create “microworlds” where students
can have some direct experience with new, sophisticated ideas
(see 12.3.1.3). Abelman described a program called “Space
Shuttle Commander” that teaches principles of motion
through student-computer interaction in a simulated space
environment. In effect, the student and the computer form a
learning partnership.

Jonassen (1985) and Rowntree (1982) have pointed out
that such perspectives force us to ask how the student con-
trols learning rather than letting our concerns about the tech-
nology drive the research agenda. The concern with tech-
nology clearly describes early research on educational me-
dia, which took an ad hoc approach to measuring learning
outcomes in relation to instructional treatments for each new
advance in technology.

4.6 REVIEW OF ELEMENTS OF
COMMUNICATION

The three philosophical perspectives discussed above
have differing conceptualizations of successful communica-
tion. Technical theories of communication looked for
improvements in the transmission of the intended message
and achievement of the intended effect. The focus in such
research remained on channels and symbol systems. Psy-
chological perspectives examined the development of cog-
nitive processing abilities in individual communicators and
the influence of their respective attitudes, beliefs, values, and
knowledge on communication outcomes. The focus has been
on the effects or outcomes of media experiences. Social-cul-
tural perspectives saw social influences as the crux of com-
munication. Individuals exist as parts of social networks.
These social networks collectively give meaning to all as-
pects of communication.



From these theoretical perspectives, we can review the
concepts that are included in current models of communica-
tion. Each of the major elements is discussed here, with a
brief list and description of the significant variables devel-
oped in each of theoretical perspectives described above.

Sender/receiver relationships have become so interrelated
as to be indistinguishable in recent psychological and so-
cial-cultural theories of communication. Among the impor-
tant variables here are the individual communicator’s knowl-
edge, attitudes, beliefs, values, goals, and interest. Also rel-
evant are each communicator’s group and social role mem-
berships, as well as their perceptions of themselves and their
relations with other people. These elements, combined with
the communicative abilities of each sender/receiver, are but
a short list of the elements behind the people engaging in
communication.

Channels of communication, once confined to the tech-
nical realms of telephones, film, radio, and television, have
been at once even more limited and expanded. Berlo (1960)
confined signals to sensory channels, but in doing so opened
the concept to intentional and unintentional communication
through verbal and nonverbal, interpersonal, and mediated
modes of interaction, Likewise, the forms of messages now
include examinations of content, symbol systems, and the
stylistic use of symbols. Ironically, through such theoretical
developments, the clear distinction between channel and
message is more ambiguous; that is, the medium is the mes-
sage (McLuhan, 1964).

Perhaps the most significant theoretical development has
been the explication of the communication context, or social
situation. Andersen (1972) states that the setting of commu-
nicative events may be seen in two levels. The first is the
general environment, including macro-level social attitudes
and norms governing the form and content of communica-
tion, the number of communicators, the availability of given
media channels, and the public or private nature of the set-
ting (see also 7.3.5). The second is the communication-bind-
ing context, which refers to the very specific dimensions of
a single communicative episode. This includes the exact time
and place of the encounter, the social roles of the partici-
pants, the participants’ perceptions of all the situational ele-
ments present during the encounter, and any complexities
resulting from barriers in the symbol system or channel of
communication (e.g., language barriers, technical difficul-
ties in mass media). In short, context now refers to more
than a time and place; it is the combination of these ele-
ments with the social status and relationships of all those
seeking to communicate or share meaning (Heath & Bryant,
1992). Different kinds of contexts may overlap, such as view-
ing television programs in the small group setting of a
family’s living room. In such situations, rules of the com-
munication-binding context are necessarily influenced by
more than one set of general norms.

In the research orientations related to the three philo-
sophical perspectives reviewed here, a transmission para-
digm has clearly dominated communication models, particu-
larly in the study of mass communication systems. The in-
fluence of the technical perspective, born of a concern for
scientific efficiency and engineering quality, made exami-
nations of human communication a problematic endeavor.
Applications of mass media to learning environments have
usually shared such concerns but have attempted to apply
these theories to situations distinct from the traditional “one-
to-many” situations associated with mass communication.
The settings of broadcast media reception and classroom
education share some elements. Both contain carefully pre-
pared and distributed messages, both operate in a more pub-
lic than private sphere, in both cases the message “source”
(broadcaster or teacher) carries some degree of power (po-
litical or economic) over the “receivers.”

4.7 AN INTEGRATED APPROACH TO
LEARNING

While much of the previous research has studied learn-
ing from the media in formal and informal settings indepen-
dently, some research has begun to examine learning as a
phenomenon that cuts across both types of communication
contexts. Educational programming for children has been
purposefully designed to obscure this boundary, so that while
they are being entertained, children will also be exposed to
curriculum-based content. This area of research is a first step
in the direction of a more integrated approach to learning
from the media.

4.7.1 Edutainment Research

Research on edutainment or planned programming inte-
grates studies of incidental and formal learning contexts. Ex-
aminations of such programming, involving the study of pro-
gramming designed to combine entertainment and a planned
curriculum, date back to early concerns over the positive
effects of programs such as Sesame Street. Studies by Bogatz
and Ball (1971) and Schramm, Lyle, and Parker (1961)
showed that a great deal of incidental learning occurred in
entertainment programming. More recently, Morris (1988)
demonstrated positive learning gains related to the use of
dramatic or entertaining elements within instructional pro-
gramming.

Edutainment programs, designed to exploit the opportu-
nity of incidental learning, package planned curricula within
traditional entertainment formats (for example, the maga-
zine show format of 3-2-1 Contact, or the game show for-
mat of Where in the World Is Carmen San Diego). This hy-
brid, edutainment, thrives on the notion that a curriculum
can ride, somewhat surreptitiously, on the crest of viewer
engagement. Curriculum goals may be narrowly defined, but
they are integrated into a much broader context; entertainment
programming. Research on such programs has demonstrated
that learning is occurring on many levels at one time.



The Children’s Television Workshop (CTW), creators of
Sesame Street, the original edutainment prograrn for pre-
school kids, has been exploring this nexus of education and
entertainment for the last 25 years. The educational goals of
its programming often reflect a broad understanding of learn-
ing. The goal of Sesame Street was “to promote the intellec-
tual and cultural growth of preschool children” (Cooney,
1968, as quoted in Cook et al., 1975, p. 7). This definition of
learning encompasses lower-level knowledge acquisition, as
well as higher-level cognitive processes.

A number of edutainment shows have emerged from
CTW: Sesame Street, 3-2-1 Contact, Square One TV, and
Ghostwriter. Goals for these programs concern not only ba-
sic literacy and numeracy skills but also more broadly de-
fined cultural goals. For example, for the program 3-2-/
Contact, the workshop expressed three primary goals: “(1)
to help children experience the joy of scientific exploration;
(2) to help children become familiar with various styles of
scientific thinking; and (3) to help children, with a special
appeal to girls and minorities, to recognize science and tech-
nology as open to their participation” (Children’s Television
Workshop, 1980). These stated goals address learning at lev-
els of cognitive processes, affect and behavior; moreover,
they express an ineluctable link between the three.

The exploratory studies for 3-2-1 Contact discussed the
importance of a broad conceptualization of learning, citing
“a closer dynamic than is sometimes assumed between the
motivational and educational effects . . . motivation and mas-
tery should be seen as close companions in a common edu-
cational enterprise” (Chen, 1984, p. 7).

Another recent example is Square One TV. This show,
aimed at an at-home audience of 8- to 12-year-old children,
is designed to “promote positive attitudes toward, and en-
thusiasm for, mathematics . . . to encourage the use and ap-
plication of problem-solving processes . . . and to present
sound mathematical content in an interesting, accessible and
meaningful way” (Hall, Esty & Fisch, 1990, p. 162). The
definition of learning in effect at Children’s Television Work-
shop is integrated in the sense that the stated goals of its
programming recognize that cognitive and affective learn-
ing cannot be separated.

But our conceptualization of learning can be broader still.
If cognitive and affective learning are contiguous gradations
of color in the spectrum of learning outcomes, there is still
the process of filtration to be understood. One child watch-
ing Sesame Street may come away with an understanding of
near and far (courtesy of Grover). Another may come away
with an understanding of cooperation.

4.8 CONCLUSION

Application of the metaphor of a spectrum to research
on media and learning enriches the conceptualization of the
learning process, including consideration of multiple factors,

for example, different types of context and content, various
delivery media, and a wide array of learner characteristics.
This chapter has attempted to demonstrate through the re-
viewing of various research orientations and transitions the
arguments for a more integrated approach to the study of
media and learning.

Though much of the research to date remains focused on
either formal classroom media applications or uses of media
in at-home contexts, on one media system or another media
system, on one type of content or another type of content, on
one segment of the audience or another segment of the audi-
ence, research on new communication systems will gradu-
ally eliminate such distinctions. What ultimately shapes a
learning experience is the series of filters that learning must
pass through. Filtered by the inherent attributes of the me-
dium, filtered by the social context and the culture in which
learning occurs, and most certainly filtered by the percep-
tual framework and cognitive abilities of the learner, this
experience can be broad or narrow, intentional or incidental,
profound or superficial. Moreover, from one learning op-
portunity, an infinite number of possible learning outcomes
may emerge.

Therefore, assessing learning by any preconceived and
narrowly defined set of outcomes is futile. Forecasting what
will be learned given only attributes of a medium, the level
of the learner’s motivation, or the context in which the expe-
rience occurred will give rise to incomplete understanding
of the learning possibilities. The argument presented here
proposes that researchers consider multiple learning possi-
bilities.

One illustration of the breadth of learning possibilities
lies in Ghostwriter, a multimedia project of the Children’s
Television Workshop that strives to teach literacy but is val-
ued for its strong social messages as well. The Ghostwriter
project centers around a one-half hour television show (PBS),
but also employs magazines, newspaper pages, teacher
guides, and guides for after-school program directors. The
result is that kids can experience Ghostwriter by watching
television in the home; they can read the magazines or see
the show in school; they can be involved in Ghostwriter ac-
tivities in after-school settings also.

As part of the summative research of Ghostwriter, the
Children’s Television Workshop commissioned a study of
the use of Ghostwriter in after-school and school settings in
the hope that understanding how these materials were used
would inform understanding of the possible learning out-
comes. In this naturalistic study (EDC, 1993) the research-
ers indicated that use of Ghostwriter materials was deeply
entangled with setting and with the individual goals of adult
mediators of the experience. “Use in context is the most ap-
propriate way to characterize [Ghostwriter] materials use,
given that adults in these settings brought to Ghostwriter a
deep understanding of the goals of their program needs and
the needs of their children” (EDC, p. 117). A Ghostwriter



experience, then, ends up being a rich experience defined
not by the content of the materials, by a particular medium,
by the agenda of an adult mediator, or by the child alone, but
by all of these things at once.

In the history of research on media and learning is a his-
tory that has evolved from a conceptualization of learning as
arelatively narrow set of predicted outcomes based on mes-
sage content and sender intent to a broader definition of learn-
ing that recognizes multiple components and factors as con-
tributing to a complex process. The former approach, in ef-
fect, examined the learning process backwards, missing the
breadth of possibilities inherent in any learning experience.
The new media environments—flexible, interactive, and
decentralized—highlight something that has always been
true, that learning by nature cannot be constrained, not by
content, not by context, not by culture, not by medium. Learn-
ing occurs as a spectrum of possibilities, filtered by com-
plex factors until it becomes, for each learner, a unique ex-
perience. Throughout the discussion of the various research
traditions examined here, we have come to understand that
learning is not an outcome but a process affected by many
factors. The mandate for future research is to explore this
process and the relationships among the factors.
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