
This document is downloaded from DR‑NTU (https://dr.ntu.edu.sg)
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore.

Television reconsidered

Schramm, Wilbur

1971

Schramm, W. (1971). Television reconsidered. In AMIC Correspondents' Meeting : 1st,
Singapore, Dec 2‑7, 1971. Singapore: Asian Mass Communication Research & Information
Centre.

https://hdl.handle.net/10356/85879

Downloaded on 20 Mar 2024 17:53:02 SGT



Television Reconsidered 

by 

Wilbur Schramm 

Paper No. 2 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library



2i OCT 19/1 

f 
: TELEVISION RECONSIDERED 

by Wilbur Schramm 
I n s t i t u t e for Communication Research 
Stanford Univers i ty 

For AMIC (Asia Mass Communication 
Information and Research Center) 
Singapore, 2 December 1971 

ItS 

My secretary, who collects cartoons, has just posted a new 

one about television. 

It shows an automobile, stalled with a flat tire, in the 

midst of a rainstorm. There is no house, no garage, no help anywhere 

to be seen. The rain pelts mercilessly down. The man of the family, 

jacket off, sleeves rolled up, streams of water rolling down his face, 

is trying to change the tire. He is soaked and frustrated, for it is 

evident that he can't make the tools work. A small boy and his mother 

are sitting uncomfortably, impatiently in the car. "But don't you 

understand?" the mother is explaining to the boy. "This isn't tele

vision; this is life. We-can't change channels and get another program.'" 

We laugh, but it really isn't as funny as that. It is a bitter 

comment on what television has come to mean to a country where it is 

plentiful, and to a generation that is growing up receiving from tele

vision most of its entertainment, most of its information about events 

and places and problems outside the immediate environment, most of its 

images of national leaders and others in the news. As with the little 

boy, the borders of fantasy blur with the borders of reality, and the 

tube takes on a validity of its own*as against the reality of direct 

observation. 
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Television-is our medium. It has grown up in our lifetimes. 

I can remember, when I was in my first teaching job in the 1930's, 

that I was asked to give a lecture for television when it was still 

an experiment a few engineers were working on. A grey shadowy picture 

sometimes flickered over the screen, and sometimes the screen was 

merely grey and flickering without a picture. I was very proud of 

the invitation, but the engineers deflated me very quickly. They 

said it didn't matter much what I said; they probably couldn't get 

a picture out anyway' 

Television has been for us what the automobile was for our 

parents, and what the computer may well be for our children: it 

is the characteristic and influential technology of our time. Just 

as the automobile has brought about great changes in cities, industry, 

homes, and living patterns, so we may expect television to bring more 

subtle but perhaps even more significant changes--in family life, in 

politics, in what the average man knows about his world and the people 

in it, and in the progressive shrinking of distance and remoteness. 

We don't have to go back to McLuhan's concept of the "global village" 

to realize that something quite remarkable has come about when almost 

an entire nation can attend the funeral of a fallen leader, as the 

United States did when more than three quarters of all the television 

receivers of the country were tuned to John Kennedy's funeral. 

As a matter of fact, the whole development of television, as we 

have watched it, has been quite remarkable. Consider, for example, 

the rate of its development. From the art of human writing to the 

first mass medium took thousands of years. From the first mass mediumj 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library



3 

printing, to the first electronic medium took hundreds of years. From 

the first television to live color television from the moon was only a 

few tens of years. 

Consider the ruthless way that television has displaced other 

communication media. Weekly attendance in the film theaters of the 

United States used to be around 75 million. Now it is a little over 

one-third of that. Radio used to be a general medium, occupying much the 

same place in life patterns as television does at present. Now it has 

had to become a specialized medium -- music, news, talk, and automobile 

listening. The competition of television has made it difficult for 

large general magazines to exist in the United States, and some of the 

most successful and largest periodicals in the country have been forced 

out of existence -- the Saturday Evening Post (which traces its lineage 

back nearly two hundred years), Colliers, and recently, Look. Television 

(along with other developments) has made it very difficult for competitive 

daily newspapers, and today* only a few cities.have dailies with 

competitive ownership. 

Even more spectacular, though, is what television has come to 

mean to the individual. The average person in the United States spends 

something more than three hours a day with television. Of course, this 

means that some people spend very little time,- and some people spend a 

great deal more than three hours. But this is more time than the average 

person gives to any other activity except working and sleeping. The 

average American child, in his first 15 years of life, spends more time 

in front of television than in school. Most of this viewing is enter

s' 
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tainment. But for a number of years now, national surveys, taken 

during political campaigns, have shown voters saying that they depend 

more on television than any other medium for information on the issues 

and candidates of state and national elections, and when the campaign 

information is contradictory, the majority are inclined to believe tele

vision in preference even to newspapers. This is rather shocking to me, 

but I must admit that the experience of seeing the actual sights and 

hearing the actual sounds of war in one's living room, as for the 

last several years we have seen and heard of Vietnam, is a completely 

new dimension in public information, with results and ramifications that 

we cannot yet predict. And the experience of watching two astronauts 

moving around on the moon, in full color with their conversation and 

even their occasional hard breathing clearly heard, is a new experience 

even for an old newsman. 

As my secretary's cartoon suggests, we have developed a sort 

of love-hate relationship to television. The best of it we love, 

enjoy, appreciate. We think of it, quite properly, as the most 

spectacular, the most promising of the media. And yet, we tend to be 

deeply dissatisfied, especially the intellectuals in modern society 

tend to be dissatisfied, with the way it is being used. This is 

demonstrated by the number of commissions and committees appointed 

to study television, the criticism of it that fills our printed media, 

and the proliferation of research intended to find out how to use it 

best for serious purposes like education or development, and how to 

avoid social and psychological harm from heavy exposure to the enter-
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tainment content. An example of the latter is the program just 

completed in which the U.S. Surgeon General's office spent a 

million dollars trying to find out more about the effect of enter

tainment television on children. 

To sum up briefly, then, we must recognize that television 

is one of the great technological movers of our time. We are 

concerned about how to use it for the public good, both how we 

are using it and how we could use it. And the way we answer these 

questions may have a profound social impact. 

At this point in our conversation, I stand at a crossroad and 

must make a decision. I must decide whether to discuss the general 

use and impact of television on a whole society, or the specific use 

of television for instruction and development. Each is tempting. 

Each one reflects some of the problems that all of us have. Your 

countries, most of them, have not so fully inundated themselves 

with television as we have in the United States, and therefore have 

somewhat more control over how much and what kind of television you 

want to make available to your people. But it still is a real and 

urgent problem. You also have a problem of building human resources f 

the needs of economic and social development, and must make certain 

decisions on how most efficiently to use television toward that goal. 

So these are two problems. One of these I can talk about today, 

but not both. 

My friend Robert Frost once wrote a poem about this particular 

dilemma. He called it "The Road Not Taken," and I remember some of it 
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Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, 

And sorry I could not travel both 

And be one traveler, long I stood 

And looked down one as far as I could 

To where it bent in the undergrowth; 

Then took the other, as just as fair, 

And having perhaps the better claim, 

Because it was grassy and wanted wear. . . 

I shall be telling this with a sigh 

Somewhere ages and ages hence: 

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I --

I took the one less traveled by, 

And that has made all the difference. 

I wish I could express my own regrets as beautifully as that, 

but I, too--with a sigh--have had to choose one of two roads, and have 

decided to talk with you about some of the problems of using this 

powerful medium, television, for instruction and development information. 

And I hope to be able to raise some questions with you that your own 

countries will want to take into consideration. 

Let me first make two statements about instructional television 

that, I believe, we can accept with confidence. 

In the first place, people learn a great deal, and rather 

efficiently, from it. There are literally hundreds of research reports, 
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now, that testify to this. Television has been used effectively to 

teach almost every kind of subject matter: agriculture, mathematics, 

government, sewing, typewriting, language, science, technical skills like 

automobile repairing, computer programming, teaching, golf and tennis. 

It has been used for almost all ages and all educational levels; in 

developing countries and industrialized countries; in school and out 

of school; with and without trained teachers at the receiving end; 

with and without school credit. And in almost every case where the 

resultant learning has been measured, it has been impressive. 

I am being careful not to say that television is in every case 

the most effective channel of learning, or that any way to use it is 

as effective as another, or that it does not present special problems 

as a tool of learning. For example, it is only a one-way channel, unless 

we do something special about it, such as adding talk-back, or combining 

it with correspondence, or making certain special arrangements in the 

classroom. It is hard to schedule television when it is most needed 

by a particular student or class. It is hard to stop it and talk about 

it, or repeat a part of it. The teacher or the student cannot control 

the pace of the lesson to fit his needs. But, despite these problems, 

television is extraordinarily effective as a tool of learning. It has 

a remarkable flexibility. If one needs a visual, or a film clip, or 

a visit to some place or person, television can provide it. If one needs 

more than one special kind of expertise, television need not limit itself 

to a single teacher, as most classrooms are compelled to do. It can share 

the most expert teachers. It can be delivered much more easily than films. 
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It has a visual advantage over radio, the advantage of liveness over 

textbooks. It combines excellently with other tools of learning like 

correspondence study, group sessions, and programmed instruction. There

fore, it is far from a perfect, but clearly a most remarkably effective 

and flexible, tool of learning. 

In the second place, instructional television is extremely 

costly. For example, it is, on the average, at least five times as 

expensive as instructional radio, even for a large audience. A 30-minute 

pilot program, such as an American commercial network usually makes so 

that its executives can decide whether the series is worth putting on the 

air, and so that advertisers can decide whether it is worth sponsoring, 

is usually budgeted at about $150,000. The first year of Sesame Street 

cost something like $50,000 an hour, although that included all the devel

opment and evaluation costs. A BBC documentary typically costs over 

$40,000 an hour. When the cost of the television lessons broadcast for 

the British "Open University" are made known, I suspect that the totals 

will astonish persons who have considered ITV a cost-saving device. And 

it usually does not pay to save money on programming or on equipment or 

maintenance. I saw one television system in a new country almost go out 

of existence for lack of durable equipment and continuing maintenance. 

And the American ETV stations, as they have given more attention to 

quality in the effort to provide a viable "alternative" program, have 

found that they, too, cannot get along with low-price programming (which 

looks as though it were low-price programming). The station in San Francisco, 

for example, finds it must operate on a budget over five million dollars a 

year. 
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This is a characteristic of television we must not lose sight of. 

It is a wonderfully flexible, effective medium, but it has an insatiable 

appetite for good programs, and the public nature of it demands high 

technical and program quality. I have often been amused to see. teachers 

assigned to teach on television, and to observe their worries and insecurity 

over having for the first time to put their teaching out on public view. 

These same teachers who have operated securely and successfully in the 

privacy of the classroom for years become very anxious, and want a year 

or a term to revise their lectures, gather new materials, and prepare 

for television. This is not to suggest that there has been anything 

wrong with their classroom teaching, but merely that television teaching 

must serve many, rather than a few, students with a public audience 

looking over their shoulders; and television programming is a challenge 

that requires creativity and talent and high professionalism. There is 

no dullness that is more public than dullness on television.' 

With these two points in mind, permit me now to raise a few 

questions about instructional television that I think must concern us all. 

First, are we using it in the most effective way? 

Broadly speaking, there are three main patterns of using television 

for instruction. For one, we can use it simply to supplement the teaching 

that goes on anyway. That is, we can supply programs that are not neces

sarily part of the syllabus, but that we hope will enliven the student's 

learning experience; and the classroom teacher is free to use or not to 

use these programs, according to how they fit into the time schedule and 
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how much he feels they are needed. 

A second way to use instructional television is for teaching the 

basic core of the subject matter in the course. That is, much of the 

responsibility for lecture, for exposition, is turned over to television 

rather than to the classroom teacher', who is then free to play a somewhat 

different role: to guide the students, to supervise their practice, to 

encourage them in their own learning activities. Thus, it is something 

like team teaching, with the studio teacher and the classroom teacher 

sharing the duties according to what each can do best. The studio 

teacher provides a subject matter expertise and a collection of visuals, 

film clips, and other teaching aids such as students are unlikely to see 

in any classroom without television; and the classroom teacher does 

what he can do best -- engages in a dialogue with the students, answers 

their questions, uses his intimate knowledge of them to stimulate and 

direct their own learning and practice and projects. And if there is 

one thing we know from modern psychology, it is that learning is an 

active thing. It is something people do with their own effort, not 

something done to them. Therefore, it is important that the classroom 

teacher have more time to encourage learning activity. 

A third way to use instructional television is to extend learning 

opportunities beyond the walls of the school or the bounds of the campus. 

Where there are no schools, where children cannot find places in schools, 

where young people have to work and can study only in non-working hours, 

where people need to learn certain skills that require demonstrations or exper

tise that would cost a great deal more to provide face-to-face — in situations 
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like this, television can be combined with correspondence study or 

group study under the supervision of a relatively untrained teacher or 

leader, and it proves an extraordinarily potent substitute for what 

cannot in that location be offered by trained teachers, in well-equipped 

schools. 

Now, these three ways to use television are quire different and 

offer different returns in effectiveness. By effectiveness, we mean 

cost-effectiveness, because both these considerations are important 

to a developing country: how much can it improve the quality of the 

learning, and can it make the money go any farther? 

Where instructional television is used in the world today, its 

most common pattern is the supplementary one. Yet, this is very unlikely 

to save money over the usual classroom teaching. It might be cheaper 

to make supplementary ITV available to a large number of classrooms than 

to make films available to all of them, but this implies that the school 

system would spend the money to get the films every teacher wants, to 

him when he wants them. In practice, the cost of supplementary television 

is usually simply added on to the cost of classroom study, in the belief 

that it will make the class more interesting and stimulate learning. But 

such research as we have is not very encouraging as to how much contribution 

it makes to learning in actual use. Many teachers do not use it, or use 

it as an opportunity to take a break from the classroom. Because it is 

not an integral part of the syllabus, it is often not woven into classroom 

activities. It does provide an interesting variation from routine, but 

many more questions should be asked than have been asked about whether 
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its contribution to learning is worth its cost. 

The use of television for core teaching clearly can make a 

contribution to quality. Developing country research shows a series 

of findings that students typically learn more and learn faster from 

well-designed ITV of this kind than from the alternative experience 

in any except a truly excellent classroom. More important, ITV used 

for core teaching has a catalytic effect on the entire school system. 

I have watched this happen during the last four years in El Salvador. 

When that country decided to adopt television to meet some of its 

education problems, it felt that this would be wasteful without 

revising the curriculum to introduce the most modern knowledge and 

method; and so the entire curriculum was revised. When this was done, 

it was apparent that new teachers' guides were needed for the classroom; 

and so these were prepared, and represented a great improvement over 

what had previously been used. Then, because classroom teachers 

would be asked to teach new subject matter in rather new ways, every 

teacher -- every teacher -- was given a full year of retraining before 

he was put into the classroom to teach with television. Salvador's 

supervisory system had been school inspectors, who observed a teacher 

and graded his performance. Because teachers would need help with 

an unfamiliar kind of teaching, this system was revised so that 

supervisors became advisers and helpers, rather than inspectors, and 

for the first time were welcomed into the classrooms. These and other 

changes represented a most remarkable educational reform accomplished 

in only a few years. And the Salvador officials say unequivocally that 
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such changes would never have been possible to bring about without the 

catalytic effect of introducing the dramatic and expensive technique of 

television. 

But it was expensive. Core teaching by television requires major 

capital and production expenditures. The more students taught by tele

vision, the more the unit costs come down. For example, Colombia, with 

400,000 students, delivers ITV for five cents per student per hour. But 

I have never seen a major program of core instruction by television intro

duced into a developing country without a major infusion of money from 

a donor country or an international organization. Therefore, the 

question one must ask with this use of television is whether the contribution 

it makes to quality is likely to justify its additional cost. 

The pattern of using television that is most likely to be cost-

effective is its use to extend learning opportunities beyond the school. 

Note that we are, in effect, talking about core teaching by television, 

but outside the school. Tnus, the cost is not simply added on to present 

costs of instruction; it substitutes for the building of schools, the 

production of highly trained teachers, and so forth. Whatever it does, 

it is going to make for more learning than presently goes on, without the 

school, and it is almost certain to be less expensive than providing the 

formal school. This is the reason why Great Britain decided to offer 

an "Open University", by broadcast and correspondence, rather than building 

more red-brick campuses. Australia for 20 years has used broadcast plus 

correspondence to teach children who live in the vast "outback" of that 

country, where the nearest school may be 100 miles away. Mexico furnishes 
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the core of a high school curriculum to villages where there are no 

high schools, and the village provides meeting rooms and supervisors. 

Kenya and other countries use broadcast plus correspondence for teacher 

in-service training. Japan and Poland provide a broadcast-correspondence 

curriculum for students who have not gained entrance to an existing high 

school and have gone to work, but do not want to give up the chance for 

more education. Thus, the technique is proven, the results are most 

promising, and all of us must face the question of whether we should be 

making more use of television or radio in this way. 

In some countries of Asia, Latin America, and Africa, the needs for 

this kind of informal education, in school-less villages, or for adults 

who need more study in order to play a fully productive part in devel

opment, are obvious and urgent. What do you, for example, do if you 

are the education minister of one of the countries I know in Latin 

America. You are now putting one-third of your total national budget into 

education. You aren't likely to be able to increase that. You still have 

a major part of your school-age population out of school, and much of your 

adult population needs training in fundamental literacy and development 

skills. You are now broadcasting supplementary television, but it is 

reaching only a tiny fraction of your young people. What do you do? 

Put in more supplementary television? Put in television for core teaching? 

I do not think so. If you use broadcast technology at all, I suspect 

that you will go for the third of the alternatives I have presented—that 

you will try to take the kind of education so many of your people need 

to the people who need it, where they are, without trying to build a formal 

and residential school system. 
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This kind of need is evident. But what you may not realize is 

the degree to which the highly industrialized countries of the world 

have found that they, too, need to use the media to extend education. 

Britain is not very soon going to build more college campuses. If any 

country can afford more secondary schools, Japan can, but it is placing 

a major reliance on broadcast-correspondence teaching. More than half 

of all the higher education students in the Soviet Union are studying 

by correspondence. And in my own country, facing as we do a steep 

increase in college enrollments, with eight million now in college and 

11 million expected, I do not believe we can continue much longer to 

build community colleges or expand state universities. Consequently, 

the United States, along with at least six other countries I know of, 

is now seriously considering the possibilities of "open university" 

teaching. 

These remarks about cost-effectiveness lead me to a second 

question I should like to raise with you: have we too quickly passed 

by radio? 

Television is our glamour girl. When she came into the room, we 

turned our attention to her, rather than to her plainer sister, radio. 

Instructional radio really never got off the ground in the United States, 

and I have already mentioned what television did to entertainment radio. 

But this is a world-wide phenomenon. For example, BBC television took 

the stage away from the excellent BBC radio, in England if not elsewhere. 

ORTF television in France, although only on the air a few hours a day, 

took the great audiences from ORTF radio. And many of the newer countries 
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also opted for television. I saw one African country that could ill 

afford even national radio go for regional television systems. Very 

few developing countries have cared to make a policy statement like 

the blunt declaration of Nyerere in Tanzania that his country is 

not ready for television and is not going to make any plans for it. 

Instead, they have more commonly spoken of "leap-frogging" some steps 

in technological development in order to reach the newest technology --

that is, not to follow every step the industrialized countries have 

taken between the ox cart and the airplane; but to leap as quickly 

as possible over radio and simpler telecommunications to television 

and the satellite. 

Is this wise? I have some doubts. 

Radio is much cheaper. It demands much less in program sophisti

cation and production support. Its technology is mature, and requires 

less maintenance. It is within the capability of most countries that 

are struggling with a burden of development expense. For example, I 

have just seen a cost study of possible uses of media for instruction 

in Indonesia. The economist who made the study assumed that the educa

tional budget would not rise much faster than the GNP. If this were 

the case, then television seemed out of the question as a national tool 

of instruction, but radio could be used for the purpose in present 

schools, without raising the total budget, simply by increasing the 

ratio of students to teacher by three to ten per cent according to 

how widespread the use of radio is. That means that if the present ratio 

is 40 students to one teacher, as it may well be, increasing it to 42 
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or 44 students would pay the cost of radio. 

Unfortunately, most countries, like the United States, have never 

fully realized the potential of their radio for instruction and develop

ment. Thus, for example, although I have great admiration for India 

in its initiative toward introducing satellite television, still I have 

sometimes wished that India had made more complete use of radio for 

agriculture and for education before turning to television. 

This worry becomes even more disturbing when we consider the 

cost-effectiveness comparisons. We have already noted that the unit 

cost of radio is considerably less than that of television, perhaps 
t 

! on the order of five to one. Now, what do we buy with this lower cost? 

No one would argue that a student, given his choice of watching 

television or listening to the same class on radio, would be likely 

to choose radio. No one would argue that the potential of radio as 

a teaching medium is as great as that of television: there are some 

teaching situations in which one simply needs both sound and sight. 

Yet, any reading of the research on radio and television is likely to 

surprise one by revealing how slight the difference seems to be between 

. the effectiveness of instructional radio and instructional television. 

There are some things radio can teach where it is little less effective, 

and sometimes even has an advantage over television: music and language, 

for example. Mathematics is taught very well on radio. Programs that 

depend on interviews or panel discussions may be more interesting when 

a student can see the speakers, but the research indicates that so far 

as learning goes, the extrasensory channel may actually distract the 

• 
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student from learning what he is expected to learn. Australia uses 

radio, rather than television, to combine with correspondence study. 

Japan offers both radio and television, as does Britain, along with 

correspondence study, and the indication is, thus far, that the students 

who listen to the radio programs do about as well as those who view 

television. India has never reported such spectacular success for 

the Farm Forum programs it televises to the villages around Delhi as 

for the 1954 experiment with the Radio Rural Forum in the villages 

around Poona. 

Thus, there is every indication, both from research and experience, 

that radio can be a most effective tool of teaching and information. 

And if we are forced to compare well-produced radio with television 

that is far from reaching its potential because of the human and 

financial cost of excellent production, then the cost-effectiveness 

comparison is weighted even more to the side of radio. 

Therefore, I want to leave this question with you. As we have 

hurried into television, have we passed by radio too fast? Ought we 

to back up a little and reconsider what uses we could make of the 

two media? Would it be better, for example, to take education and information 

to five times as many people in the villages — if the cost ratio is, 

indeed, five to one—than to put the same money on television? Would 

it be better to use radio in an optimum way, in many cases, rather 

than to use television in a way that is restricted by lack of resources, 

monetary and human? I was thinking about this the other day when I 

saw the report of a project designed to bring learning opportunities to 
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; 

ja native tribe in Central America where there were no schools, no 

trained teachers, few educated persons at any level'. They used radio. 

Monitors who could read but had very little training in how to teach 

were in charge of student groups, who met wherever they could in the 

villages. But the children at primary level were doing about as 

well on exams as were the students in the non-elite schools of the 

capital city. In other words, the people in this tribe were being 

offered the skills and knowledge to participate in the national 

development many years before it could reasonably be expected that 

schools would be built or a sufficient number of teachers trained 

:and at a cost far below the cost of bringing either formal schools 

or televised instruction to them. 

I want to leave one more question with you, though briefly 

because you have been most patient in listening to me for such a 

long time. Most of the people in this room have television in their 

countries, and a large proportion of it is general television--

entertainment, news, and the like, as distinguished from formal teaching. 

I want to ask whether we are as attentive as we should be to the 

incidental learning from that television? 

By incidental learning I mean what is learned beyond or outside 

the main purpose of the program. One of the spectacular findings of 

research on television is the amount of this kind of learning. For 

example, we put a story on television simply to entertain people, and 

then find that children learn from it how to act in a social situation, 

how to make love, how to dress, how the houses of other people look, 
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how people act and look in foreign countries. Only a few weeks ago, 

I saw a visitor come into San Francisco from a different country and 

ask dejectedly, "Where are the cowboys?" He thought all America was 

like the Western films and television programs he had seen. There 

was a famous incident involving the propaganda of a certain country 

that had made some films to show how oppressive life was in some of 

the countries on the other side of the late, unlamented Cold War 

and how much better life was at home. The viewers had learned to 

take propaganda with a grain of salt, and they noticed one thing 

about the films that made them even more skeptical: all the workers 

in the propaganda film had good shoes.' This was not what they were 

intended to learn, but they did learn it. And I remember when my son 

was a little boy, just starting to play baseball. He watched some 

professional baseball on television, and when he went out to play with 

his little friends, he had a swing of the bat just like Joe DiMaggio, 

who at that time was the great hero of American baseball. I thought 

I might have a new DiMaggio in my family, but unfortunately, my boy 

began to imitate his little friends, rather than television, and 

promptly lost all the skills he had learned from watching DiMaggio 

himself. And one more example: recently a study of how immigrant 

groups in the United States learned English found that a very large 

number of them credited their learning largely to sound movies. 

Obviously, that was not the intention of these films, but viewers had 

to learn enough English to enjoy the entertainment fully. 
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Now, why is it particularly important for us to take account of 

this incidental learning? Because many more people in your countries 

are learning from television than are studying from it. You may not be 

using it for instruction. You may not be intending them to learn. 

But they are learning anyway, from everything they watch on the tube. 

Therefore, perhaps it might be well to consider what they are learning. 

Are they building expectations of how people live and dress that they 

are not going to be able to satisfy and will consequently lead to 

frustrations? Are they learning dangerous misconceptions of how social 

problems are solved--for example, by violence? Are they confusing fantasy 

with reality in a way that may make them unhappy or dissatisfied? On 

the other hand, are they learning things that might contribute positively 

to national goals? Are they learning to know and empathize with people 

and cultures in other parts of their country, so as to build toward 

national understanding? Are they learning anything—informally, rather 

than formally--about good farming, good health practices, good citizen

ship? Are they learning, in connection with the entertainment, the 

rudiments of a common language? 

I raise this question and leave it with you rather tentatively, 

because I don't have much evidence from your countries to cite to you. 

And yet, all I know indicates this kind of learning may be one of the potent 

effects of television, and therefore, when we are reconsidering television, 

we really should give some thought to it as well as to the more purposeful 

use of the medium. 
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Let me emphasize that I have been talking about reconsidering 

television, not doing away with it. As I said early in this talk, 

it is our medium; it is characteristic of our time; it is one of 

the technologies that shapes our world. It is a wonderful, attractive, 

potent tool of entertainment and instruction. But those facts do not 

keep us from deciding how we can use it best. And so I think the time 

has come to reconsider thoughtfully and carefully how we are using 

it, and how it can be of most use to us. The danger with a technology 

as pervasive and potent as the automobile or television is that it 

uses us_; we do not use it. As Alexander Pope said, "Things are in 

the saddle, and ride mankind." This, in the case of our own medium 

of television, is what we must try to avoid. 
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