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ABSTRACT
Television as a Medium to College Students'

Predispositions: Portrayals of Professors
and Their Profession

by
Mona M. Lauber
Dr. Carl R. Steinhoff, Examination Committee Chair
Professor of Education
University of Nevada, Las Vegas

Students bring preconceived beliefs and attitudes to their initial college
experience. These predispositions influence their communication and interaction with
faculty and others in the higher education environment. Previous research identified
family, school, and peers as sources that contribute to the formation of students'
predispositions. This study was designed to explore television as a fourth medium to
college students' predispositions.

Drawing from the perspectives of social cognitive theory and cultivation theory,
portrayals of professors were analyzed in 15 episodes across three television programs.
The content analysis employed both quantitative and qualitative techniques. Personality
categories for the quantitative portion were adapted from the Syracuse Activity Index.
The qualitative ethnographic questions were formulated from items on the Syracuse
Organizational Climate Index. Both indexes were constructed from modifications of
Murray's (1938) personality typology, which ensured compatibility of findings when

combining quantitative and qualitative techniques.

i
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The transcription process yielded 561 lines of text from episodes of "Boy Meets
World," 817 lines from "3™ Rock from the Sun," and 406 lines from "Two of a Kind."
The results showed that much of the work performed by real-life college instructors was
omitted from the television representations. Of the 1,784 lines of text coded, only 136
lines reflected teaching, 70 advising, 28 research and 72 service. Attributes of media
portrayed professors were highly associated with aggressive, dominant, emotional, and
sexually oriented behaviors. Repeated themes emerged in the qualitative analysis. (1)
Professors were upset by the success of their peers. (2) Professors were not consistent in
their academic relationships with students. (3) Professors spent more time pursuing
personal relationships and socializing than in academic endeavors. (4) Professors
depended on students for advice in their personal (significant-other) relationships. (5)
Students, especially those overwhelmed in their first year of college, criticized professors.

With the focus of this dissertation on portrayals of college instructors on
television, the research adds to the current body of literature describing inaccuracies of
television teachers at the elementary, middle school, and high school levels. The purpose
of this study was to investigate and describe the media depictions of professionals in
higher education. Results of this study suggest that television portrayals of professors are
not worthy models for students to use in their interactions with counterparts in the real

world.

v
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Universities and colleges are increasingly pressured to be accountable for student
learning and for meeting the needs of the larger society. Negative media attention
contributes to the erosion of public trust in higher education (Rice, 1995). Faculty
members are viewed "as caught up in their own private pursuits to the neglect of their
students and the larger society” (Rice, 1995, p. 5). Nelson (1995) wrote that the
taxpaying public view "professors as a pampered class with lifetime security {and] an
aversion for teaching. They see research as unconnected to society's concemns and largely
an activity that scholars do to please each other” (as cited in Arneson & Arnett, 1998, p.
44). In fact. specialists and laymen agree that no matter how hard faculty work, they are
vulnerable to charges of not doing what society expects of them (Lovett, 1993).

Although mediated to some extent by teachers' positions and their institutions'
goals, the typical roles and responsibilities of faculty would include: research, publishing,
grant proposal preparation, expert witness, institutional service, consulting, professional
development, community service, and student instruction and advising. A recent survey
of full-time college professors showed that the foremost professional issue that interfered
with their academic work was "students' lack of preparation and commitment"

(Leatherman, 2000, p. A19).
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Students bring with them certain predispositions to their upcoming college
experience. Students’ first impressions of instructors are crucial to the teacher/student
relationship (Cooper, 1988; DeVito, 1986; as found in Haieta. 1996). and students'’
predispositions influence their communication and interaction with faculty (Newcomb.
1943). Over a half century ago, Newcomb (1943) established three mediums that
cultivate college students' predispositions: family, school, and peers. In the last fifty
years, however, "the mass media has constituted another voice heard by the young"
(Kubey, 1994, pp. 62-63). "Gerbner argues that all media carry a 'hidden curriculum’ of
values and explanations about how things happen" (Parenti, 1992, p. ). As a fourth
medium to college students' predispositions, "television has become the common
symbolic environment that interacts with most of the things we think and do" (Gerbner,
Gross, Morgan & Signorielli, 1994, p. 37). Therefore this newer medium needs to be
studied to better understand its impact on student perceptions.

With this in mind, this study was designed to explore television as a medium to
college students' predispositions. Specifically, it describes the portrayals of college

instructors in television programming.

Conceptual Framework
Aspects of television content continue to be studied to determine if the audience
learns from media portrayals and if viewers' predispositions are influenced by what they
learn. DeFleur (1964) determined that entertainment television is a source of incidental
leamning and his research led him to conclude, "As a learning source, then, television
content that deals with occupational roles can be characterized as selective, unreal,

stereotypical, and misleading” (p.74). Studies of television's portrayal of educators have
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revealed mediated misconceptions, such as those identified by DeFleur. Kaplan (1990)
pointed out that television "teachers do not spend much time at their real jobs" (p. K7).
Swetnam's (1992) content analysis of television teachers revealed a myriad of
stereotypical behaviors and misconceptions when media portrayals were compared to
real-world teacher demographics. Swetnam suggested that students' perceptions of
appropriate communication could be influenced by media student/teacher interactions:
"Communication between media teachers and students 1s often a give-and-take exchange
that in many real classrooms would be taken for back talk" (p. 31). Media effects theory
and research, which has shown television to be a source of viewers' learning (Bandura,
1994; DeFleur, 1964; DeFleur & DeFleur, 1967) and a source in the formation of
viewers' predispositions (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan & Signorielli, 1994), suggest that
college students would be predisposed to interact with their instructors in ways that they
had learned from television content.

According to social cognitive theory of mass communication (Bandura, 1994),
people learn from the modeling of others. With their capacity for symbolic modeling,
television viewers generalize the learned behaviors of media characters to similar
situations and behaviors. Potts, Doppler, and Hernandez (1994) studied television
content and its influence on children's potential for risk-taking. The researchers designed
a study from Bandura's (1986) primary functions of observational learning: "Observers
can learn new behaviors from observing models perform such behaviors" and "Modeled
behavior and its context can serve as a signal or cue for the observer to perform a
behavior that is already in his/her repertoire” (Potts et al., p. 322). The purpose of their
study was to "examine the effects of risk-taking TV models on children's motivations to

take physical risks themselves" (Potts et al., p. 322). The results of their experimental
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research indicated, "television content, even relatively innocuous and humorous animated
cartoons, may represent a previously unidentified influence on childhood injury via
observational leamning processes” (Potts et al., p. 328).

Skill and Wallace (1990) endorsed television behavior models as an alternative to
studying phenomenon in a real-world setting: "The primary reason for this absence of
empirical work [on power processes in families] is methodological constraints. It has
been difficult to gain access to the use of power in natural settings" (p. 243). Thus, Skill
and Wallace employed a descriptive content analysis of "assertive power as it is
portrayed across family roles in prime-time television" (p. 243). The researchers found
that television families offer reasonable models of positive power strategies in their
communicative behavior, as in decision-making, problem solving and conflict resolution.

The vicarious capability of television portrayals influences people's perceptions of
social reality, and from the perspective of television as a socializing agent, Larson (1989)
examined sibling behaviors in the "Cosby Show," "Family Ties," and "Growing Pains."
Larson alleged, "What television teaches one about how to be a sibling has the potential
to influence one's interpersonal relationships both within and outside of the family” (p.
306). Overall the results of Larson's study showed more positive behaviors (58.1%) than
negative (41.9%). But the siblings in "Growing Pains" modeled a higher number of
negative behaviors (56.5%) than positive (43.5%), and viewers of this program "might
well develop a perception of sibling relationships as especially unpleasant" (pp. 312-313).

Through symbolic modeling, viewers can learn behaviors, learn communicative
strategies, and develop perceptions of social reality. However, of the determinants to
learning addressed in social cognitive theory, direct experience is seen as having the

greatest influence on people's perceptions. Bram's (1997) study supported this
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characteristic of social cognitive theory. In Bram's study of the public's perception of
psychotherapists, a regression analysis of variables measuring direct experience to
predicted perceptions of therapy and therapists showed that attitudes formed from direct
experience have a stronger predictive value than those of indirect or vicarious experience.
Bram said that this was consistent with the findings of others, such as Fazio and Zanna,
1978 and McDonel and Sherman, 1982.

Still, Bandura (1994) maintained that "without direct experiential correctives” (p.
66), people learn about social reality through media's symbolic modeling, which has been
shown to offer a varniety of stereotypical images (DeFleur, 1964; McLaughlin, 1975;
Swetnam, 1992). Therefore, social cognitive theory of mass communication would
predict that television's symbolic portrayals of professors would have the greatest
influence on students entering college when there is a lack of direct experience with real-
world models from which to compare and evaluate.

Parenti (1992) described priming as the imitative responses of television viewers.
In 1981, Bower published his findings on the influence of emotions on memory and
thinking; he proposed an associative network theory. Through hypnotic suggestion,
happy or sad moods were induced in the subjects of his experiments. The results of this
study showed emotion to "powerfully influence such cognitive processes as free
associations, imaginative fantasies, social perceptions, and snap judgments about others’
personalities” (p. 129). Berkowitz and Rogers (1986) connected priming effects with the
cognitive process of activated thought elements. Lang (1979) suggested that expressive
behavior and responses are connected to the associative and semantic link between
memory, thought, and feeling nodes (as found in Berkowitz & Rogers, 1986). Jo and

Berkowitz (1994) discussed associative networks in the context of violent media content
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and its influence on viewers' aggressive behavior. From their review of over three
decades of research on priming effects, they surmised, "There is both direct and indirect
evidence that the observation of aggression evokes aggression-related ideas in viewers"
(p- 48). In applying priming effect theory to the current study, a prospective college
student would cognitively link emotional or other associative networks to media
depictions of college instructors, and under the right circumstances and for a short period
of time, have tendencies to act-out similar scenes in real-life situations with their
instructors.

While priming explains short-term behavior tendencies from cognitively
processing and linking associative networks of media content, persuasion theory explains
the lasting change in attitude that media depictions can have on viewers. Building on
McQuire's (1968, 1989) matrix of the input (context and message) and output (cognitive
processes) variables involved in media persuasion, Petty and Cacioppo (1981, 1986)
proposed that the recipient of a message must have a personal motivation and be able to
process the message in order to formulate favorable or unfavorable thoughts (as found in
Petty & Priester, 1994). In persuasion theory, favorable or unfavorable refers to thought
processing (€.g., favorable would generate careful reflection of a message), and the
condition of favorable or unfavorable is determined by the amount of merit the recipient
gives to the message source. Therefore, in the elaboration likelihood model of
persuasion, favorable thought processing of the message (whether positive or negative)
increases the likelihood that the recipient of a message will have a lasting change in
attitude (Petty & Priester, 1994). The elaboration of persuasion theory presented by Petty
and Priester suggests that potential college students, personally motivated to understand

all aspects of their upcoming college experience, may develop beliefs about their real-life
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instructors through favorable processing of repeated negative or positive messages of
media portrayed college instructors.

Gerbner, Gross, Morgan and Signorielli (1994) asserted that television is a daily
ritual in which society is informed through the "continual repetition of patterns (myths,
ideologies, 'facts,’ relationships, etc.) that serve to define the world" (p. 18). Television
cultivates common perspectives, and this process is an important concept in cultivation
theory; it is referred to as mainstreaming. In contrast to priming and persuasion theory,
predispositions are not seen as intervening variables in cultivation theory, rather
"television plays a role in the formation of those very 'predispositions' that later intervene
(and often resist) other influences and attempts at persuasion” (Gerbner et al., p. 37).

In numerous studies of various aspects of television social reality, researchers
have found evidence of cultivation effects., Weaver and Wakshlag (1986) studied
television viewers' perceived vulnerability to crime. Respondents to their survey who did
not have direct or indirect crime experience and who relied only on television's depictions
were found to be concerned about personal safety in hypothetical situations. Weaver and
Wakshlag asserted that their data supported Gerbner and Gross' (1976) explanation of the
cultivation perspective. Weaver and Wakshlag maintained, "the data for this group of
viewers (respondents without direct or indirect experience) is consistent with the
‘cultivation’ effect” (p. 153). Wright et al. (1995) concentrated on determining if
television was a likely source for children's initial construction of schemata for
occupational roles. This research group ascertained that "children form separate
schemata for social information acquired from TV and from real-world experience, but
those who perceive television as socially realistic are apt to incorporate TV messages in

their schemata and their aspirations" (Wright et al., p. 1706). Signorielli (1982)
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determined that television's depiction of marital status produced "rather stereotypical and
traditional portrayals of women and marriage" (p. 594). Signorielli suggested that these
portrayals seemed to cultivate conflicting attitudes on starting a family versus career
aspirations.

Gerbner and his colleagues began studying television content in the 1960s. In
1980, Krippendorff wrote that Gerbner and his colleagues had accumulated enough data
on television violence "to make extrapolations of interest to policy makers" (p. 38).
Cultivation theory would predict that college students would bring media developed,
mainstream orientations with them to their up-coming higher education experience. And
in so doing, students would employ preconceived television realities to guide their
relationships with real-life instructors.

The current study of media portrayed college instructors draws from the
perspective of learning through the symbolic models presented on television (Bandura,
1994) and from the role television plays in the formation of students' predispositions to

higher education and its professionals (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan & Signorielli, 1994).

Purpose of the Study
The current emphasis on accountability in higher education dictates that colleges
and universities assume responsibility for student achievement. Students’ perceptions of
their instructors influence the student-teacher relationship. The television images of
higher education instructors may or may not accurately portray these professionals.
Research on television portrayals of professionals has shown that there are
inaccuracies in television programming that may effect career selection and continuation

in nursing (Duncan, 1992); undermine public confidence in physicians, (Pfau, Mullen &
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Garrow, 1995); hinder the efforts of the social work profession to sell "its services to the
general public and to powerful political and economic supporters” (Andrews, 1987, p.
484); and prevent mentally disturbed individuals from seeking psychiatric help (Bram,
1997).

The purpose of this study was to investigate and describe the media depictions of
the attributes of professionals in higher education. It was intended to raise the level of
awareness of the higher education teaching profession and to contribute to the knowledge
of policy makers and those in a position to make decisions about the college

environment.

Problem Statement
Utilizing content analysis, which allows for combining qualitative and
quantitative methodologies, this study categorized the television behaviors of college
educators, and it described the television portrayals of higher education's instructors in

terms of whether the images enhance or detract from the representation of the profession.

Research Questions
1. How does the media portray the interactions of college instructors with

their administrators, peers, students, and others in the higher education

environment?

2. Do the attributes of college instructors portrayed on television reflect a
positive or negative image of higher education teachers?

3. Does the media portrayal of college instructors accurately depict this

profession's roles?

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



10

Significance of the Study

Recent research and journal discussion reflect that the media influences how
elementary, middle school, and high school students view their educational experience
and how they perceive their teachers. Education as an institution has frequently been
presented as dysfunctional in the media (Skill, 1994). Kaplan (1990) reviewed the
portrayal of teachers on television since the 1950s and found that viewers can formulate
peculiar visions of educators based on their consumption of the social interaction of
teachers as presented on television. Swetnam (1992) compared demographic
characteristics of real-life teachers to those of teachers in the media and found that major
misrepresentations are present in the media portrayals.

To this date, a review of current research literature on the portrayals of college
instructors in television programming has not revealed a single study at that educational
level. To address this void in the research, this study focused on the portrayal of college
instructors on television. It provided descriptions of college instructors' behaviors found
in a highly selective number of popular situation comedies that are very likely to have
been widely viewed. It determined the extent to which these portrayals were accurate
and worthy models for college students to use in their interactions with real-life college

instructors.

Methodology
Content analysis is the accepted methodology for communication studies.
Content analysis is "a research technique for the objective, systematic and quantitative
description of the manifest content of communication” (Berelson, 1952; as cited in

Krippendorff, 1980, p. 21; Stempel III, 1981, p. 120). Since quantitative and qualitative
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techniques are not mutually exclusive in content analysis (Stempel, 1981), they were
employed together in the present study. Teacher personality emerged from the literature
review as an important attribute to students’ first impressions and as a major concept that
describes behavior. Therefore, personality categories were developed and coded from a
modified version of the Activity Index and the Environmental Indexes (as discussed by
Stern, 1970), which were based on the work of Murray (1938). These were then used as

a major focus of the content analysis, which formed the core of inquiry of this study.

Assumptions

One major assumption of this study was that students have viewed education
professionals on television prior to attending college. "By the time a child graduates
from high school, she or he will have spent some 20,000 hours watching television"”
(Parenti, 1992, p. 163). The programs selected for this study are those that are aired
during prime-time. In addition, two of the three programs selected for this study have
been on television for more than five years, which substantiates viewer popularity. The
third program premiered on the Friday night prime-time line-up; however, it aired
between two well-established, popular programs. This technique is used by the television
industry to encourage viewers to stay on their station. Currently all three programs are in
syndication and reruns are aired almost every day of the week.

This study further assumed that the programs selected were a representative
sample of portrayals of college instructors in the media. The main characters in "3"
Rock from the Sun" play the parts of university professors. "Boy Meets World" features
a character in the role of a college instructor. "Two of a Kind" characterizes a single-

parent college professor in a major role.
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An important assumption of this study was that college students develop beliefs
about college instructors from processing television portrayals. From the perspectives of
cultivation theory and social cognitive theory, portrayals of college teachers' behaviors on
television have the potential to influence viewers' perceptions about real- life college

teachers' roles and relationships with students.

Limitations

The content analysis was not intended to show what college students actually
perceive from viewing television; however, this descriptive study did reflect repeated
themes and messages that have been presented over long periods of time and thus ones
that students were highly likely to have been exposed to on a repeated basis.

The content analysis was also not designed to establish a cause-effect relationship
between students viewing symbolic models of college teachers on television and students'
learning and behavior. However, this descriptive study was intended to provide insight
into the roles of college teachers and their relationships with students and others as

portrayed on prime-time television.

Summary
As early as the 1940's, college students' predispositions were shown to have an
influence on students in their relationships with their professors (Newcomb, 1943).
Aspects of television content continue to be studied to determine if the audience learns
from media portrayals and if viewers' predispositions are influenced by what they learn.
As a medium to college students' predispositions, interactions and the environment in

television situation comedies could influence students’ relationships with their instructors.
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The purpose of the current study was to investigate and describe the behaviors of college

instructors as they are presented in television situation comedies.
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Definition of Terms
"An attitude is a disposition in the sense that it is a leamed
tendency to think about some object, person. or issue in a
particular way" (Zimbardo & Leippe, 1991, p. 31).
"Different types of positive attitude" (Murray, 1938, p. 113).
A process that "represents the theoretical elaboration and empirical
verification of television's cultivation of common perspectives”
(Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & Signorielli, 1994, p. 28).
"A temporal integrate of mutually dependent processes (variables)
developing in time" (Murray, 1938, p.ix).
Motives, with reference to attitude change/development -- attitude
change and development are adaptations "made by an organism
with a specific history predisposing it toward certain sorts of
activity and away from others" (Newcomb, 1943, p. 9).
Abbreviated term for situation comedy; television programs with
the purpose of entertaining.
"Different types of negative attitude” (Murray, 1938, p. 113).
How people learn through the modeling of others (Bandura, 1994,

p. 67).
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CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

Introduction

A review of the literature on media influence theory set the parameters for
understanding and structuring this study. Theory, concepts, and philosophical
perspectives of television's influence on viewers were examined. Included in the review
of media influence theory, preponderate conditions contributing to attitude formation and
subsequent behavior were traced from the earliest beliefs of researchers to the current
models created from in-depth study. Philosophical perspectives crossed several academic
disciplines: Psychology, Cognition, Sociology, Political Science, Journalism, Culture,
and Education. Many of these philosophical perspectives utilized concepts of learning
from television, which contributed to this study. The concepts most emphasized to
describe the influence of mass communication were symbolic modeling, priming,
persuasion, theme repetition, message repetition, patterns, and mainstreaming. Studies of
television occupational portrayals and the portrayal of educators in mass communication
(television, poetry, film, and novels) were reviewed. This extensive review provided
initial category selection and contributed to the methodology of the research. Finally, a
literature review pertaining to college students’ attitudes and college instructors' roles
was conducted. From these "real-world" facts, the concept of Personality emerged as an

attribute which influences students' impressions of college instructors and the higher

15
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education environment. Thus, personality categonies were selected for content analysis.

Television Influence Theory

Persuasion

Researchers of the 1920s and 1930s (Lasswell, 1927; Lippmann, 1922; Doob,
1§35) assumed that the media transmitted information and this information had a direct
effect on the attitudes and behavior of the audience (Petty & Priester. 1994). Lasswell
(1948) designed the following model of persuasion:

Who (communicator) Says what (message) In which channel (medium) To

whom (receiver) With what effect (effect; as found in Winett, 1986, p. 13).

Lasswell's model was obviously linear and assumed a direct effect on the receiver
of a message (Winett, 1986). The direct effects approach was challenged by Carl
Hovland and his colleagues (1949) who found that the power to change the attitudes and
behavior of soldiers through military training films was dependent on moderating
variables. Hovland began the research of "systematic analysis of the idea that persuasion
involves a series of steps or processes” (Zimbardo & Leippe, 1991, p. 135). Froma
learning theory approach, Hovland and his colleagues identified three mental steps to
persuasion: attention, comprehension, and attitude change. Thus, Hovland proposed the
limited effects concept of media influence; the power to change the attitudes and
behavior of viewers is dependent on moderating variables (Petty & Priester, 1994).
Winett (1986) credits Lasswell's model as the foundation for future models of persuasion.
Winett explained this research: "It [Lasswell's model] can be made more contemporary
by indicating the potential for feedback between steps (e.g., DeFleur, 1966); by

differentiating steps such as Shannon and Weaver's (1949) early focus on the message,
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and by more focus on the cognitive processes involved by the receiver in perceiving,
comprehending, and using (decoding processes) the message (e.g., Bettman, 1979)" (p.
14).

McGuire (1968, 1989) elaborated the psychological framework of mass media
persuasion effects of Hovland and his colleagues, constructing the communication/
persuasion matrix model. The matrix depicted the input and output variables of media
persuasion. Input variables included source, message, recipient, channel and context.
Out-put variables were exposure, attention, interest, comprehension, acquisition, yielding,
memory, retrieval, decision, action, reinforcement and consolidation (as found in Petty &
Priester, 1994). Cognitive response theory (Greenwald, 1968; Petty, Ostrom, & Brock,
1981) established that the steps in the matrix could be independent and not just sequential
(as found in Petty & Priester, 1994). While Hovland's research was based on the
concepts of leamning, cognitive response theory held "that the extent of yielding is related
to the idiosyncratic cognitive responses (pro and counter arguments) generated to the
message rather than learning of the message. and persistence of persuasion is related to
memory for these cognitive responses rather than the message content per se” (Petty &
Priester, 1994, p. 98).

Petty and Cacioppo (1981, 1986) further delineated the yielding process of’
cognitive response theory by introducing the central and peripheral routes to persuasion.
In the elaboration likelihood model, the recipient of a persuasive message must have a
personal motivation to the message and must be able to process the message to formulate
favorable or unfavorable thoughts. A favorable thought produces a positive attitude
change brought about by the message. An unfavorable thought process brings about a

negative attitude change. In either case, if the message flows through this central route,
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the new attitude is seen as lasting and predictive of behavior. However, if the message is
resisted at any one of the steps in the central route, such as the recipient not having the
ability to process the message, the message is detoured to the peripheral route of
persuasion. The peripheral route explains short-term attitude change, which is not
predictive of behavior (as found in Petty & Priester, 1994). This model of persuasion
stipulates "that as the likelihood of elaboration is increased (as determined by factors
such as the personal relevance of the message and number of times it is repeated), the
perceived quality of the issue-relevant arguments presented becomes a more important
determinant of persuasion” (Petty & Priester, 1994, p. 106).

An experiment that confirmed central processing to lead to "greater scrutiny of
issue-related content” was conducted by Engelberg (1998). Health messages (alcohol) in
the situation comedy "Roseanne” were compared for their influence on viewers'
processing of entertainment goals versus persuasion processing goals. Engelberg found
that "a persuasion processing goal generated more critical message processing and
promoted greater personal issue relevance” (Dissertation Abstract). Engelberg also found
that viewers noticed the health issue more often in other media content as well as in real-
life situations in the community. The persuasion-processing goal intensified thought and
viewers sought out information related to the issue of alcohol.

Priming

Priming describes the imitative responses of television viewers. Parenti (1992)
labeled these responses as "copycat” or "trigger” effects and provided the following
examples:

1. The rash of self-killings following the news that Marilyn Monroe had

taken her life.
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After The Deer Hunter began playing in theaters in 1979, at least twenty-
five viewers around the country reenacted the movie's Russian roulette
scene and blew their brains out.

3. A woman in Boston's Roxbury district was doused with gasoline and
burned to death shortly after the telecasting of the film Fuzz, which
portrayed a similar act.

4. NBC showed the film The Doomsday Flight, about a man who tries to
extract a ransom from an airline after planting a bomb on one of its planes.
Within a week, a dozen bomb threats were reported by the major airlines,
a dramatic increase over the previous month (p. 7).

Of the contemporary cognitive media influence theories, priming effect most resembles
the direct effects model proposed by Lasswell in 1948.

Using the cognitive concept of spreading activation (Collins & Loftus, 1975) as a
foundation, Berkowitz and Rogers (1986) described a priming effect as an activated
thought element in which "the activation radiates out from this particular node along the
associative pathways to other nodes” (pp. 58-59). Once activated and for a period of time
afterward, "there is an increased probability that it and associated thought elements will
come to mind again" (Berkowitz & Rogers, p.59).

Bower (1981), Clark and [sen (1982), Lang (1979) and Leventhal (1980)
proposed that emotions activate and link associative networks (as found in Berkowitz &
Rogers, 1986). For example, Lang's (1979) research led to the conclusion that there is
both an associative and semantic link between memory, thought and feeling nodes.
Further, the connection "related to other concepts in memory and to the expressive

behaviors and automonomic responses” (as cited in Berkowitz & Rogers, 1986, p. 60).
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Bower (1981) investigated the influence of emotion on memory and thinking.
Among his other findings, Bower postulated, "Emotions powerfully influenced such
cognitive processes as free association, imaginative fantasies, social perceptions, and
snap judgments about others’ personalities” (p. 129).

Jo and Berkowitz (1994) discussed associative networks in the context of violent
media content and its influence on viewers' aggressive behavior. From their review of
over three decades of research on priming effects, they surmised, "there is both direct and
indirect evidence that the observation of aggression evokes aggression-related ideas in
viewers" (p. 48). Geen (1994) supported Jo and Berkowitz's (1994) postulation. Geen's
review of research and theory on violent television content and its relationship to viewers'
aggression pointed to "evidence from four types of study — laboratory experiments, field
experiments, longitudinal studies, and archival studies” (p. 160) that violence on
television facilitates aggression in children, adolescents and young adults, which produce
"a wide range of constrained and unconstrained behaviors" (p. 160).

Social Cognitive Theory

Bandura (1994) approached media influence theory from the sociocognitive
perspective. He proposed that psychosocial functioning is a process of interacting
determinates. The external environment, the internal events (cognitive/biological) which
affect perceptions, and behavior each influence one another in the form of triadic
reciprocal causation. Bandura explained that humans have the capacity to process
"generative symbolization, forethought, evaluative self-regulation, reflective self
consciousness, and symbolic communication” (p. 62). In extending social cognitive
theory to mass communication, Bandura contended that a concept central to

sociocognitive development is the capacity for symbolic modeling. Tan (1986) explained
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that with the capacity for symbolic modeling, the viewer "generalizes from a specific
televised behavior he or she has learned to other similar behaviors and situations” (p. 49).
"Modeling affects the adoption of new practices and behavior patterns in several ways. [t
instructs people about new ways of thinking and behaving by informative demonstration
or description...and models also display preferences and evaluative reactions, which can
alter observers' values and standards” (Bandura, 1994, p. 79). A commonality of
influence studies is the cognitive ability of the message recipient. Bandura stated, "A
number of factors influence the exploration and construal of what is modeled in the social
and symbolic environment. Some of these determinants concern the cognitive skills,
preconceptions, and value preferences of the observers" (p. 68).

"Social cognitive theory devotes much attention to the social origins of thought
and mechanisms through which social factors exert their influence on cognitive
functioning” (Bandura, 1994, p. 63). According to Bandura, there are four capabilities
which govern an individual's thought process: symbolizing, self-regulation, self-
reflection, and vicarious. Vicarious capability explains how people learn through the
modeling of others. "The more peoples images of reality depend on the media's symbolic
environment, the greater is its social impact" (Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976; as cited in
Bandura, 1994, p. 67). Further, researchers (Buerkel-Rothfuss & Mayes, 1981; McGhee
& Frueh, 1980; Tan, 1979) suggested that televised symbolic modeling of stereotypes
harbors some misconceptions about various aspects of life, such as occupational
explorations, minority and ethnic populations, social positions, gender roles, and the
elderly (as found in Bandura, 1994).

Potts, Doppler, and Hernandez (1994) studied television content and its influence

on children's potential for risk-taking. The researchers designed a study from Bandura's
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(1986) primary functions of observational learning: "Qbservers can learn new behaviors
from observing models perform such behaviors" and "Modeled behavior and its context
can serve as a signal or cue for the observer to perform a behavior that is already in
his/her repertoire” (Potts, Doppler & Hernandez, 1994, p. 322). The purpose of their
study was to "examine the effects of risk-taking TV models on children's motivations to
take physical risks themselves"” (Potts et al., p. 322). The results of their experimental
research indicated, "Television content, even relatively innocuous and humorous
animated cartoons, may represent a previously unidentified influence on childhood injury
via observational learning processes" (Potts et al., p. 328).

Skilt and Wallace (1990) endorsed television behavior models as an alternative to
studying phenomenon in a real-world setting. Skill and Wallace asserted, "The primary
reason for this absence of empirical work (on power processes in families) is
methodological constraints. It has been difficult to gain access to the use of power in
natural settings" (p. 243). Thus, Skill and Wallace employed a descriptive content
analysis of "assertive power as it is portrayed across family roles in prime-time
television" (p. 243). From 63 episodes of 25 different programs, the researchers
categorized ten programs with intact family units, nine non-intact family units, and six
mixed-family units; they randomly selected five hours of programming from each
category and noted that this allowed for "the analysis of communication patterns across
family units that are structurally distinct from each other" (Skill & Wallace, p. 250). The
communicative behavior acts of family members were first coded as assertive,
conforming, rejecting, or neutral. Then, French and Raven's (1959) assertive acts of
power strategies (reward, coercive, legitimate, referent, and expert power) were adapted

and used for the researchers’ coding scheme. The total number of communicative acts
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analyzed in this study was 2,058. Skill and Wallace's methodology allowed for the
analysis of assertive power, conformity, and rejection acts across family types; in relation
to this part of the study, the results were
1. Intact families are the most harmonious. Members of these families were
least likely to engage in both power acts and rejection acts and most likely

to exhibit conformity behaviors.

2. Mixed family units were least harmonious. This family configuration was
more likely to exhibit rejection behaviors and les likely to demonstrate
conformity behaviors.

3. Non-intact families were more harmonious than mixed families, but less

so than the intact family configuration (p. 259).

Skill and Wallace contended, "Of primary concemn to researchers studying the
family from a social learning perspective is what models and strategies are made
available by families portrayed on television to an audience which may be interested in
adopting such strategies for its own use” (p. 259). Overall, this study found that
television families offer viewers a variety of reasonable models of positive power
strategies in their communicative behavior, as in decision-making, problem solving, and
conflict resolution.

The vicarious capability of television portrayals influences people's perceptions of
social reality, and from the perspective of television as a socializing agent, Larson (1989)
examined sibling behaviors in the "Cosby Show,"” Family Ties,” and "Growing Pains."
Larson alleged, "What television teaches one about how to be a sibling has the potential
to influence one's interpersonal relationships both within and outside of the family" (p.

306). Overall the results of Larson's study showed more positive behaviors (58.1%) than
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negative (41.9%). But the siblings in "Growing Pains" modeled a higher number of
negative behaviors (56.5%) than positive (43.5%), and viewers of this program "might
well develop a perception of sibling relationships as especially unpleasant” (Larson, pp.
312-313).

Cultivation Theory

Gerbner and his colleagues have studied the dramatic content in television since
1967. In 1974 they began to explore the "consequences of growing up and living with
television” (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan & Signorielli, 1994, p. 17). From their work they
have developed cultivation analysis. Cultivation theory compliments other media effects
approaches, yet it differs from the traditional because it focuses on stability rather than
change. "Neither the 'before and after exposure’ model, nor the notion of ‘predispositions’
as intervening variables, so important in traditional effects studies, apply in the context of
cultivation analysis... Television plays a role in the formation of those very
'predispositions’ that later intervene (and often resist) other influences and attempts at
persuasion” (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan & Signorielli, 1994, p. 37).

The researchers asserted that television is a daily ritual in which society is
informed through the "continual repetition of patterns (myths, ideologies. 'facts,’
relationships, etc.) that serve to define the world” (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan & Signorielli,
1994, p. 18). The method focuses on the analysis of messages that are repeated and form
patterns in a wide variety of television content.

The cultural indicators approach has been used to determine the "extent to which
television viewing contributes to audience conceptions and actions” (Gerbner, Gross,
Morgan & Signorielli, 1994, p. 21). Responses to surveys of sample populations (adults,

adolescents, or children) measure views of social reality against television's social reality.
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Television is never mentioned in the questions on the survey, and respondents are
categorized as "light,” "medium,” or "heavy" viewers. "The 'cultivation differential’ is
the margin of difference in conceptions of reality between light and heavy viewers in the
same demographic subgroups" (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan & Signorielli, 1994, p. 23).

Mainstreaming is an important concept in cultivation theory. It is seen asa
process that "represents the theoretical elaboration and empirical verification of
television's cultivation of common perspectives" (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan & Signorielli,
1994, p. 28). The fundamental assumption of cultivation theory is "that only repetitive,
long-range, and consistent exposure to patterns common o most programming, such as
casting, social typing, and the 'fate’ of different social types, can be expected to cultivate
stable and widely shared images of life and society" (Gerbner, Gross. Morgan &
Signonelli, 1994, p. 25).

In 1980 Krippendorff wrote, Gerbner's research group had accumulated enough
data on television violence "to make extrapolations of interest to policy makers" (p. 38).
Convincingly, numerous studies of various aspects of television social reality have found
evidence of cultivation effects. Weaver and Wakshlag (1986) studied television viewers'
perceived vulnerability to crime. The researchers found that respondents who did not
have direct or indirect crime experience and who relied only on television's depictions
were concerned about personal safety in hypothetical situations. Weaver and Wakshlag
suggested, "The data for this group of viewers (those that relied on television's
depictions) is consistent with the 'cultivation' effect” (p. 153). Wright et al. (1995)
concentrated on determining if television was a likely source for children's initial
construction of schemata for occupational roles. These researchers ascertained,

“Children form separate schemata for social information acquired from TV and from
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real-world experience, but those who perceive television as socially realistic are apt to
incorporate TV messages in their schemata and their aspirations” (Wright et al., p. 1706).
Signorielli (1982) determined that television's depiction of mantal status produced "rather
stereotypical and traditional portrayals of women and marriage" (p. 594). Signorielli
suggested that these portrayals seemed to cultivate conflicting attitudes on starting a
family versus career aspirations.

Bryant and Rockwell (1994) studied the effects on adolescents’ moral judgments
based on their exposure to massive sexually oriented prime-time television. The
researchers selected programs that had a great deal of sexual content for their subjects to
view. Fifteen hours of each of three categories — sexual relationship and gender, sexual
relations between married partners, and extra or non-marital sex were shown to thirteen
and fourteen year old girls and boys. For five consecutive nights, the adolescents
watched three hours of programming. They were then asked to complete an assessment
of moral judgment questionnaire. The researchers had theorized that there was a
potential for shifts in moral judgment that may come from watching television. Bryant
and Rockwell's findings supported their hypothesis: "For young teenagers, who are one
of the most vulnerable groups of family members, heavy exposure to prime-time
television programming featuring sexual intimacy between unmarried persons can clearly
result in altered moral judgment" (p. 194).

Ping (1998) studied the United States and Chinese cultural perspectives on
materialism and its relationship to happiness. Surveys analyzed with a combination of
qualitative and quantitative techniques showed that happiness was the central goal of
materialists in both countries. However, Ping's research revealed a difference in the

cognitive processing of goals. Materialists in the United States demonstrated a more
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complex schema for processing goals, whereas non-materialists in China demonstrated a
more complex schema for goal processing. The goals for happiness were the same for
both countries, including self-esteem, family income, and collectivism. Cultural
influences (e.g., television viewing motives, individualism, viewing specific television
programs) were found to be powerful in shaping materialistic attitudes. In relation to the
cultivation perspective, Ping found that "specific television program viewing is more
important than a global television measure in studying cultivation effects" (Dissertation

Abstract).

Education and Educators in Mass Communication

In a Phi Delta Kappan Special Report titled, TV's Version of Education and What

to Do About It, Kaplan (1990) reviewed the portrayal of teachers on television since the
1950s. He wrote, "If TV's situation comedies are to be believed, our teachers since the
1950s have been manipulative, man-crazy zanies ("Our Miss Brooks"), amiable nerds
("Mr. Peepers"), charismatic former major league athletes ("The White Shadow" and
"Lucas Tanner"), or bemused custodians of Diogenes' lamp ("Head of the Class")"
(Kaplan, p. K6). Kaplan surmised that situation comedies have been "frivolous,
unrepresentative depictions of the school experience"” (p. K6).

Consistent with Duncan's (1992) research that compared the actual work of nurses
with television depictions and found inaccuracies mostly in terms of omission of much of
the work nurses perform, Kaplan (1990) stated that television "teachers do not spend
much time at their real jobs" (p. K7). Kaplan described the caricatures of television's
teachers as being mostly do-it-your-own-way males who consistently ignore their

principals. The principals compliment these teachers' roles because they are portrayed as
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less than wise and incapable of worthy decisions. Television "teachers and
administrators live in a state of ceaseless conflict” (Kaplan, p. K7). Kaplan mentioned
that there have been exceptions to these teacher portrayals, such as the highly talented
teachers featured in "Fame" and the intelligent history teacher featured in "Room 222."
Kaplan wrote that for the most part, "the entire K-12 enterprise (especially the secondary
schools) comes through as less professional and less attractive than comparable
endeavors" (p. K7).

According to Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup polls "Most Americans do not buy the
caricature of public education that commercial TV drama has tried to flash into our living
rooms" (Kaplan, 1990, p. K6). However, Kaplan (1990) suggested that viewers can
formulate peculiar visions of educators based on their consumption of media portrayed
social interactions.

Swetnam (1992) pointed out, "Without personal knowledge about schools and
teachers, people form their attitudes based on fictional media representations” (p. 30).
Swetnam's content analysis of teachers on television and in films showed major
misrepresentations of teachers in the media compared to demographic characteristics of
real-life teachers. Some misrepresentations were in the form of subliminal messages,

such as (a) Anybody can teach (Kindergarten Cops and "The White Shadow"), (b)

Learning should always be easy and fun ("Davis Rules"), and (c) All teachers have an
antagonistic relationship with their principal ("Head of the Class" and "Welcome Back
Kotter"). Stereotypical images of teachers emerged from Swetnam's content analysis.
Media teachers were portrayed with serious attitude and behavioral problems or lacking

good values or teaching skills (Summer School and "The Wonder Years").
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Swetnam (1992) proposed that unrealistic positive portrayals, such as the perfect
teacher who solves all social and academic problems ("The White Shadow") cause
"frustration and burnout in teachers when they can not live up to these social
expectations” (p. 32), and that students' perceptions of appropriate communication could
be influenced by media's student/teacher interactions: "Communication between media
teachers and students is often a give-and-take exchange that in many real classrooms
would be taken for back talk” (p. 31). Further, Swetnam wrote that negative portrayals of
teachers, stereotypical images, and misrepresentations of the professional and the
profession shape "the perceptions of average citizens-taxpayers, voters, and parents" (p.
30).

Television and film portrayals of principals were analyzed by Glanz (1997).
Using a cultural studies approach he found that these "culturally shared cognitive
models" not only influenced teachers, students, and parents, but also influenced how
principals understand themselves in their professional roles. A comparative content
analysis revealed three views of principals in the repeated themes of authoritarian,
bureaucratic, and numskull. Glanz suggested that real-life principals could temper the
authoritarian and bureaucratic media portrayals by communicating an opposition to such
practices to teachers, students and parents. As for the "numskull" mediated message,
Glanz recommended that principals reveal their sense of humor to others in order to
counteract the negative influence of principals portrayed in this fashion.

McCarthy (1997) selected poetry as a form of mass communication that would
reveal images of and insights into the culture of higher education. McCarthy related,
"Poetry provides a medium that allows the scholar to incorporate into the existing body

of knowledge the affective domain: the realm of emotions, beliefs and values”
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Dissertation Abstract). The researcher's sample included 350 contemporary poems.

mostly written by poets who teach. Some of the patterns and themes that emerged from

McCarthy's research were
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Poetry about the academic career reveals uncertainties related to eaming
a degree, finding a position, achieving tenure, vyi