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SSAP5003: Using empirical evidence, critically explore the impact of prosocial and/or educational media on tackling issues associated with health and wellbeing.

The impact of prosocial and educational children’s television on behaviour and cognitive development. 
It is reported that 71% of children and adolescents have a television set in their room which they spend approximately 4 hours per day watching (Strasburger, Hogan & Mulligan, 2013), however, the time spent viewing media increases when you consider that television programmes are also available on other media devices such as iPads, tablets and computers (Strasburger, Hogan & Mulligan, 2013).  Liebert et al., (1973) stated that television content communicates information about social structures and shapes our attitudes about others, ourselves and the world around us (Tonn, 2008). Television media is used to incorporate health and other educational messages (Moyer-Guse, 2008), with a large body of television media being aimed specifically at children.  Many studies have highlighted the negative effects of television viewing for children, such as obesity, aggression and attention problems (Zimmerman, Dimitri & Christakis, 2005). This essay, however, will be aiming to discover the prosocial impact of children’s television media, investigating the prosocial behaviours it promotes as well as looking at the positive relationship between television media and cognitive and academic development.  It will also highlight and discuss the theories underpinning the reasons children learn from media. 
[bookmark: _GoBack][bookmark: _Hlk508451463]There are many learning theories that attempt to explain the reasons underpinning media effects on children, including the cultivation theory, the constructivism theory and the social cognitive theory (Graves, 1999).  Gerbner’s (1967) cultivation theory takes a macrosystem approach and focuses on the widespread meanings as opposed to specific messages (Potter, 2014). It states that the gradual and repeated exposure to the widespread meanings presented via television cultivate public beliefs and allow communities to share notions and beliefs about facts and values of human life (Potter, 2014). This would suggest that when children are repeatedly exposed to the same cartoons and programmes they are cultivating behaviours, attitudes and beliefs about life based on the information contained within these programmes. Support for this theory, however, is weak with many investigations showing that to understand the impact of media on attitudes and behaviours, it needs to be looked at on a more specific level, for example, looking at media that depicts violent behaviour to assess the effect on aggression in the viewer (Potter,2014).  Constructivism is a theory that suggests children construct their beliefs on what they see, hear and feel and use their current experiences to develop their beliefs and cognitions (Ackermann, 2001). According to Piaget, children have a view of the world that is different to adults and a way of doing and thinking that has a logic of its own, relevant to their current needs and experiences (Ackermann,2001). These views adapt and change in line with new experiences and with the help of hidden processes that work to compensate for surface anxieties regarding the changes (Ackermann,2001). For these reasons, children respond better to learning and gain more knowledge when the learning occurs in an environment where they can engage and interact with people, images and things (Ackermann,2001), suggesting that children’s media that allows the child to participate, engage and relate to their own experiences will better allow them to construct suitable behaviours, attitudes and knowledge. Social cognitive theory suggests that children are self-organising, self-reacting and proactive as opposed to being organisms shaped merely by environments or inner forces (Bandura, 2001).  Children are socialized by observing models such as media, and this socialization effects their judgments, cognitions and behaviours Bandura (1989, as cited in Padilla-walker et al, 2013). For children to learn from media there are several functions that must occur: children must attend to the information, they must encode that information and then they must reconstruct the memory which is done via their behaviour and motivational processes (Padilla-walker et al., 2013 ).For these functions to occur there needs to be regular exposure to the media, the characters need to have characteristics that appeal to the child, for example human characters of the same gender and similar age will do better than non-human characters,  and the context in which the programme is set must resonate with the child, for example, in real life people are more likely to help those they know rather than strangers so this observed behaviour on the television will be more easily stored in the memory of the child than that of helping a stranger ( Padilla-walker et al.,2013) . If these factors are in place then the chid will learn by imitating and copying the roles, attitudes and behaviours portrayed in children’s television media (Graves, 1999). 
Based on the assumptions of these theories, children’s educational programmes such as Dora the explorer, Blue’s clues, Sesame street and Disney classics should enable our children to learn prosocial behaviours and develop cognitive and verbal skills , although, it has been argued that the prosocial effects of media will be weaker than antisocial effects since to be prosocial usually involves acting against one’s own interests, whereas antisocial depictions encourage people to indulge in the desires that are usually kept repressed (Mares & Woodard, 2010). However, we learn prosocial behaviours in the same way that we learn antisocial ones. As the theories discussed above suggest that behaviour that is more closely linked to reality and for which we have existing experience of is more readily engaged with and absorbed, then it should stand to reason that prosocial behaviours and messages which are in accordance to social norms should have a stronger effect that antisocial messages and behaviours (Mares & Woodard, 2010). 
Friedrich & Stein (1975) carried out a study designed to investigate the effects of educational television media that dealt with social and emotional development on the learning and development of 73 kindergarten children. The children were split into groups and given prosocial programmes to watch. The groups then had different follow up training activities consisting of verbal labelling training, role playing, verbal training and role playing, and an activity irrelevant to the programme. A fifth group was shown neutral television and received irrelevant activity. Findings were that those who viewed prosocial television displayed more prosocial behaviours, including helping behaviour, and that the children were able to understand the prosocial content and apply it to real life situations (Friedrich & Stein, 1975). It should be noted though, that the media viewing was accompanied by the training activity, therefore it cannot be distinguished if the viewing, the training or both were responsible for the resulting effects (Friedrich & Stein,1975). Despite being an historic study, it did suggest a link between prosocial media viewing and pro social behaviour which has since been explored further. In a more recent study Ostrov, Gentile and Crick (2006), carried out a longitudinal study looking at the impact of media exposure on prosocial behaviour. Participants were 76 children with a mean age of 10 months at the start of the study, which lasted two years.  They obtained the media habits of the participants from the parents and observations were carried out on their behaviour along with the Preschool Social Behaviour Scale being completed by the teachers.  Findings demonstrated that those who were reported to have more prosocial behaviours watched more television than those with lesser amounts of prosocial behaviours (Ostrom, Gentile and Crick, 2006). Watching educational children’s programmes was also associated with concurrent prosocial behaviour. The study did, however, demonstrate that educational programmes also predicted relational aggression, that is aggression in terms of secrets, lies, shunning and ignoring, in female participants suggesting further research is required to investigate the gender differences in the processing of information (Ostrom, Gentile and Crick, 2006). The study did have limitations in that it only obtained the media habits from the parents at the start, therefore, these may have changed over the length of the study. Also, the participants were all from high SES backgrounds and so the results may not generalize to others. Despite its limitations, the study does support the positive association between prosocial media viewing and prosocial behaviours. Mares & Woodard (2010), carried out a meta-analysis of 34 studies to investigate the prosocial impact of television viewing on children’s social interactions, specifically, positive interaction, aggression, altruism and stereotype reduction. They found that in both experimental settings and at home, children who viewed prosocial media had attitudes and behaviours that were significantly more prosocial than those who did not, supporting the hypothesis that prosocial messages portrayed in television media are no weaker than antisocial ones.
 As the studies discussed so far did not focus on specific television programmes, it is impossible to link the findings of these studies to a specific learning theory. Results could be because of participants viewing interactive programmes which they could engage in, because of repetitive viewing or due to imitation. One possible framework that could explain the effects is the general learning model, which incorporates key ideas from several specific models, including cultivation theory and social cognitive theory (Prot et al., 2013). The general learning model suggests that people use several learning mechanisms to learn from environmental interactions, such as the media, with the media content determining what is learned. For example, media with aggressive content will increase the probability of aggressive behaviour, whereas media with prosocial content will increase the probability of prosocial behaviour (Prot et al., 2013). Prosocial media is thought to provide short term effects by priming prosocial cognitions and increasing positive effects, whereas long term effects are presumed to include long term changes in beliefs and attitudes (Prot et al.,2013). 
 Prot et al., (2013), carried out a study to look specifically at the long-term effects of prosocial media and hypothesised, based on the general learning theory, that those who viewed prosocial media would display more helping behaviour, which would be mediated by empathy, and that this effect would be the same across different ages, genders and cultures. Surveys were used to establish media habits, favourite tv programmes and prosocial behaviours, specifically helpful behaviours. The study was carried out over two years on over 3000 children and adolescents across seven countries. Results demonstrated that those who watched prosocial media showed more helping behaviours mediated by empathy, and that these effects were long term. Prosocial effects were similar and significant across western countries, east European countries and east Asian countries, demonstrating that the association between prosocial media and prosocial behaviour can be generalized across cultures. The study also demonstrated that the effects were the same for both male and females. The main limitation with this study is that it relied on self-reports, leaving room for bias, however the study presents findings that support previous research for short term effects and suggests that these short term effects accumulate, resulting in long term behaviour and personality traits, supporting the long term predictions of the general learning model as well other social cognitive models of personality ( Prot et al.,2013). 
Despite the research supporting the positive association between prosocial media and prosocial behaviours, some research has failed to find a positive link.  Padilla-Walker, Coyne, Fraser & Stockdale (2013), examined the prosocial content of Disney animated films and found that acts of prosocial behaviour occurred at a rate of 1 every minute, with approximately half being verbal and half being physical. There were significantly more altruistic acts than any other type of motivation. Despite this, Coyne, Rasmussen & Nelson (2016), found that girls displayed no short term or long term prosocial behaviours, despite repeated viewing of these films, which does not support the general learning theory or the social cognitive theory. Other studies, including those by Coyne, Linder, Rasmussen ,Nelson & Birkbeck,(2016), Baker-Sperry (2007), Dundes (2001) and Klein & Shiffman (2006), found that animated Disney films led to unhealthy behaviours and attitudes such as negative stereotypes regarding gender, age, appearance and cultures, rather than prosocial behaviours, calling into question the general learning theory and social cognitive theory. This is an area that requires further investigation. 
[bookmark: _Hlk508620285]Based on the assumptions made by the general learning theory that the content of the media will determine what is learnt, children who view media which is designed for educational and cognitive development should show improvements in these areas. Several studies have been carried out looking at specific educational programmes, investigating their effect on cognitive and language skills.  Rice, Huston, Truglio & Wright (1990) investigated the effect of sesame street on 326 children, aged between 3 and 5 years old, over a two-year period. Sesame street has goals focused on cognitive content such as sorting, body parts and classification as well as alphabet letters and introduces new concepts with words, often using terms for objects (Rice, Huston, Truglio & Wright, 1990). The programme is interactive for children which would lend itself to the constructivist theory, however it also uses language that the child would find familiar in everyday life as it resembles that of a mother talking to her child, uses short simple sentences and refers to the here and now (Rice, Huston, Truglio & Wright, 1990).  This aspect would lend itself well to the social cognitive theory. As it appears to incorporate aspects of both learning theories, it sits well within the general learning theory. The study was specifically looking at vocabulary development and consisted of using television viewing diaries and conducting the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test-Revised (PPVT-R) every 6 months over two years (Rice, Huston, Truglio & Wright, 1990). Findings demonstrated that watching sesame street contributed to preschool children’s vocabulary (Rice, Huston, Truglio & Wright 1990) which supported previous research carried out by Ball & Bogatz, (1970). It was suggested by Cook (1975), that the results of the study carried out by Ball & Bogatz (1970) could have been confounded by the presence of a coviewing adult (Rice, Huston, Truglio & Wright, 1990), however, this was accounted and it was found that the learning suggested in this study could be attributed to viewing without direct parental intervention. The study also considered gender and a wide range of parental educational and occupational levels and found the effects to be the same across all. The issues with this study are that causality cannot be presumed and it may that the vocabulary tested using the PPVT-R was learned from other sources, so it would have been better to identify words or phrases the child could have only learnt from sesame street. This however would be difficulty to do as sesame street use familiar words and phrases ((Rice, Huston, Truglio & Wright, 1990). Interestingly, Cole et al., (2003) used an Israeli and Palestinian version of sesame street, which was created to provide positive messages to middle eastern children about their own culture as well as the cultures of others. Pre- test data showed that Palestinian and Israeli-Jewish children held strong, negative stereotypes regarding other cultures and each other. After four months exposure to the programme, there were significant differences in the attitudes of the Israeli-Jewish children in that they displayed much more positive attitudes towards others and more cultural understanding. The Palestinians, however did not change their negative perspectives, and this was attributed to the fact that the version of the programme they viewed contained only Palestinian children, whereas the version viewed by the Israeli-Jewish, contained Arab, Israeli- Jewish and Palestinian children (Cole et al, 2003). The study emphasises that strong stereotypes manifest themselves in children as young as 4 based on what they are learning from their environment, supporting the social cognitive theory, and supports the research that viewing educational and prosocial media from an early age can alter social cognition across cultures. The study was flawed in that in relied on self-reporting with regards to viewing, whilst another point to consider is that Palestinian children tended to watch with their families, whist the Israeli-Jewish watched during preschool or by themselves, which may further explain the lack of change in the Palestinian children (Cole et al., 2003). 
[bookmark: _Hlk508729330]Blues Clues is another educational programme that has received attention. Blue’s clues focuses on social and cognitive problem-solving skills in pre-schoolers (Kirkorian, Wartella & Anderson, 2008). The format incorporates think along, play along, live and cartoon characters, and characteristics such as camera techniques, musical cues, children’s voices, repeatable dialogue and visuals, and relies heavily on interaction and repetition (Anderson et al., 2000) meeting the criteria for constructivism, social cognitive theory and general learning theory. The series is guided by the thinking-skill curriculum which is designed to utilize existing cognitive skills and knowledge as well as to teach and develop new cognitive skills (Anderson et al., 2000).  Anderson et al., (2000), carried out two studies to investigate the effects of repetition and to look at the long-term effects on cognition and prosocial behaviours. Experiment one was carried out on children attending preschool who were shown the same episode of Blues Clues for 5 consecutive days. Findings demonstrated that attention to entertainment remained stable at around 74%, whilst attention to educational content increased to 82% over the first three episodes before dropping to the same as entertainment for the last two episodes. Audience participation greatly increased over the 5 days with the increase being focused primarily on the educational content. These results suggest that for the first few episodes children are paying close attention and devoting theory cognitive abilities to understanding. By the third episode they have mastered the problems and cognitive development allows them to increase their participation. This study was a controlled experiment using video footage of viewing and supports the theory that repetition fosters empowerment (Anderson et al., 2000) and develops cognitive abilities. The second study compared a viewing group against a non-viewing group over a two-year period. Findings demonstrated that those who were regular viewers of Blues Clues performed better in a range of pictorial tests designed to test sequencing, patterning and relational concepts, performed better when given riddles, pattern perception tests, creative thinking tests, expressive vocabulary tests and the Matrices inventory (Anderson et al., 2000). This study strongly supports the hypothesis that when educational programmes are developed using knowledge of children’s development (Anderson et al.,2000), and learning theories such as the general learning theory, it can be a powerful tool in enhancing long term prosocial behaviours and cognitive development. 
The findings of the studies discussed are supported by a body of research including research carried out by Anderson, Wilder, Williams & Santamero (1999), Wright et al., (2001) and Huston & Wright (1998), however it must be noted that there is also the suggestion that media viewing for those under the age of 2 will have detrimental effects. Zimmermann, Dimitri & Christakis ( 2005) and Zimmermann, Dimitri, Christakis & Meltzoff (2007) carried out studies which demonstrated a negative association between media viewing and vocabulary and cognition development for those under two years old, however, this is to be expected when you consider that the television aimed at those under 3 contains very little educational content, and that a child under the age of 2 is unable to process information effectively (Zimmermann, Dimitri & Christakis, 2005). 
Despite the multitude of research outlining the negative associations between television media and children’s development and behaviour, this essay sheds light on the positives. It appears that the key to ensuring our children benefit from television media lies largely in two things: the child’s developmental age and the content of the media. Media that involves violence and aggression may lead to children adopting these behaviours, however, media that teaches prosocial messages, creative thinking, problem solving and literacy and that is packaged and displayed appropriately can benefit our children’s attitudes, behaviours and cognitive development greatly in both the short and long term. If the media has positive content that the child chooses to attend to, that is interactive and engaging and that involves repetition, then children between the ages of 3 and 7 will have more prosocial behaviours and enhanced cognitive skills, supporting the general learning theory.
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