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Having adolescents study current events in school is valued highly by teachers. However,
schools often do not stress the instruction of current events. In this study, students were
compared across high schools that were designated as exemplary schools in the use of
the Channel One television news program and three comparison schools. The results
indicated that students who had greater prior knowledge of current events were more
likely to report being mastery oriented toward the news; consequently, those students
reported engaging in more outside of school news-seeking behaviors and therefore knew
more about current events than did other students. In addition, watching television news
in supportive environments, grade point average, gender, and socioeconomic status were
related to current events knowledge. Implications for the instruction of current events in
schools are discussed.

A fundamental goal of social studies instruction is to help students
understand the meaning of world events—both past and present—and to
appreciate the role that citizens and governments play in shaping those events.
Traditionally, that goal has been addressed through the study of past events;
courses variously labeled as history, civics, or government have provided
students with perspectives on how society has arrived at the present situation.
Although the formal study of contemporary or current events has not been
common in American school curricula (Shaver, 1989), millions of adoles-
cents are now being exposed to the topic informally. As of fall 1993, more
than 12,000 middle, junior, and senior high schools showed their students
Channel One—a 10-minute daily newscast. Uncounted additional schools
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showed students CNN Newsroom—a 15-minute daily newscast available to
an estimated 26,000 schools.! A recent study of a large sample of teachers
showed strong support for students learning about current events in school
(. Johnston, Brzezinski, & Anderman, 1994).

The study of learning in the domain of current events provides a good
opportunity to explore several important issues related to the autonomous
learning of adolescents in school contexts. The study of current events lacks
the systematic structure of other curricular material, and schools often are
ambivalent about how much instruction should be devoted to helping stu-
dents make sense of the news (J. Johnston et al., 1994). Much more than in
regular courses in which students are tested on the material that they learn,
the information that students retain about current events depends on individ-
ual motives to learn that type of information (Anderman & Johnston, 1997).
Because many students today are exposed to television news media in school,
teachers and schools do play a role in defining the learning task for students
and in shaping their goals (Celano & Neuman, 1995). In the current research,
the relations of individual differences and motivation to the learning of
current events in schools in which television news is valued were studied.

Motivation and School Learning

Motivation is an important psychological determinant of behavior (Hey-
man & Dweck, 1996). Studies of the learning of current events have not
included modern measures of achievement motivation. Why do some stu-
dents learn much about current issues while other students are uninterested
in the news? Many financial resources currently are being allocated toward
the purchase of technology designed to enhance the learning of current events
(J. Johnston et al., 1994). Nevertheless, these expenditures may be wasted on
students who are not motivated to learn about those issues.

Goal Orientation

The study of goal orientations represents a social-cognitive framework for
interpreting motivation (Ames, 1992; Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Maehr &
Midgley, 1991; Maehr & Pintrich, 1991; Nicholls, 1989). Goal-orientation
theorists posit that students approach tasks with one of two achievement
goals. Students who adopt a mastery goal orientation engage in an activity to
master the task itself; such students value learning for its own sake and do
not see the task as a means to some other end, such as getting a good grade
or earning the approval of others.
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In contrast, students who adopt a performance goal orientation toward a
particular task engage in the task as a means to other ends, such as outper-
forming peers or getting the highest score on a test. Some researchers (e.g.,
Young & Urdan, 1993) have argued that performance goal orientations
should be broken down into extrinsic goal orientations (e.g., the goal of doing
well on a task to get a good grade or to get a reward) and relative ability goal
orientations (e.g., the goal of doing well on a task to win approval, demon-
strate ability, or outperform others). A number of researchers now conceptu-
alize extrinsic types of goals (e.g., Pintrich & Garcia, 1991) as being quali-
tatively different than performance goals (e.g., Dweck & Leggett, 1988).
Students who adopt performance goals primarily want to demonstrate their
ability or appear competent to others. In contrast, students who adopt extrin-
sic goals engage in a particular academic task to receive some type of extrinsic
reward, such as a good grade or candy.

Many studies have shown that the adoption of mastery goals leads to
positive educational outcomes, such as the use of deep cognitive processing
strategies or critical thinking skills (Nolen, 1988; Pintrich & De Groot, 1990),
greater creativity (Archer, 1989), increased motivation (Ames, 1990), and
more adaptive patterns of help-seeking behavior (Arbreton, 1993). In con-
trast, students who adopt performance goals tend to use surface-level strate-
gies such as the rote memorization of facts or immediately asking for
assistance from the teacher (Meece, Blumenfeld, & Hoyle, 1988; Nolen,
1988). Students in grades kindergarten through 12 who obtain higher grades
often hold mastery goals. However, performance goals seem to be related to
better grades for some college students (Pintrich & Garcia, 1991). Perform-
ance goals also are related to increased levels of intrinsic motivation for
achievement-oriented individuals (Harackiewicz & Elliot, 1993). Although
few studies have examined the developmental aspects and effects of gender
on achievement goals, longitudinal studies have indicated that males and
females become less mastery oriented as they move through early adoles-
cence (Anderman & Midgley, 1997) and that males often are more perform-
ance oriented than are females (Anderman & J. Johnston, 1994).

The demands of the task will influence the types of goals that students
adopt (Ames & Maehr, 1989; Maehr & Midgley, 1991). For example, if the
primary function of a task is to memorize basic facts for a quiz, then students
often do not strive for higher levels of comprehension and processing.
Although the relation between goals and strategies now is well documented
(e.g., Maehr & Pintrich, 1991), few studies have examined the multivariate
relations among goals, strategies, and behavioral- and knowledge-based
outcomes (Blumenfeld, 1992; Brown, 1988).
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Motivation and Current Events Knowledge

To date, there have been few studies that have applied contemporary
theory and research on motivation to the learning of current events in
adolescent populations, despite the fact that television news media abound
in schools today. Most research on the learning of current events comes from
the literature in communication, which has focused almost exclusively on
adults. Results from those studies have indicated that among adults, news
knowledge is associated with higher levels of education (Robinson & Levy,
1986; Tichenor, Donohue, & Olien, 1970), higher levels of socioeconomic
status (Gunter, 1987), and being older and male (Gunter, 1987; Rakow &
Kranich, 1991). Studies of the use of Channel One in school settings (e.g.,
Celano & Neuman, 1995; J. Johnston et al., 1994) have indicated that teachers
often do not spend time explaining and discussing the information covered
in school-based television news programs. Although some studies have
indicated that adolescents report enjoying news programs such as Channel
One (e.g., J. Johnston et al., 1994; Tiene, 1993), those same studies have
revealed that students often do not learn much from those broadcasts.

The term motivation has meant several things in communications re-
search, and the power of motivation as a predictor has depended on how it
has been operationalized. When interest in a particular story was used,
motivation was a powerful predictor. In two different studies, interest in one
or two specific events was a very strong predictor of learning about those
events from subsequent television news viewing over a 1- to 2-week
period (Funkhouser & McCombs, 1971; Genova & Greenberg, 1979). How-
ever, those studies were designed to assess specific information campaigns
and therefore focused on interest in specific news items, not general interest
in processing public-affairs types of program content.

Robinson and Davis (1986) measured motivation toward learning from
news in general. They assessed whether television news viewers (a) watched
news for reassurance, curiosity/ comparison, or to feel informed; (b) paid
attention to the newscast; and (c) felt able to understand the news (p. 118).
Those researchers examined the role of motivation and used a British sample.
They examined predictors of what adults would learn from watching a single
evening’s news show. The results indicated that the first two predictors were
less important than media use factors, such as whether subjects regularly read
a newspaper or listened to radio bulletins. However, results of that study
revealed that perceived ability to understand a newscast had a noteworthy
effect on comprehension of the news. The Robinson and Davis study,
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however, did not focus on adolescents, who may have different reasons,
goals, and motives for watching the news than have adults (see also Griesin-
ger & Anderman, 1997).

A related issue is that recent studies of current events knowledge have
indicated that previous knowledge of the news is a very important predictor
of what students will learn from the news (J. Johnston & Brzezinski, 1992;
Price & Zaller, 1993). Students who have a greater knowledge of current
events at one point in time are likely to learn more about other news events.

The purpose of the present study was to apply current conceptions of
motivation to the domain of current events knowledge and to examine the
roles that goal orientations played in the acquisition of current events knowl-
edge for adolescents. Goal-orientation theory was used as a theoretical
orientation in this study because other studies have demonstrated that goal-
orientation theory is applicable particularly in school and classroom settings
(Ames & Archer, 1988; Anderman & Maehr, 1994; Maehr & Midgley, 1996).
It has been demonstrated that practices in classrooms and schools are well
represented by goal-theory constructs (Maehr & Midgley, 1991). Specifi-
cally, teachers often construct instructional tasks that focus on either master-
ing the task (mastery goal), demonstrating ability at the task (performance
goal-relative ability), or earning some type of extrinsic reward for engaging
in the task (performance goal-extrinsic). In addition, unlike some other
motivational theories, a major focus of goal-orientation theory is on how
individuals think—how they think about their school work, their abilities,
and themselves (Ames & Archer, 1988; Anderman & Midgley, 1997; Dweck &
Leggett, 1988). Thus, goal-orientation theory was selected as the motiva-
tional framework for the present study because it focuses on cognitive aspects
of motivation and because it is a particularly useful framework for examining
the relations between instructional practices and student learning.

If educators wish to foster in adolescents the autonomous seeking of
knowledge about public affairs, or continuing motivation to learn about news
events (e.g., Maehr, 1976), then research needs to use and build on recent
developments in motivational theory and research. Thus, the present study
explored the following questions:

Do adolescents who watch television news programs in supportive environments
learn more about the news than do adolescents who do not watch television
news?

Do motivational variables influence the acquisition of current events knowledge?

Do motivational and instructional variables predict students’ news-seeking behav-
iors outside of school?
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Specifically, it was hypothesized that measures that reflect goal-orientation
theory would be strong predictors of current events knowledge, but the
relation would vary according to several features. It was hypothesized that
achievement goal orientations would have direct effects on whether or not
adolescents would seek news at home. It also was hypothesized that achieve-
ment goals would have indirect effects on current events knowledge through
news-seeking behaviors. If a student adopted a mastery goal orientation
toward the news, the student would likely feel that knowing about the news
is meaningful, and consequently, the student would be more likely to seek
the news at home. Indeed, other studies have indicated that when students
adopt a mastery goal orientation, they use more complex cognitive processing
strategies (e.g., Nolen, 1988). It is the use of those strategies that ultimately
may lead to greater learning (Pintrich & Schunk, 1996). It also was hypothe-
sized that adolescents who watched a daily television news program in a
school that valued the instruction of current events would know more about
such events than would students in schools without a daily television news
program. Some previous studies have indicated that the context for learning
about current events is related to what students actually do or do not learn
from news broadcasts (Celano & Neuman, 1995; J. Johnston & Anderman,
1993).

METHOD

Participants

The participating schools are described in Table 1, along with breakdowns
by gender and grade level. The sample included 582 students from the six
matched viewing/nonviewing high schools. Because the data reported in the
present study were longitudinal, data were used only for students with
complete data. Each school provided approximately six to eight classes of
average-achieving students, two at each grade level (9 through 12) whenever
possible. Of the entire student sample, 49% were male. Of the sample, 84%
were Caucasian and the others were members of minority groups (8% Latino
American, 1% African American, 6% Native American, and 2% Asian
American). Of the students, 21% were in the 9th grade, 33% in the 10th grade,
30% in the 11th grade, and 17% in the 12th grade. Of the sample, 33%
reported having a mother who had graduated from college, and 42% reported
having a father who graduated from college.
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Selection of Participating Schools

Previous studies have indicated that the presence of a daily television news
program in high schools adds little to student knowledge of and appreciation
for the news if the faculty and students do not value the news (J. Johnston &
Anderman, 1993; J. Johnston & Brzezinski, 1992). In addition, it is important
to note that there are now a number of television news programs available in
schools. For the present study, therefore, three schools were chosen that only
showed Channel One and in which the students and teachers placed a high
value on the news. In the present research, these schools are referred to as
exemplary schools. Furthermore, three comparison schools were selected that
had no television news program but did have similar demographic charac-
teristics to the viewing schools. In the present study, the attempt was not made
to unconfound the possible effects of viewing Channel One in supportive as
compared to unsupportive environments; rather, in the current study, we
merely wanted to examine the unique effects on motivation and knowledge
when viewing news in supportive environments.

Schools that showed Channel One were chosen because the program is
watched in many public and private high schools in the United States and
because more than 99% of the schools that first adopted Channel One in 1990
renewed their contracts in 1993; hence, Channel One is clearly a growing
presence in schools (DeVaney, 1994; J. Johnston et al., 1994). To avoid
possible confounding effects of viewing other news programs, comparison
schools were selected that did not show other news programs, such as CNN
Newsroom.

The Problem of Measuring Environment/Context

Although researchers increasingly are becoming aware of the need to
examine and measure the effects of social contexts on individuals, there is
still a great deal of debate concerning how to appropriately measure environ-
ment or context (Eccles, 1995). For the present study, consultations were
made with a number of researchers in the fields of psychology and commu-
nications who have been involved actively in the complex issue of measuring
context. Specifically, the goal was to identify schools in which (a) a television
news program (e.g., Channel One) was shown daily and (b) the teachers
supported and believed in the importance of teaching current events to
adolescents.

After consulting with a number of individuals, a strategy was developed
for finding the three viewing schools for the study. To identify schools in
which Channel One was viewed in supportive environments, Channel One
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field service personnel were asked to nominate schools that they thought met
the following criteria: (a) students and teachers both placed a high value on
learning current events, (b) teachers in the viewing classroom attended to the
news broadcasts and expected students to do the same, (c) teachers in the
school discussed important news stories with their classes, and (d) the
curriculum was flexible enough to permit occasional departures from the
day’s activities to permit the discussion of an important news story. Using
those criteria, the Channel One personnel provided a list of 23 schools.

To obtain a smaller sample of students, the principals of these 23 schools
were contacted and permission was requested to send short surveys to the
teachers. All principals agreed. Teachers mailed the surveys back in postage-
paid envelopes. The instrument itself was highly reliable (Cronbach’s alpha =
.92; see J. Johnston et al., 1994, for a full description of this instrument).

The data from each of the 23 schools were averaged and the schools were
then rank ordered. Schools with lower than a 40% response rate were
eliminated (n = 13). Responses to the items in the questionnaire were added
together. The summation of responses for the final 10 schools ranged from a
low of 71.35 to a high of 94.24. Of those remaining 10 schools with 40% or
higher response rates, 6 of the schools were eliminated because they were
middle schools. The final set of 3 high schools was selected from among the
remaining 4 schools to represent different community types (rural, small
town, and urban advantaged), using the same selection strategy as the
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP; 1990). The NAEP is
a nationally representative and continuing assessment of what students in the
United States know and can do in various subject areas. Congressionally
mandated, there have been NAEP assessments covering reading, mathemat-
ics, science, writing, history/geography, and civics.

For each Channel One viewing school, a matching nonviewing school was
identified in which the broad demographic characteristics of the student body
(ethnicity, type of parental occupation, geographic location, and percentage
pursuing postsecondary education) were as similar as possible. Those are the
dimensions used by the NAEP for school selection for the NAEP assessments
(NAEP, 1990).

Procedure

The first current events knowledge test was administered in February 1993
to students in the six schools selected to participate in the study. The same
students completed another current events knowledge test and the motivation
and self-reported news-seeking behavior questionnaires 3 months later. In the
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Channel One schools, students viewed newscasts virtually every day of the
school year from September 1992 through May 1993. Students in the control
schools did not have access to television news in school. The original set of
core demographic items (including parent education) were cleared with a
human subjects review panel. Following the Family Rights and Privacy Act,
which excludes district curriculum experiments from informed consent re-
quirements, each school district was provided with the protocols and asked
to approve each questionnaire. In turn, principals and teachers were given the
option to not administer a questionnaire or parts of it; however, no one
refused. Survey administrators were given the instruction to tell students that
they had the option of not completing the test.

Instruments

Current Events Knowledge

Students completed one current events knowledge test in February 1993
and another in May 1993. Although the May data were used as the dependent
variable in this study, data also were collected in February because other
studies have shown that previous knowledge of the news is the most impor-
tant predictor of current events knowledge (e.g. J. Johnston & Brzezinski,
1992; Price & Zaller, 1993). Students were presented with a series of
statements about events in the news and were asked to indicate whether the
statement was true or false. To develop a valid test of current events knowl-
edge, all items were based on extensive content analyses of the news media
for the 6 months preceding each test period (J. Johnston et al., 1994).

For each topic tested (e.g., the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina, relief efforts
in Somalia, United States politics, etc.), several statements were used to
assess understanding of each individual topic. For example, in the May 1993
test, four distinct items were used to assess adolescents’ knowledge about
Boris Yeltsin. Total current events knowledge at each testing was defined as
the sum of correct responses on the test.” The instrument showed acceptable
reliability (ot =.76). A key to the fairness of the Channel One tests is that they
only included those news items covered by Channel One and competing
sources of news, such as television networks and national print publications
such as Time and U.S. News & World Report. In addition, current events
knowledge tests produced by U.S. News & World Report (Close Up Publish-
ing, 1993) were used in the first round of Channel One test construction to
confirm that the topics selected by the test-development team, based on the
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Channel One content analysis, were all in the pool of topics considered by a
national news organization to be the major topics on the world news agenda.
To ensure content validity, four people followed the news as reported on
the networks and in the major national newspapers (e.g., The New York Times)
and then reviewed the content analyses of Channel One and selected for
the tests only stories that (a) were frequently covered on Channel One and
(b) received comparable coverage by the major national media. Additionally,
scores on the current events instrument correlated in expected ways with
other measures. For example, scores on the two knowledge tests, which
contained differing items, were correlated positively (r = .35, p <.001).

Self-Reported News-Seeking Behavior

Students also responded to a series of questions that asked how many news
stories they had viewed on television, heard on radio, or read in newspapers
or weekly news magazines. Students used a 4-point Likert-type scale (1 = no
stories, 2 = one story, 3 = two or three stories, and 4 = four or more stories)
to indicate how many stories they had heard, seen, or read about on these
topics during the past few months. The students were asked to use this scale
for each of eight topics: the fighting in Bosnia-Herzegovina; changes in
Russia; the famine and relief efforts in Somalia; the Rodney King trial in Los
Angeles; the president’s troubles finding an attorney general; the Branch-
Davidian standoff in Waco, Texas; the World Trade Center bombing; and the
role of gays in the military. The self-reported news-seeking behavior measure
was reliable (o = .84).

Motivation

Students responded to a series of statements on a 5-point Likert-type scale
that ranged from 1 = not true of me through 5 = very true of me. These
statements represent original items and items similar to ones used on the
Patterns of Adaptive Learning Survey (PALS) (Midgley et al., 1996). Factor
analysis was used, and loadings were computed using a varimax rotation. A
priori factors determined by Midgley and colleagues (1996) guided final
construction of scales. Specifically, the results of factor analyses, with the
items reworded to measure motivation toward the news, were compared with
the factors that Midgley and colleagues found for general learning and for
learning in mathematics and English. Although the items in the current study
were reworded to fit the domain of news knowledge, the items factored into
the same patterns as found by Midgley and colleagues. All scales used in the
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TABLE 2: Scales and Reliabilities for Motivation and News Seeking

Scale o

Mastery orientation 77
Understanding the news—what's happening in the world—is important to
me.
| pay attention to what is happening on the news because | enjoy it.
It's fun to figure out why things like wars and elections are happening around
the world.
Listening to the news is boring (reversed scored).
Performance orientation—extrinsic 77
| read about or watch the news only when a teacher requires it.
| read about or watch the news only if | am going to be tested on it.
| read about or watch the news because | have to, not because | want to.
Performance orientation—relative ability .70
Knowing more than other students about what's going on in the world is
important to me.
| like to show that | know more about national and world news than other
students.
| feel good if | am the only one who understands a news story.
News-seeking behavior—number of stories read or viewed outside of school on: .84
Bosnia-Herzegovina
Russia
Somalia
The Rodney King trial
Clinton’s search for an attorney general
Waco, Texas
World Trade Center bombing
Gays in the military

NOTE: Except for news-seeking behavior, all items were responded to using the scale
1 = not at all true of me through 5 = very true of me.

present study displayed good psychometric properties. Items and alphas for
the motivation and news-secking measures are presented in Table 2.

Demographics

Students also responded to a series of demographic questions, including
grade level in school, level of parental education (1 = completed some high
school, 2 = graduated from high school, 3 = completed some college, 4 =
graduated from college, 5 = don’t know) and grade point average (GPA) 5 =
A orA—,4=B+ or B,3 =B-or C+,2=C or C-, 1 = D+ or below). Self-
reported GPA has been used as a reliable and valid measure in several other
large-scale studies (e.g., J. Johnston et al., 1994; Wilson, 1985). In addition,
Schiel and Noble (1991) found that the self-reported grades of high school
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sophomores varied somewhat across schools, but in general, self-reports were
reliable enough to be used in educational studies. As a proxy for socioeco-
nomic status, the educational levels of both parents were averaged. If there
was information for only one parent, that information was used alone.’

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics

Table 3 presents bivariate correlations among several demographic,
achievement, and motivational variables. Inspection of the table reveals
several interesting relations. Current events knowledge in February and May
were correlated moderately (r = .35, p < .001). In addition, knowledge of
current events was related positively to a mastery goal orientation and
self-reported news-seeking behavior at both test times. Current events knowl-
edge was related negatively to extrinsic goals at both test times. Positive
correlations were found for test scores at both times with GPA and parental
education.

Various researchers have suggested that a mastery goal orientation leads
to more adaptive and successful learning than does a performance goal
orientation (e.g., Ames, 1990; Anderman & Maehr, 1994; Dweck & Leggett,
1988; Maehr & Midgley, 1991). However, in many previous studies, the
operationalization of performance goals has confounded items that assess
extrinsic reasons for doing work (e.g., “I watch the news because I get tested
on it”) as compared to items that assess relative ability (e.g., “I like to show
that I know more than other students about news stories”). Holding a mastery
goal orientation toward learning the news was related negatively to extrinsic
goals (r = -.42, p < .001) but was related positively to relative ability goals
(r=.41, p <.001). In addition, students who reported being mastery oriented
toward the news reported higher levels of self-reported news-seeking behav-
ior outside of school (r = .47, p < .001). They also obtained higher scores on
the current events knowledge tests in February (r = .24, p <.001) and in May
(r=.23, p<.001).

Current Events Knowledge

Table 4 shows differences in test scores between viewing and nonviewing
schools for each pair and for the total combined high school sample. The
average score for all high school students was 70% correct (13.76 out of 18
possible). Students in the three high schools in which Channel One was
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viewed scored approximately 5% higher than students in the nonviewing
schools. The average effect size was .44 standard deviation.

A multiple classification analysis (MCA) was run to examine the relation
between viewing a television news program in a supportive environment and
current events knowledge when prior knowledge is covaried. MCA is a
multiple regression analysis strategy that allows for categorical predictors
(Andrews, Morgan, Sonquist, & Klem, 1973). The advantage of MCA is that
it estimates the independent effects of each independent variable, controlling
for the effects of other variables in the equation. Thus, in Table 5, the main
effects reported for viewing television news in school have been adjusted for
effects of GPA, gender, grade level, and parental education. Differences
between viewing and nonviewing schools are determined from deviation
scores from the grand mean of 13.76.

In particular, students from families with lower mean educational levels
tended, on average, to know less about current events, and students who were
viewers of Channel One or who earned high overall grades in school tended
to know more about current events. The only significant main effects were
for viewing Channel One in supportive environments, F(1,469)=21.19, p <
.001; GPA, F(3, 469) = 2.90, p < .05; and parental education, F(2, 469) = 9.02,
p < .001. Interactions were not significant.

The Role of Goals

As noted earlier, research in other content domains has indicated that
students’ goal orientations are related to a number of variables, such as
achievement and gender. Do achievement goals have direct effects on current
events knowledge after controlling for prior knowledge, demographic char-
acteristics, and GPA? Path analysis was used to look at these relations (Asher,
1983). The measure of relative ability goals was excluded from those analyses
because the bivariate correlation reported in Table 3 between relative ability
goals and May current events knowledge was not significant. The exogenous
variables (GPA, prior knowledge of the news, viewing television news in a
supportive environment, gender, and parental education) were measured in
February 1993 (Time 1) and therefore were entered first into the analyses.
The motivation, news-seeking, and final knowledge questions were admin-
istered in May 1993 and were used as dependent variables in the analyses.
The February 1993 current events test results were included specifically
because studies have indicated that previous knowledge of the news is a very
strong predictor of current news knowledge (Price & Zaller, 1993). Results
are presented in Figure 1.
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TABLE 5: Multiple Classification Analysis of Current Events Knowledge, Co-
varying Prior Knowledge

Predictor Deviation From Grand Mean B
View Channel One A9
View .53
No view —-.64
Grade point average 13"
Aor A- .52
B+orB .23
B- or C+ -.42
C or below —-.45
Gender .07
Male .23
Female =21
Grade .09
9th -37
10th .25
11th .15
12th -.25
Parental education .18
Low -1.79
Medium .06
High .22
February knowledge (covariate) 23"
Multiple A2 20w

NOTE: The beta value for the covariate is actually the raw regression coefficient; the
grand mean = 13.76.
*p < .05. ***p < .001.

Due to the large sample size, only beta values significant at p < .01 or
lower were reported. Self-reported news-seeking behavior outside of school,
parental education, prior knowledge, extrinsic goals, and viewing Channel
One in supportive environments all had direct effects on knowledge. In
particular, students from families with higher mean levels of parental educa-
tion, students who sought news outside of school, students who already had
some knowledge about the news, students with high GPAs, and students who
viewed television news in supportive environments knew more about current
events. The only achievement goal that had a direct effect on knowledge was
holding extrinsic goals. Students who were oriented extrinsically toward the
news (e.g., only wanting to learn about the news if they were going to be
tested on it) knew less about current events once the other variables had been
controlled. Mastery goals had indirect effects on knowledge through self-
reported news-seeking behavior. Once other variables had been controlled,
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students who held mastery goals, students who had greater prior knowledge,
students whose parents had higher educational levels, and males tended to
seek news more often outside of school than did other students. The final
model explained 25% of the variance in current events knowledge r*=.25,
p <.001).

DISCUSSION

The present study indicated that adolescents’ knowledge of current events
was shaped by an array of motivational, cognitive, and behavioral variables.
As found in studies of adult current events knowledge, previous knowledge
of news events was a powerful predictor of current news knowledge (Price &
Zaller, 1993). Yet in the present study, the second strongest predictor of
knowledge was the direct effect between viewing news on a daily basis in a
supportive environment and knowledge.

GPA and parental education also had direct effects on knowledge, with
higher achieving students and students from homes with higher mean levels
of parental education receiving better scores on the May current events test.
Gender had an indirect effect on knowledge through news seeking—males
reported more outside-of-school news-seeking behaviors than did females.

Motivation and Current Events

Maehr (1976) has suggested that one of the most neglected outcomes in
educational and psychological research is continuing motivation—the desire
for students to continue to engage in the autonomous seeking of knowledge.
Although many innovations and research efforts are judged ultimately by an
improvement in students’ knowledge, researchers also must be concerned
with changes in students’ behaviors that may lead to additional learning.

The present study included measures of student knowledge of recent
current events and a composite measure of students’ self-reported outside-of-
school news-seeking behaviors as outcomes. The results indicated that stu-
dents who were more mastery oriented toward learning about current events
tended to seek more news outside of school from television and radio news,
magazines, and newspapers. Students who had high knowledge of current
events in February were more likely to report being mastery oriented toward
the news in May. In addition, students who knew more in February were less
likely to be oriented extrinsically toward the news in May.

The use of goal-orientation theory (Ames & Archer, 1988; Dweck &
Leggett, 1988; Maehr & Pintrich, 1991; Nicholls, 1989) to operationalize
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motivation in the present study represented a first attempt to understand the
affective components of watching and learning about current events in school
using developmentally appropriate psychological measures of achievement
motivation with a sample of adolescents. Previous research has demonstrated
that achievement goal orientations (e.g., mastery and performance goals) are
particularly important during adolescence (see Anderman & Maehr, 1994,
for a review). Studies of learning from the news have used measures of
motivation that represent particular aspects of motivation (e.g., curiosity), but
none to date has incorporated psychometrically appropriate and theoretically
driven motivational measures. Results of the present study indicated that
adolescents who reported holding mastery goals toward the news did learn
more about the news and engaged in news-seeking behaviors outside of
school. In contrast, students who reported holding extrinsic goals toward the
news appeared to know less about current events.

Most of the hypotheses, regarding the direct and indirect effects of
achievement goals on knowledge and self-reported news-seeking behavior,
were confirmed. As predicted, a mastery goal orientation had an indirect
effect on current events knowledge through news-seeking behavior once GPA
and prior knowledge had been controlled. Interestingly, there was no indirect
effect of extrinsic goals on knowledge through news-seeking behavior—
there was only a direct effect. Thus, students who reported being oriented
extrinsically toward the news appeared to know less about current events,
regardless of their at-home news-consumption behaviors. As predicted, there
was no direct effect of mastery goal orientation on knowledge.

One particularly important finding from the present research was the direct
effect of mastery goals on self-reported news-seeking behavior at home.
Whereas a number of studies have documented relations between goal
orientation and cognitive strategy use (Ames & Archer, 1988; Nolen, 1988;
Nolen & Haladyna, 1990; Pintrich & De Groot, 1990; Pintrich & Schrauben,
1992), few studies have linked subject-specific achievement goals to specific
outside-of-school behaviors of adolescents. The indirect effect of mastery
goals on current events knowledge (through self-reported news-seeking
behavior) adds to the growing body of evidence that indicates that perceptions
of a mastery goal orientation are related to behaviors that are conducive to
deep, meaningful learning (Pintrich & De Groot, 1990). Results of the present
study indicated that when television news was viewed in a supportive
environment in high schools, students were more likely to report being
mastery oriented toward the news and consequently were more likely to seek
news outside of school and to know more than other students about recent
news events. This was a particularly important finding because adolescents
may gain their knowledge about important social issues such as gang vio-
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lence, drug and alcohol abuse, and AIDS from the news; consequently,
students who are motivated to watch or read the news at home may acquire
important information about those issues that other adolescents do not gain.

Another important finding was the direct negative effect of extrinsic goals
on current events knowledge. Although some debate exists about exactly how
extrinsic incentives affect motivation and learning (Cameron & Pierce, 1994;
Eisenberger & Cameron, 1996), there is a general consensus among motiva-
tional researchers that extrinsic practices have a negative influence on intrin-
sic motivation, learning, and achievement (Kohn, 1986; Lepper, Greene, &
Nisbett, 1973; Lepper, Keavney, & Drake, 1996; Ryan & Deci, 1996). Results
of the present study support that notion. When students perceive that they
must learn about current events for extrinsic reasons (e.g., because it is
required or because they will be tested on the material), in the long term, they
actually tend to recall less news.

The findings regarding mastery and extrinsic goal orientations are impor-
tant because a number of researchers have demonstrated that achievement
goal stresses can be manipulated by changing classroom and school policies
and practices (Ames, 1990; Anderman, 1997; Anderman & Urdan, 1995;
Maehr & Midgley, 1991). Thus, teachers and schools may be able to nurture
in their students the development of a mastery orientation toward the news,
and this might lead to higher levels of outside-of-school news-seeking
behaviors among adolescents. Few schools today formally incorporate cur-
rent events instruction into curricula for adolescents (Shaver, 1989); perhaps
new curricula and materials that emphasize the importance and relevance of
current events and incorporate the available television technology into that
curricula could have an impact on the motivation and news-consumption
behaviors of adolescents.

Judging the Size of the Effects

The effect size metric is useful particularly in studies of educational
innovations such as television news in schools because it allows for compari-
sons of results across various studies. An effect size is a standard score that
allows for comparisons between experimental and control groups (Krath-
wohl, 1993). For example, across a large number of studies in which televi-
sion was used as the source of instruction, the average effect size was only
.15 standard deviation (Cohen, Ebeling, & Kulik, 1981). Cohen and col-
leagues concluded that an effect size that small was not meaningful statisti-
cally and should be interpreted as indicating that video-based instruction
yields equivalent results to instruction that does not use video. Across various
studies of innovative science curricula, the overall mean effect size was 0.31
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standard deviation, which was described by Weinstein and colleagues as a
moderate effect (Weinstein, Boulanger, & Walberg, 1982). In comparisons
of modern and traditional mathematics curricula, Athappilly and colleagues
reported an average effect size of .24 standard deviation, which they interpreted
as beneficial (Athappilly, Smidchens, & Kofel, 1983).

In the present study, when comparing the scores of adolescents who
viewed news in supportive environments to the scores of nonviewers, the
effect size was .44 standard deviation, which could be judged as a moderate
effect and certainly in the range of impact that is associated with other
innovative curricula. Nevertheless, several qualifications must be made.
First, in the present study, students’ specific knowledge of recent current
events was assessed. In many meta-analyses (e.g., Shymansky, Kyle, & Alport,
1983), results were reported for general knowledge in a given domain.
Second, in the present research used for the sample, viewing schools included
only those that were identified as schools that had shown a commitment to
using and incorporating television news into many aspects of the school day
and curriculum. Therefore, results reported in the present study (and the effect
size of .44 standard deviation) were representative of what happened in
supportive environments in which Channel One was shown.

The average score on the current events test in the present study for
viewing and nonviewing students was 70% correct. In three studies of
short-term learning from Channel One, J. Johnston and colleagues (1994)
found that students obtained scores of 60%, 58%, and 61% correct, respec-
tively. In earlier studies, J. Johnston and Brzezinski (1992) found that students
could answer 64% of current events questions correctly in September, 62%
in January, and 51% in May of the same school year. Although the students
in the present sample could answer 70% of the questions correctly, this is not
surprising given that the Channel One schools in the present sample specifi-
cally were selected to represent schools that used the Channel One broadcasts
in exceptional ways. The questions used in the present study were constructed
by the same research teams and piloted in the same manner as the questions
used in previous studies (J. Johnston & Brzezinski, 1992; J. Johnston et al.,
1994); consequently, there is little reason to suspect that the questions were
of a different level of difficulty or reading ability.

The Role of Formal Instruction and Television News Broadcasts

Although little is known from this study about the ways in which current
events were typically taught—for example, the nature of the tasks students
were given in those classes or how they were evaluated—it was clear that the
mix of activities that comprised typical instruction in this arena had positive
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outcomes. Given that 40% or more of all in-school adolescents are exposed
to Channel One on a daily basis, whereas additional students are exposed to
productions and publications by CNN, Scholastic, and other sources (Toch,
1992), it would be important to disentangle the effects of mere viewing from
various types of direct instruction. One of the major claims of the present
study was that viewing television news in supportive environments led to
greater news-seeking behaviors and higher levels of knowledge. Although an
attempt was made to carefully identify schools in which Channel One was
valued and integrated into instruction, it is extremely difficult to characterize
and compare such contexts across schools in a large-scale quantitative study.
One previous qualitative study of high school students’ viewing of Channel
One (J. Johnston & Anderman, 1993) indicated that supportive environments
for viewing television news were ones in which the news was viewed during
aregular class period (as opposed to during a homeroom period), the teachers
took the time to discuss important stories that were shown on the news, and
there was a consistent valuing of the news program among the faculty.

Results of this study have several implications for teachers and parents.
First, results of the present study and other studies (e.g., Celano & Neuman,
1995) indicate that the context in which news programs are viewed and
discussed has an important ramification on how much students learn from
news broadcasts. When current events programs such as Channel One are
treated as superfluous and unimportant, then students are not likely to deeply
process the information presented in those programs. Second, results of this
study revealed that motivational variables play an important role in the
acquisition of current events knowledge. A number of motivational re-
searchers who use a goal-orientation framework have found that the types of
practices that teachers use in classrooms can have an effect on student
motivation and achievement (e.g., Ames & Archer, 1988; Anderman &
Young, 1994). The results of the present study indicated that instructional
practices that encourage students to master the news may lead to more
news-seeking behaviors outside of school and consequently greater current
events knowledge. The use of extrinsic practices, such as memorizing news
events for pop quizzes, appears to impair adolescents’ current events knowl-
edge. Indeed, other motivational research has documented that a mastery goal
orientation is related to deeper levels of cognitive processing, whereas
environments that foster grades, competition, and performance often lead to
surface-level cognitive processing strategies such as rote memorization
(Nolen, 1988; Pintrich & De Groot, 1990).

Studies in the future need to examine comparisons between viewing
television news in supportive and unsupportive environments and not view-
ing television news at all. In addition, studies also need to assess the effects
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of attending a school that supports the learning of current events but does not
show television news programs, as well as the effects of other news sources,
and of particular instructional practices, on motivation, knowledge, and
behavior. Given the abundance of schools that expose their students to news
media, there is a great need for studies of specific teachers’ and schools’
practices and policies regarding current events instruction. In addition, lon-
gitudinal studies of changes in adolescents’ attitudes and goal orientations
over time may provide more information on the long-term effects of viewing
television news in school. Much research in the future is needed on the roles
of attitudes and the influences of peers on the acquisition of current events
knowledge. Studies also would benefit from the use of additional measures
of socioeconomic status. Finally, studies in the future should examine the
multiple levels of influence in the arena of current events learning. For
example, the use of multilevel regression techniques may help disentangle
the effects of individual differences, classroom practices, and school practices
on the learning of current events. In addition, the triangulation of information
provided by students, teachers, and parents might lead to an improved
understanding of how this type of knowledge is acquired.

The final path model accounted for 25% of the variance in current events
knowledge. Consequently, other variables not measured in the present study
might explain additional variance. Indeed, it is possible that viewing televi-
sion news in a supportive environment encourages other behaviors that are
conducive to learning about current events. Ethnographic studies reveal that
although educators often do not spend time discussing news stories with
adolescents (Celano & Neuman, 1995), such discussions create an envi-
ronment in which students and teachers value current events knowledge
(J. Johnston & Anderman, 1993). Consequently, studies that more specifi-
cally examine the nature of discussions occurring around current events
might explain additional variance in current events knowledge acquisition.
In addition, the inclusion of other motivational variables, such as perceptions
of competence (Harter, 1982), attributions (Weiner, 1986), and achievement
values (Wigfield & Eccles, 1992), might explain additional variance in
subsequent studies.

Television news in the classroom is a part of the daily lives of millions of
adolescents. With accessibility to the Internet becoming more common to
adolescents, other electronic sources of information may gain prominence in
the classroom as well. The present study identified variables that may allow
educators and parents to help adolescents process and retain the important
knowledge available from these new sources of information.
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NOTES

1. The in-school audience watching Channel One is estimated to be around 7 million.
Although the cable industry claims that CNN Newsroom is available to 26,000 schools, there are
no estimates of how many of those schools actually show the program to students on a regular
basis.

2. A full description of items comprising each test is available from the first author.

3. This is the same as the parental education index measured in the Bachman et al. Monitoring
the Future study (see L. Johnston, O’Malley & Bachman, 1992), which has been conducted
annually for the past 20 years. This measure is common in a large number of studies of youth
for which the youth provide the data for just these two measures (father’s and mother’s
education). The other ingredients commonly added to measures of socioeconomic status include
father’s and mother’s occupation and/or income. Studies in the 1970s established that youth are
not familiar with these figures and cannot provide valid estimates (J. Bachman, personal
communication, December 8, 1995). The one other ingredient sometimes used is number of
books in the home (or a variant of this). This measure was not used in the present study. Because
the measure used in the present study did not include information about parental occupation,
income, or number of books in the home, this variable will be referred to as parental education.
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