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From Couch to Classroom: Exploring College Students’ Television Uses and Gratifications 

Introduction/Need for Research
Previous studies have examined the use of entertainment media to teach complex concepts in leadership courses (McMahon & Bramhall, 2004; Berk, 2009; Meyers & Rudd, 2006). According to McMahon and Bramhall (2004), “media have the ability to make complex concepts visible and make them come alive – a necessary but rare ingredient in successful leadership development efforts,” (p. 61). Berk (2009) said TV, movies, YouTube, and mtvU  in college courses can tap students’ multiple intelligences and learning styles in order to increase academic success. Meyers and Rudd (2006) evaluated the use of incorporating examples from The Office television show into an undergraduate agricultural leadership course to encourage students to identify poor leadership practices. The results indicated that the examples shown from The Office allowed students to effectively apply leadership concepts learned in the course (Meyers & Rudd, 2006). 

The American Association for Agricultural Education’s Research Priority Areas for 2011 2015 lists the priority area of “design, development, and assessment of meaningful learning environments” (Doerfert, 2011, p. 9). The purpose of this research was to investigate the reasons students in leadership classes view television programs, particularly one program that is shown in the course. This information will help integrate relevant programs into the agricultural leadership classroom in order to strengthen the connection between content and real life experiences. 

Conceptual/Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this study is based on uses and gratifications theory (Katz, Blumler, & Gurevitch, 1974). The uses and gratifications theory posits that media users make decisions based on their recognized needs and receive gratifications from the media exposure. The theory is based on three basic concepts: 1) media users are goal-oriented, 2) media users are active in their selection and use, and 3) media users are aware of their needs and choose media that will address those needs (i.e. gratifications) (Katz et al., 1974). Needs can be related to an individual’s need to understand, to have an emotional connection, to boost one’s confidence, to improve contact with friends and family, and/or to escape or relieve stress (Stone, Singletary, & Richmond, 1999). Gratifications sought from television viewership, in particular, include entertainment, diversion, interpersonal communication, information, and parasocial interaction (Lin, 1993).

Methodology
The population for the study was 39 students in two agricultural leadership courses (Agricultural Leadership Principles and Personal Leadership Development in Agriculture Sciences and Natural Resources) at a southwestern university. Data collection took place at the beginning of the semester in both classes. Students completed an instrument pertaining to demographics and attitudes toward viewing The Office, as well as a section on Initial Viewing Motivation, which is an instrument used to examine uses and gratifications (Rubin, 2009). In concurrence with the university’s Institutional Review Board policies, students could decide whether or not they wanted to participate in the study. Students’ responses were then collected and analyzed, using SPSS 18.0 software.

Results/Findings
Thirty-nine students participated in the study. The majority of the students were born in 1989 (N = 9), 1990 (N = 9), and 1991 (N = 8), with those three years making up 66% of the population. The class was almost evenly divided between male (N = 19) and female (N = 20) students. Most students were classified as seniors (N = 17), followed by juniors (N = 11), then sophomores (N = 10), and only one freshman. Thirteen students were agricultural leadership majors, followed by agricultural economics/business or similar (N = 10), then agricultural communications (N = 9), agricultural education (N = 1), and all other majors (N = 6). 

Pertaining to students’ viewing frequency of The Office, six students had never seen an episode of The Office, five students had seen just one episode, 19 had watched a couple episodes, two students watch all the new episodes, and seven watch the show every time it is on, including new episodes and reruns. Students were asked about their perceived feelings toward viewing The Office using a semantic differential scale, with 1 and 5 indicating strong feelings, 2 and 4 indicating weaker feelings, and 3 indicating undecided. The highest mean reported was for those students who found the show enjoyable (M = 4.34) and the lowest mean reported was for those students who found the show relevant (M = 3.80). 

The Initial Viewing Motivation instrument has nine constructs and each construct is comprised of three questions so the maximum value for each construct is 15. Scores are based on a Likert-type scale with 1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree.  Students were most motivated to use television as a way to entertain (M = 11.87, SD = 2.03), to pass time (M = 11.54, SD = 2.08), and to relax (M = 10.95, SD = 2.31). Students were least motivated to use TV for companionship (M = 7.85, SD = 2.62), and information (M = 8.74, SD = 2.65). 

Conclusions/Recommendations 
Students enjoy watching television because it is a way for them to pass time and be entertained. Students want to be entertained when they are in the classroom (Berk, 2009) so teachers should find ways to educate while engaging the students in an innovative manner. Students overall enjoy watching The Office for its entertainment value. More research should be done to determine if watching television programs to illustrate leadership concepts helps students understand and apply the concepts in a more concrete manner. Also, other television programs should be explored for their integration and use in leadership courses.
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