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ABSTRACT

Democracy and tolerance for alternative viewpoints are truisms in the United States,
only marginally affected by educational curricula. But in new democracies such as
Argentina, schools can play a major role in building such norms. This field experiment
(N=3,387) examines the effects on political socialization of a program involving the
use of local newspapers in 5th- and 6th-grade classrooms during Argentina’s national
election year of 1995. Participating teachers administered questionnaires to their students
near the end of the school year (October), as did a control group of teachers in the
same grades at the same schools who were not teaching with the newspaper. Effects of
the newspaper intervention on students included higher news media use, discussion of
politics with friends and family, interest in politics, expression of opinions, support for
democracy, and tolerance for diversity. Socioeconomic status (SES) was a strong
predictor of these measures, particularly of tolerance. The newspaper intervention
interacted with SES, closing gaps between social strata in most indicators of political
socialization.

The process of redemocratization in Latin America since the early 1980s has
sparked considerable interest in ways to consolidate democratic institutions in
the region. Particular attention is being paid to citizenship education, as scholars
recognize that new institutional arrangements do not necessarily alter the
political culture. A democratic system can coexist with a political tradition that
harbors deep-rooted authoritarian elements (Diamond, 1993y Many of the ‘new
democracies’ of Latin America govern peoples in whom there is no widespread
norm of political tolerance or democratic participation.

The problem of building a broadly democratic citizenry is especially acute in
countries where the transition to democracy has generated high expectations—
especially for economic growth and redistribution—that many democratically
elected governments are often unable to meet. Ordinary results in a context of
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extraordinary demands generate popular feelings of inefficacy and distrust toward
democratic institutions (Catterberg, 1991). Rosy predictions of the early 198os
that democratization of political institutions would automatically ‘spill over’ to
~ the political culture were far too optimistic. Hence, in contrast to established
democracies of North America and Western Europe, citizenship education is
regarded as crucial for the consolidation of democratic regimes in Latin America.

The recent ‘rebirth’ of political socialization research has emerged mostly in
Third World countries that are struggling to build legitimacy for their democratic
institutions (Niemi and Hepburn, 1995). As Ichilov (1990) argues, basic concerns
in new democracies differ markedly from those in more established regimes.
While U.S. scholars focus on individual-level deficiencies such as political apathy,
low rates of voting, political cynicism, and weak party affiliation, political education
scholars in the Third World worry about the very existence of democratic
institutions. Much effort is devoted to practical interventions to inculcate normative
values and skills that are taken for granted where democratic institutions are
considered less fragile.

This article describes results of one such intervention, an experimental cur-
riculum throughout Argentina called ‘Newspaper-in-School’. This program,
started in 1986, aimed to strengthen democratic norms among primary and
secondary school students by promoting classroom discussion of current public
issues. Unlike most school interventions aimed at political socialization in the
USA, results in Argentina have been very encouraging. Morduchowicz et al. (1994)
found in a 1992 evaluation that the Newspaper-in-School program contributed to
students’ knowledge of public affairs and had some impact on their use of news
media and interpersonal discussion of politics. In this article, we explore how
use of the newspaper in the classroom during an election year can significantly
promote democratic value orientations and skills among students.

Our second major concern is the social structure underlying these values.
Social scientists have long noted the deeply conservative nativism and intolerance
of lower soctoeconomic (SES) classes (e.g. Bettelheim and Janowitz, 1950). We
will give special attention to the impact of the newspaper intervention on
pro-democratic norms among children in the lower SES strata, where we expect
to find such values most lacking. Schoo! interventions, which generally reach
children of all SES levels, tend to ‘close gaps’ by raising the attitudes and
behaviors of the lower strata more than those of middle-class students (McDevitt
et al., 1996).

POLITICAL CULTURE IN ARGENTINA

In Political Culture and Democracy in Developing Countries, Diamond argues that
‘political culture is better conceived not purely as the legacy of the communal
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past but as a geological structure with sedimentary deposits from many historical
ages and events’ (1993, p. 428).' Argentina, one of the world’s richer nations at
the turn of the century, experienced from 1930 to 1983 a late and unbalanced
industrialization process, under alternating populist governments, weak demo-
cracies, and oppressive military regimes. The result was a political culture of
intolerance marked by a distrust of pluralism and of democratic debate as a
legitimate means of conflict resolution.

Lechner (1992) says that pluralism’s development in Latin America was
retarded by a holistic conception of society and order, in which dissent and
conflict were viewed as disintegrative and hence intolerable. As Lechner (1993)
puts it, ‘Latin American democracy has always been permeated by a distrust
of plurality, seen as improper questioning of national unity’. In the same vein,
Garretén (1994) argues that Latin American political culture is based on two
key concepts: unity and subordination. Individual rights, community dialogue,
and kindred pluralistic values have been relegated to secondary status.

Empirical work by Catterberg (1989, 1991) substantiates a picture of deep-
rooted anti-democratic elements in the Argentinean political culture.” His
findings also cast doubt on the socializing power of political democracy per se,
at least in times of economic crisis. His 1984 survey (Catterberg, 198g) found
that immediately after the country’s transition to democracy 69 percent of
Argentineans interviewed disagreed with the statement, ‘Democracy is dangerous
because it can bring disorder and disorganization’. But by 1988 the number
disagreeing had dropped to 52 percent (Catterberg, 1991). And while in the
1984 survey 81 percent disagreed that ‘the majority has the right to eliminate
the rights of the minority’, only 50 percent similarly disagreed in 198§8.
Apparently, although the transition to democracy in 1983 brought an immediate
expression of democratic norms among the population, the next few years of
economic and political turmoil seriously undermined these initial gains. It is
likely that these losses in the normative realm were most acute in the lower
socioeconomic classes, where support for dissent and debate were never strong
and where hardship cuts deepest in times of economic distress.

In Argentina, support for democracy as a political system seems to depend
heavily on its perceived capacity to meet immediate individual economic
demands (Catterberg, 1989). Democratic orientations are less widespread among
those who bear the heaviest impact of recurrent economic crises. In a country
characterized by dramatic polarization of wealth, social structure is a key
factor in evaluating any field intervention aimed at citizenship education. If

' For further discussion on the concept of political culture, see Almond and Verba (1¢63), Linz (1988),
Putnam (1993) and Weffort (1992).

? Catterberg compares Argentina with other Latin American and European countries; we focus only on
the Argentinean case.
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pro-democratic norms are strengthened in the upper SES sector and yet remain
weak farther down the ladder, this widening gap could undermine support for
the entire regime during times of trouble. Thus there is much more at stake
in citizenship education in Argentina and similar new democracies than in
countries where the main problem is to encourage young citizens to make full
use of a political system that is itself not seriously in jeopardy.

THE NEWSPAPER-IN-SCHOOL PROGRAM

Argentina’s political culture is reflected in many ways in its educational system.
As Niemi and Hepburn (1995) point out, in new democracies, transmission of
democratic values from one generation to the next cannot be assumed. Schools
do not necessarily promote democratic orientations, nor provide students with
the critical skills necessary to participate in the public sphere. This was
undoubtedly the case when Argentina regained democracy in 1983. The Ar-
gentinean educational system bears the deep footprints of authoritarianism and
anti-pluralism (Braslavsky et a/., 1989; Filmus, 1988). The educational project
advanced by the last military regime (1976—1983) promoted a non-participatory,
disciplinary, and authoritative pedagogical model designed to isolate students
from political issues and critical perspectives. As Morduchowicz et al. (1994)
argue, the transition to democracy in 1983 did not guarantee citizenship
education in the classrooms: ‘there was no tradition of political debate in the
schools; the lingering memory of the military regime hardly encouraged open
expressions of feelings and preferences’ (p. 3).

In response to this situation, the Newspaper-in-School program was started
in 1986. It was first established in Buenos Aires, with support from the National
Association of Regional Daily Newspapers (ADIRA) and extended to the rest
of the country a year later. The program, as its name implies, is centered on
the use of the local newspaper in classes. Although it superficially resembles
many newspaper-in-education programs in the USA, it is more akin to parallel
efforts toward the establishment of democratic norms in other Latin American
nations and less developed countries elsewhere (Ichilov, 1990; Fuenzalida, 1992).
While most media education programs in Latin America attempt to ‘inoculate’
students against the media (Masterman, 1980), the ADIRA program is clearly
pro-newspaper; nonetheless, its educational goals expressly include political
socialization (Morduchowicz, 1g95).

Teachers cooperating with the program receive training in regional workshops,
and a national conference is held once a year.’ Regional newspapers provide

’ The second author is the national coordinator of teacher training programs for ADIRA, which sponsored
data collection for the present study.
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local schools with free copies once a week, and some papers also run a special
weekly section featuring the program. The curriculum varies in practice; some
teachers mainly use the newspaper for grammar exercises, but others connect
it to social studies lessons including writing exercises, and discussion of current
events and of the free press system (Chaffee et al., 1997). The program is most
pervasive in the 6th- and 7th-grades, when students are 11—13 years old. While
some students at this age have limited understanding of public issues, there is
a large drop-out rate after 7th-grade, so this is the age when universal political
education is most feasible in Argentina. The present study focuses on 6th- and
7th-graders.

The program has met some resistance from teachers, for various reasons.
First, many find it easier to talk about the past than the present. Second,
compared to textbooks, newspapers deal with controversial issues that some
teachers find difficult to handle in class. Third, teachers, who mostly lack college
degrees, are rarely trained to promote and coordinate political debate in class.
As a result, not all teachers have volunteered to join the program, and there is
great diversity in the ways it is implemented. For the purposes of evaluation,
this limited participation is fortunate, because it provides a ready-made ‘control
condition’ within virtually every school where the newspaper program is being
used.

The newspaper intervention in schools raises some unusual questions for
political socialization scholars. Although early studies on political socialization
(Almond and Verba, 1963; Easton and Dennis, 19g69) found that the school
plays an important role in shaping children’s political orientations, scholars later
argued that schools are only instrumental in developing support for the existing
political system and a sense of national loyalty. Educational institutions fail to
provide a critical understanding of democracy and its functioning (Sigel and
Hoskin, 1981; Langton and Jennings, 1968; R. Merelman, 1971; Patrick, 1972).
As McLeod et al. (1995, p. 4) put it in a recent U.S. study, ‘the effects of school
curricula appear to be a strong sense of loyalty to the nation, combined with a
vague understanding of democracy and an idealized view of political authority’.

Chaffee ef al. (1995) argue that the seemingly weak approach of schools to
the socializing role stems from evaluations grounded on a ‘transmission’ model
of political education. The recent ‘rebirth’ of political socialization studies
(Niemi and Hepburn, 1995) stems to a considerable extent from questioning
this literal, didactic instructional approach, reconceiving political education as
a life-long process in which schools mainly provide students with critical tools
that enable them to participate in the political sphere.* This reconceptualization

* For a critique of the transmission model of political socialization, scc also Sigel (1995), Flanagan and
Gally (1995), Conley and Osborne (1988), M. Merelman (19go) and Westholm, Lindquist and Niemi (1990).
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offers a new view of presumed socializing agents. In recent studies, use of the
media and discussion with parents are as likely to be considered indicators of
political socialization as they are to be considered agents. In the present study,
the school curriculum is the principal independent variable, although earlier
field experiments on interventions of this type have shown only limited effects
such as transmission of didactic knowledge (Williams, 1961; Litt, 1963; Elley,
1964).

In early political socialization studies, the enduring influence of the limited-
cffects model of communication (Lazarsfeld er al., 1965; Klapper, 1960) dis-
couraged scholars from seriously taking mass media and other communication
factors into account. Political scientists accepted the assertion that the media
had only ‘minimal consequences’ on political attitudes and extended this premise
uncritically to political socialization (e.g. Dawson and Prewitt, 1969). Empirical
studies, however, asserted a socializing role for the media by demonstrating
their importance in ushering teenagers into the world of politics (Chaffee ez al.,
1970; Chaffee and Yang, 1990). Sull, communication behaviors were generally
interpreted as ‘agents’ that interacted with school and family factors in creating
new citizens. Looking beyond the transmission model, researchers are now also
considering communication variables such as TV news watching, newspaper
reading, and political discussion within the family or in the schools as important
outcomes of political education. Stimulation of communication habits is one
important focus of evaluation, on the assumption that these behavioral skills
can persist long after a student’s knowledge of a particular school lesson has
faded into obsolescence.

STUDY DESIGN AND CONTEXT

The present study was conducted in the fall of 1995, near the end of Argentina’s
school year. It involved 3,387 students and 130 teachers in 14 provinces across
the country. The fact that implementation of the Newspaper-in-School program
was voluntary for the teacher made possible a quasi-experimental design: each
teacher participating in the program was asked to administer a questionnaire
to his/her students and also to have it administered to another class in the
same school and grade level that was no¢ using the curriculum. This is similar
to the design used by Morduchowicz ez al. (1994) for their 1992 evaluation.
Fieldwork was conducted between October and November 1995, about five
months after Argentina’s general presidential elections, and many regional
elections. This context maximized our opportunity to compare the Program
and Control groups in terms of discussion and attention to media coverage of
political issues and campaigns. Indicators of political socialization were developed
in three areas where we hypothesized that the Newspaper-in-School program
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might have some effects on communication behaviors, political cognitions, and
political attitudes.® Each of these had been affected in some manner according
to the results of Morduchowicz et al. (1994).

Previous studies of the effects of school interventions with political im-
plications (especially Chaffee ez al., 1995) have shown a strong stimulation of
communication behaviors. From our questionnaire the following indices were
constructed:

(1) Mass media use, which includes questions about the frequency of newspaper
reading and of attention to news on television.

(2) Interpersonal discussion of political issues, divided into a general measure
and separate indices for family and friends.

Political cognitions represent the area where strong effects of educational efforts
in schools are usually found. Our measures included three indices that we
expected the Newspaper-in-School program to stimulate:

(3) Political knowledge, which consisted of the number of correct answers to
four factual questions about current national and international political
events.

(4) Opinion-holding, an index constructed by summing the number of questions
about political issues to which the student expressed an answer other than
‘I don’t know’.

(5) Political interest, based on dispositional questions about willingness to vote
and to take part in other political activities.

Finally, and perhaps most important in the context of Argentina’s long-range
need to establish broad support for a democratic regime, we evaluated normative
attitudes involving support for democratic institutions and tolerance for societal
diversity. These kinds of measures have rarely been found to be much affected
by schoo! interventions in the USA.

(6) The Support for Democracy index includes items on support for democratic
institutions and party pluralism.

(7) The Tolerance index includes items on religious diversity, immigration,
and freedom of expression.

The other measure of central interest in this study is socioeconomic status
(SES), an index built from information about parental education and occupation,
and family possessions. As in most Third World countries, there is a great deal
of variance in SES within Argentina.

The Program group (students who participated in the program) proved to

* For details on index construction, see the Appendix.
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TasLE 1 Indices of political education (means), by experimental condition

Program Control
Index (N<1,626) (N<1,761) Difference
Media use
Newspaper reading 2.07 1.90 +.17***
TV news viewing 7.04 6.58 +.46%**
Interpersonal discussion
General 1.53 1.44 +.09%*
With family 5.61 5.37 +.24***
With friends 5.11 4.87 ) R
Political cognitions ]
Political knowledge 2.31 2.26 +.05
Opinion-holding 6.40 6.12 + .28%**
Political interest 1.92 1.83 +.09**
Political attstudes
Support for democracy 1.25 1.08 +.17**
Tolerance index 3.21 3.00 +.21%*

**p<.o1; ***p<.o01.

be slightly below the Control group (students not involved in the program) on
the family SES scale (Mp=8.9, Mc=g9.2, t=1.38, p<.o1, df=3,365). This
difference would, if anything, tend to counteract positive overall effects of the
classroom intervention, when we later tested for interactions between the
intervention and SES, the latter variable was controlled statistically. There are,
then, two main independent variables in this design: the field intervention of
teaching with vs. without the newspaper, and the measure of SES. Because
these two factors are essentially uncorrelated with one another, we interpret the
study as a field experiment (more exactly, a quasi-experiment as per Cook and
Campbell, 1979).

RESULTS

The overall effects of the teaching program are summarized in the form of
group means in Table 1. There are significant differences for most measures,
but not necessarily those we most expected. All five of the communication
measures were significantly affected by the Newspaper-in-School intervention,
including at-home behaviors such as watching television news and discussing
politics with family. This effect is impressive both for its strength and consistency,
and for the fact that it carried beyond the schoolroom into the students’ daily
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lives. One important effect of public affairs education seems to be to encourage
more communication about politics, both with news media and interpersonaily.

Some of our results for political cognitions were, on the other hand,
disappointing. Almost all prior studies evaluating the impact of school programs
on political socialization have shown an effect on knowledge of current events
(e.g. Chaffee ez al., 1995; McLeod et al., 1995; Morduchowicz et al., 1994)—if
little else in some cases. But we did not find a significant knowledge difference,
despite our large sample size. Perhaps the four-item index was too weak. The
related dependent measure of political interest, as measured by self-expressed
willingness to become involved in political activities later in life, shows a minor
effect that is significant due to the large sample.

On the other hand, we find a very sizable impact on the number of questions
on which the students expressed opinions. This behavioral indicator involves
more, of course, than cognitions. It is a mixture of cognition, affect, and
communication, and probably indicates a global expansion of the student’s range
of interpersonal political contacts.

Importantly, the normative attitudes of tolerance and support for democracy
were both affected by the newspaper intervention. Students whose teachers
used the newspaper expressed significantly greater tolerance for diversity, and
stronger pro-democratic values. Given Argentina’s developmental need for such
norms in its general population, these findings merit closer examination. Table
2 shows the percentages in the two groups who expressed support for various
normative themes. Effects of the program were not uniform throughout this
list, but they were invariably in the direction of tolerance and support for
democracy.

Normative attitudes are not built in a day, nor even in a year’s worth of
schooling. In the long run, they must become interwoven with the broad belief
system of the common culture. But where such values are lacking, our results
indicate that school is a venue where they can be inculcated. Apparently the
teachers using the newspaper in their classrooms coupled it with a good
deal of encouragement toward normative support for Argentina’s still-fragile
democracy and for tolerance for diversity. This probably stems from their
preparation by the ADIRA staff. Detailed analyses show that increases in
pro-democratic attitudes were particularly associated with classroom writing
exercises and teaching about Argentina’s free press system (Chaffee ez al., 1997).

While the findings regarding pro-democratic attitudes are encouraging, there
is still a long way to go. The percentages in Table 2 supporting various normative
statements are often in the so-percent range, far below the numbers that might
encourage us to imagine a broad cultural consensus. Anti-democratic sentiments
remain in the Argentinean political culture. While Table 1 indicates some
positive effects, Table 2 reminds us that there remains a lot of room for



TasLE 2 Tolerance and support for democracy items, by experimental condition

Program (%) Control (%)  Difference
(N<1,626) (N<r1,761) (%)"

Tolerance

‘Should illegal immigrants have a right to care in a public hospital”’”  Yes 68.6 68.2 +o0.4
No I1.5 9.0
DK 19.9 22.8

‘People don't have the right to criticize the government’ Agree 28.2 27.3
Disagree 53.5 495 +4.0"*
DK 18.3 23.2

‘Should others who think differently from you be allowed to express  Yes 72.6 66.0 +6.6%**

themselves?’ No 8.7 10.5
DK 18.7 23.5

‘Should other religions besides Roman Catholic be permitted?’ Yes 68.4 68.1 +0.3
No 13.8 14.9
DK 17.8 17.0

‘Do you approve that newspapers criticize the government?’ Yes 68.6 64.6 +4.0*
No 11.6 12.8
DK 19.8 22.6

‘Drug addicts should be re-educated’ Agree 79.3 75.5 +13.8*
Other 20.7 24.5

Support for democracy

‘Democracy is the best form of government for our country’ Agree 55.1 44-4 +10.7***
Disagree 12.6 15.3
DK 32.0 40.3

“Those for whom people vote should govern the country’ Agree 41.1 37-2 +3.9%*
Other 58.9 62.8

‘It would be best for the country if many political parties exist’ Agree 30.1 27.7 +2.4
Other 69.9 72.3

*p<.05; **p<.or; ***p<.o001.
* A positive (+) sign indicates a difference in the direction of increased tolerance or support for democracy, as indicated by the
response category on the same line.
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