SCIENCE IS EVERYWHERE—ACCESSIBLE TO EVERYONE
background paper for workshop on proposed science channel on Edusat

Background

The Government of India is planning to launch a satellite exclusively for educational
transmissions called EDUSAT. The EDUSAT transmissions would be aimed at: primary
education, literacy education, adult education, vocational education, continuing
education, and distance education sectors. Some part of the transmission capacity of the
satellite will be reserved for science education programming.

Co-ordination and management of the science communication component of EDUSAT
will be the responsibility of Development and Educational Communication Unit (DECU) of
Department of Space, ISRO. DECU has been engaged in the activity of using TV as a
medium of communication for' development and education for almost 30 years. These
include the pioneering Satellite Instructional Television Experiment (SITE) conducted
during 1975-76; the Kheda Communications Project (KCP) started as a part of SITE,
which continued till 1989; the Jhabua Development Communications Project (JDCP)
undertaken during 1996-2000; and the Training and Development Communication
Channel (TDCC) on INSAT (providing 1-way video & 2-way audio interactive
teleconferencing network) operational since 1995, providing satcom-based distance
education.

This paper pertains to the development of an action plan for involvement and
participation of NGOs, academic institutions, civil society collectives and individuals, in
the production of programmes for the National Science Channel.

e The first phase of this process will be to create a wide-ranging working alliance of
those working to take science to the people. The members of this coalition will work
together to develop briefs, enter into production, facilitate pre-testing at the field
level, provide feedback on programmes, find financial and facilitative resources for
programmes, etc. in short, cooperate with DECU in planning the National Science
Channel. This phase will be launched with a workshop to be held at Mumbai in
January 2003.

The second phase will be a controlled experiment to create a channel based on this
alliance. Learning from past experiences, this channel will aim to be on par with
other competing channels, sustained by an understanding of viewing habits and
expectations of viewers. It will commence with the commissioning of programmes in
order to develop a bank of materials before the launch of the channel. These will be
pre-tested with the involvement of the partners working in various sections of
society and their feedback will be used to develop further programming.

This will culminate in a third phase: actual on-air transmission and the operation of a
responsive mechanism of audience feedback, to run a pioneering channel committed
to enhancing the public understanding of science and technology issues.

During the last thirty years, television viewing and reception has become a widespread
social phenomenon involving every age group in this country. Where we started with
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only one national channel for a limited daily transmission, today we have an endless
choice of channels at least in satellite-and-cable households. Some years back, people
with TVs switched on their sets every evening and kept them going till they went to bed
watching whatever came on the single channel with relative absorption. Today we have
the tyranny of the remote control device enabling viewers to scan the channels
continuously. It has completely changed the viewing behaviour of audiences, leaving the
TV industry, advertisers and researchers who depend on consistent viewer behaviour
extremely hard-pressed, constantly gambling to stay in place. The new science channel
will have to face this challenge.

4

Today it is very difficult to make audiences sit through a programme of any duration
from beginning to end with attention—they just have to cut to see what they are
missing on the other channels. Nor do audiences remain attached to specific niches of
programming—no child will solely watch cartoons, nor a senior citizen stick to bhajans
as had been assumed earlier. There is a coming together of entertainment,
infotainment, current affairs, in-depth analysis and news in every household with a TV
set, whether satellite-and-cable or not.!

It is an eclectic and composite audience, constantly evolving its preferences. Fads such
as the huge success and eclipse of Kaun Banega Crorepati come and go in waves. Apart
from saying that the viewer is loyal to viewing, researchers are unable to explain and
predict what programming holds which segment of viewer and why. *

! Even if a home maker who is at home most of the day says she primarily watches soaps, we
might find quite a bit of news and National Geographic in her viewing. Deeper probing may find
her equating news to a soap opera—a real life dramatic story that she is following in daily doses
“Did they find the people behind that bomb blast in the market place?” “Will the bandit in the
forest who kidnapped the politician get caught?” etc.

According to a CFAR study, this is a burgeoning phenomenon after 11" September 2001, when
an unprecedented piece of news seized peoples’ imaginations, and audiences which had hitherto
shunned news—children, teenagers, women—suddenly started watching and developing a taste
for it. Perhaps realising this, newscasters have made their matter more accessible, with more
anecdotes and descriptive stories. Even group discussions on TV today have a clear function—
building the audience’s background knowledge on an issue. Active people from relevant fields
interpret the implications of events for viewers, revealing their methods of analysis, and in that
way passing them on to the viewer as tools. The boring elderly male intellectuals impressing only
each other during TV discussion shows are gone.

Similarly channels like Discovery and National Geographic which were perceived earlier as being
for the elites only, have, with their language dubs, developed sizable followings among home-
based senior citizens, housewives, and through them children. Possibly these viewers have
discovered that they enjoy learning about natural and human phenomena, even if they are
reluctant to admit that, and they justify it by saying it's necessary to watch these to build the
competitive edge of the children in the family.

? Could anyone have imagined a decade ago that channels like Fashion TV, Discovery and
National Geographic would get a devoted viewership in India? And at the same time, channels
like Astha and Sanskar would blossom, with the gurus that appear on them actually buying the
time slots, freeing the channel owners of any production and programme generation
responsibility ?
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