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As the last decade of the twentieth century be-
gan, media and technology continued to exert an
increasing impact on American society, changing
everything from the way we shopped to the way
we stored and processed information. By contrast
American schools have been slow in responding to
media and technology in a manner to transform
the curriculum and instructional strategies. Pro-
pelled by the dynamics of the marketplace and a
consumer culture, schools acquired new technol-
ogies without fully appreciating their implications
for learning. A pervasive traditional mindset has
undermined much of the new technologies, ren-
dering them little more than alternative delivery
systems for presenting the old curriculum in a mar-
ginally new way. The fact that these new technol-
ogies represent a new curriculum, requiring new
competencies and a new definition of how and
where learning takes place, has for the most part
been ignored.

The Channel One Controversy

Nowhere has the confusion and controversy
about technology and teaching been more apparent
than in the dispute over the Channel One project
developed by Whittle Communications. The proj-
ect delivers twelve minutes of social studies broad-
casts per day to schools that contract with the
company. Schools are provided with the technol-
ogy necessary to receive the programs, and the
technology can be used for other instructional pur-
poses as well. The cost of the technology is covered
by two minutes of commercials, included with
each broadcast. This, more than any other fact,
generated the controversy that engulfed Channel
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One. The program was condemned by Action for
Children’s Television and The National Association
of Secondary School Principals among other
groups. A teacher writing in N.E.A. Today (1989,
p. 35) commented cynically:

Any project that offers schools programs and equip-
ment on the condition that students watch commer-
cials is, | believe, a scheme to hustle an easy dollar,
not to upgrade education. Educators need to remem-
ber the Trojan horse and be wary of mysterious
gifts...Must all learning be assisted by visual aids?

The debate about Channel One often failed to
address key issues that remain central to any
understanding of the relationship between media
and education. Some of the questions include:

1. What role can or should the private sector
play in providing schools with material and
equipment, and what input should that give
them into the instructional process?

2. How could teachers utilize the content and
form of the broadcasts and television in
general to make students more aware of the
world in which they live and the role that
media and technology play in that world?

3. Would the television format, with its strong
graphics, rapid pacing, youthful personal-
ities, and modern music be better able to
gain and maintain the attention of some
students than textbook or chalk-and-talk?

4. How could the news format be used to en-
courage students to become critical viewers
of broadcast news in their homes?

5. How can commercials be integrated into
the instructional process to create critical
thinking skills and critical viewing skills—
and thus prepare students to be critical
consumers?

The objections to the presence of the commer-
cials in the program is indicative of a media mind-
set that ignores the role of mass media in society
and shuts it out of the classroom. The irony is
that advertising is omnipresent in our society. In a
keynote address to the North American Confer-
ence on Media Education, Masterman (1990) said
that advertising ‘“‘must be assigned critical signif-
icance” in any study of media and society. At the
very time that the Channel One controversy devel-
oped, television news and the newspapers were full
of stories about the power of advertising in society.

In the spring of 1990, the U.S. Secretary of
Health condemned the marketing strategies of the
tobacco industry and was particularly critical of
their intention to target advertising at blacks and
young women. With the 1990 primary season
underway, television advertising and the political
process once again seized upon electors’ fears and
targeted them with negative commercials. 1h






