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An Examination of the Impact of the New Information Age on Education

The problem is that our thinking, our attitudes and conse-
quently our decision making have not caught up with the
reality of things. (John Naisbitt, Megatrends, 1982).

Like it or not, developments beyond the school are
plunging teachers and school library media personnel
into a new information age. Society is in the process of
transforming itself from a print- and paper-based infor-
mation system to an image-based communication cul-
ture. Television, radio, motion pictures, video games,
rock video, and microcomputers are creating a multi-
media environment that necessitates new skills in proc-
essing and producing information. While our schools
continue to function as though print were still the
dominant source of information in our society, today’s
students and tomorrow’s leaders are desperately in need
of new skills that will enable them to encode and decode
the visual and aural language that surrounds them, but
that is largely ignored by those entrusted with the task
of preparing them for life beyond school.

Too often in our schools and libraries, we mistake
the presence of hardware and software as being indica-
tive of effective utilization. Unfortunately, when this
technology does enter the teaching process, the mistake
is often made whereby the materials are selected for
their broad content or topic with little or no under-
standing of matching materials with learners, or of
selecting the technological delivery system that is most
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appropratg¢ for the learning objectives. More than fifty
years after the inception of sound in motion pictures,
it is not unusual to observe teachers who cannot com-
petently operate a 16mm film projector and who have
less understanding of the classroom conditions and
instructional strategies necessary for film to fulfill its
instructional potential. Such conditions can be seen
with both traditional and emerging technology.

Almost a decade has elapsed since the Phi Delta
Kappa Taskforce report, The New Secondary Educa-
tion, called for cultivating student involvement with
the media. Since that time, despite the rapid growth of
communication technology and the enlargement of the
home-education market, our schools have done little to
develop a systematic curriculum aimed at helping stu-
dents to understand the content, organization, values,
production, and influence of the mass media. The CBS
versus General Westmoreland case, the expanding au-
dience for electronic evangelists, and the role of films
such as The Silent Scream in shaping public opinion
on controversial issues, are all clear and recent indica-
tions of the need students have to be able to critically
assess and evaluate the mass media, which is playing
an increasingly influential role in the distribution of
information.

The failure of our schools to provide students with
such skills springs from our failure to take the mass
media seriously as an educational tool and an infor-
mation system. The media, as Salomon has stated, “are
our cultural apparatus for selecting, gathering, storing
and conveying knowledge in representational forms.”"
They provide us with more than alternate delivery
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