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he word' millennium connotes different chal-
lenges and Qppbrmnitics to different people. Yet
one thing commoa, we all accept is - the inev-
role téchhologywillplay in and on our lives — in
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Television and computers have a tremendous impact on our children.
1t is for us to see how we can get the best from these technologies
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this millennium.
Children and young people are among the riost ac-
tive citizens of the new era, and are otten first in their

family to use the new media. Frem trancistor ro




television to telnet to transponders to transmission — all

these communication technologies have become part of

our dav to day vocabulary and often even our lives. Prom-
ientlyv among these new modern technologies - televi-
sion and computers are here to stay and theyre chang-
ing the way children learn, play, and get ready tor their
work life.

Since television’s introduction into households, in the
last two decades, it has been the most controvérsial and
vet most important source ot information, education and
entertainment in our lives. Though this medium’s tech-
nology has more or less lost its novel sheen, it 1s still the
most attractive. Now equally controversial and impor-
tant today are the computers and specially
the access to the Internet. Television and
Internet — are two phenomenal potential for
the course of human evolution. How have
these two important media technologies af-
fected and altered our lifestyles> What are
their implications for our children? What can
we to do to get the best from these technol-
ogies?

Television is almost as pervasive as every-
day language in most homes. The average
child in Britain, Australia and United States
watches over 14000 hours of television up
to the age of 18. In India, children spend
almost two hours per day watching televi-
sion and on weekends this time goes up to
almost four hours. That is after school, chil-
dren spent most of their time with the tele-
vision!

Children in general prefer programme
types that are the best available for their cog-
nitive development: cartoons for vounger
in spite of often expressed disapproval by
parents and educators. Children are more

vulnerable to this medium because they (un-
like most adults) have difficulty in under-
standing and differentiating between “reel and real” and
“fantasy and reality” and do not understand that the pur-
pose of programmes is entertainment and that of adver-
tisements 1s to sell a product.

Marshall McLuhan in his famous book 7%e¢ Medium

children, prime-time serials tor older ones,
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is the Message made the following comment: “Today’s
child is growing up absurd, because he lives in two worlds,
and neither of them inclines him to grow up. Growing

up — that is our new work, and it is total.” : .
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of the ‘idiot box’ are coming to light. The
vision often manipulates reality and gives
ed version of life has been an argument a
search has proved that excessive television

influences our physical well-being and eve:%
vision of the world. P
Just as one drop of water on a stone seemsto’m:
stone unaffected but continual dripping in time can w
away a hole, so with television we must bc amﬁxl
pick up effects that may be invisible at the: lcvdof‘ ¢
gramme, or series, but important over a 11t§umc. :
i x
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I want to add a word of caution here. Impact 1s nevera

direct cause and eftect relationship. How a particular -

person understands and perceives a certain content dif-
ters from another. There are many factors atpkydnmg
this content-viewer interaction. Some nlalorfacmw b
clude: for the viewer - nature, pcrsonahr\; cxpcucnoc,: S
age, gender, socio-economic bagkground,;,tt cetera;, it

terms of content - format, stvle, transmission, nmc,d
cetera. Environment, both personal and socio-cultural, is
a tactor by itself. e

It is really interesting to note that ofter: when we talk
in terms of the
this often being childrer: and nos us.

of impact and ettect of television, it is

‘weaker others’,
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It’s time to recognise the potential and influence of this
powerful medium, on all of us, and to take control.
Whether the influence of television is negative or posi-
tive, depends on how it is used.

Usually children learn from everything thev see on
television therefore teaching children to be critical viewers
is very important. Experts agree that the best wav to teach
children to understand television and to be a television
critic is to watch with them and help them question what
they see and hear. Each of us, whether adult or ¢ Xi,_
gets involved in television programmes with different
levels of understanding because of who we are and what
life experiences we bring to our television viewing. Thus
we can filter and change what television presents by the
way we watch it. We can question, challenge and con-

tradict - or support and reinforce - what we see and hear.

The need of the hour today is media literacy (specifical-
ly in schools) which is concerned with helping children
develop an informed and critical understanding of the
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nature of mass media, the techniques used by them, and
the impact of these techniques. More specifically, it 1s
education that aims to increase children’s understanding
and enjoyment of how the media work, how they pro-
duce meaning, how they are organised, and how they

construct reality.

Computers are, at a very fast pace, becorning a part of
our lives just like television did. It has an advantage over
television because it 1s more interactive and has unlimit-
ed choices. We can read, talk, watch and even discuss
online with people around the world using the Interet.
In fact few sav that if television is the extension of the
human eve, the Internet is an extension of the humnan
brain.

But in.a country like ours where there are <cal re-
strictions to some informaton (like pornograpt.s, ez cer-
era) — the Internet is the ideal wav out! [ know o1 tathers
who have got the computer to make their children com-
puter savvy and help them with their education bur they

have ended up using it to view pornographic matcrial.
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The computer as a learning tool, is fast becoming an
clectronic tutor tor children. Thev can help children learn
skills using intormation resources and technology such
as problem-solving, fact-gathering, analysis, and writ-
ing on computers. Computers can open up new worlds
of rich learning experiences to children through schools,
libraries, and home and can increase access to children
who have been shut out. Children with disabilities can
participate more fullv in learning, in art programmes,
and in socialising.

But computer and on-
line time alone can’t make
children get the best marks
nor a well-rounded, suc-
cesstul adult. Children
learn best when they re-
ceive individualised atten-
tion and encouragement
from teachers and parents.
Every kind of technology
from the blackboard to
slide presentations to cable
television in the classroom,
1s simply a tool effective-
ness of which depends on
using it well.

In fact the fear now is
that will computers go the
television way? Already
there are lesser known ef-
fects of the Net like infor-
mation overload, alien-
ation, disassociation, ef cet-
era, surtacing. Going by
the phenomenal growth of the Net and the status it has
acquired in such a short time, the process of its inﬂu_encc
on society has become evident. Cvber cafes and dating
on the Net are two visible effects.

Again, how we use and get the best of this media de-
pends on us. There’s a lot of great stuft on the Internet,:
but parental guidance and involvement is essential to help
steer children towards the best sites and away from po-

tential trouble. Establish clear ground rules for Internet
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use tor children. Place vour computer (and television) in
the tamily room or another open area ot vour home.
We need to be cautious ot the addictive patential of
television and the Net which can change our version of
reality. Our only consolation is that since man is a social

being, the television or the Net can at best serve as a
digression not a destination. Though these;techndlogics
are here to stav and plav an important role/ in our lives,
children still need the balance that comes from outdoor

activities, friends and tamily, solid academic skills, and

healthy relationships wizh strong adult ro’e models.

As Edward R Murrow savs, " This instr..ment can
teach, it can illuminate, \:s. it can even insp:-e. But it can
do so only to the extent thit humans are dete mined to use
1t to those ends. Otherwis=. it's nothing but < tres and

lights in a box.”
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