
Teaching technology by television

The enthusiasm of the media to deliver
support materials for teachers grows as
national curriculum technology moves
closer. School TV is no exception BBC
and ITV Thames have made major new
series.

The differences between the two series
are fundamental. Techno, the BBC series
currently showing on Monday mornings,
sets out to dazzle the key stage three
viewers with sets and camera work
reminiscent of Top of the Pops and Dr
Who. The IO 20-minute programmes each
contain four items that are not necessarily
related. In each, the first is a Case Study
of a technology story presented in a
Tomorrow's World format, followed by a
Challenge with a design problem brief
focused on attainment levels three to
seven, with examples of possible
materials, processes and solutions. This is
followed by an Evaluation whereby a
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range of newly-designed objects are
appraised. Finally there is a Prototype,
where a prospective solution is explored
by modelling, mock-ups and simulations.

Individually all the components are
impressive and a tribute to the perception
and energy of the production team and
the series adviser. The sheer eclecticism
of the programmes is remarkable -
paper engineering, computer control,
making bread, redesigning the Filofax
and new musical instruments, to name
but a few. Yet taken in their entirety all of
the 20-minute programmes are likely to
be indigestible. Not only are the four
components often unrelated, but they are
also over-rich -;- particulary in the
programme on aesthetics and design,
where the producers sock the viewers
with soft-tech motorbikes and radio
cassette players, pop fashion and pop
magazines in 20 minutes flat.
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Separating out the components will not
only offer more digestible material but
will also help to overcome the inevitable
conflict between the sophisticated
technology presentations in the Case
Studies, Evaluation and Prototypes and
the more modest activities offered to
viewers in the Challenges. The risk that
viewers may have feelings of inadequacy
when they compare their own
achievement with the high-tech projects
displayed is great - particularly when a
very high proportion of the approved
examples come from Japan. It is at times
as if the viewers are being told that if
they are not Japanese their chances of
success are diminished. Perhaps it is a
pity that camera crews did not film some
Japanese schools during their visit.

The 10 I5-minute Thames programme
currently being shown on Thursday
mornings on Channel 4, take us back into
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the world of mainstream current affairs.
Despite some clever cartoon sequences,
much of the information is presented by
serious, responsible talking heads.
Though highly informative they are, at
times, rather ponderous - for instance in
the fairly laboured discussion on the
distinction between energy and fuel.

Focused on national curriculum
Technology but also on current GCSE
syllabuses, the new series is still modestly
labelled Design and Technology. The 10
new programmes consist of five dealing
with issues of energy and five on
materials. Each leaves no stone unturned
in its exhaustive examination of issues
such as public transport, energy saving,
alternative technology, nuclear power,
choice of materials, material technology
and conservation.

Throughout, the focus is on how to solve
problems without creating new ones.
There are some excellent visual
sequences such as the use made of
materials in designing the new Doncaster
Leisure Dome, the work with timber at
Hooke Park, the problems of Birmingham
Transport and the work of the alternative
technology centre at Machynlleth.

Teachers will probably be more at ease
with the Thames series. It delivers what
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many have come to expect from School
TV - visual input and the implant of
authorities not otherwise available to the
schools. It leaves the organization and
structure of learning and the
determination of class activity firmly in
the hands of the teacher.

The BBC offers a different product
seeking to motivate students directly and
to influence their classroom activities
leaving teachers to adjust to the
consequences. Teachers who use it will
have to come to terms with two powerful
external forces, not only the national
curriculum but also persuasive television.
The brave will go for the BBC model -
but many will prefer the Thames offering.
The wise will select both.
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