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Telemedium, The 
Journal of Media 
Literacy is published 
by the National 
Telemedia Council, 
the oldest media 
literacy organization 

in the United States, having been 
founded in 1953. The Journal reflects 
the philosophy of NTC, which takes 
a positive, non-judgmental ap-
proach to media literacy education 
as an essential life skill for the 21st 
Century. The National Telemedia 
Council is an organization of diverse 
professionals interested in the field 
of media literacy. NTC encourages 
free expression of views on all aspects 
of media literacy in order to encour-
age learning and increase growth 
of understanding of issues in Media 
Literacy. Any opinions expressed in 
Telemedium or by individual members 
of NTC, therefore, do not necessarily 
represent policies or positions of the 
National Telemedia Council.
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A Walk Through the Years
Come stroll with us through the years of what is today Telemedium, 
The Journal of Media Literacy. As the field of media literacy appears 
to be poised at yet another major and exciting turning point, we 
take a look back with a new perspective on what we might glean, 
to help us look to the future. Looking back is not just about 
nostalgia. It is a search for meaningful roots. In order for media 
literacy to grow as an academic discipline, it must have a solid 
pedagogical foundation. This issue presents a sampling of the early 
pioneers who began the work we continue today.

Join us as we browse through the pages of notes, articles, events 
and insights that span the decades. Reaching back to the days of 
Edward R. Murrow and Eric Sevareid, when the world was engulfed 
in World War II, these memorable journalists were highlighted in 
monthly listings of “Some Good Listening,” published by what was 
then known as the Wisconsin Joint Committee for Better Radio 
Listening. In 1951, television was added and in 1953, the newly born 
“American Council for Better Broadcasts” set out to coordinate and 
provide leadership, inspired by the idea of a “Better World through 
Better Broadcasts,” to work “Toward a Media Wise Society.”
 
What had begun in 1935 as a small monthly brochure of the 
Madison, Wisconsin chapter of the American Association of 
University Women, next became a four-page newsletter, Better 
Broadcasts News, published five times during the school year, and 
evolved in the past decade into the publication you hold in your 
hand today. To keep up with the racing technologies and their 
expanding realm, the name of the “American Council for Better 
Broadcasts” became the “National Telemedia Council” in 1983.
 
Looking back through these pages, starting seven decades ago, we 
find not only our beginnings as a small AAUW study group of the 
1930’s but also importantly the visionary individuals - educators 
and others—whose pioneering insights gave us direction.  
Dr. Leslie Spence and Jessie McCanse were both English teachers 
who founded and led the Council for six decades. Dr. Spence 
launched the annual nation-wide Look Listen Project, the first 
qualitative grassroots evaluation of radio and television. Jessie 
McCanse hosted ACBB’s radio program, Broadcast on Broadcasts 
for 25 years. Through their work, Spence and McCanse assembled 
the scholars whose work laid the foundation for this emerging 
field of media education. Among these were Dr. Louis Forsdale, 
Teachers College, Columbia University, writing on “Multi-Media 
Literacy” (1955); Dr. Edgar Dale, Ohio State University, on 
“Evaluating Mass Media”; Dr.Patrick Hazard of the University of 

Hawaii, on “Living Rooms Without Walls”, and more. Look for 
the thoughts of these scholars in the pages that follow.

Building on the philosophies and teachings of these visionary 
scholars and educators, the ACBB/NTC developed a policy to 
which we have been able to remain true throughout the years 
and through the many changes in telecommunications. It has 
always been about education and evaluation – not advocacy and 
regulation. It was always about taking a positive, non-judgmental 
approach, working “with” rather than “against” the media industry. 
It is not about using the media to teach, but rather teaching to use 
the media. It has always been about media literacy education.

This issue, more complex to put together than at first glance, 
should be read with a focus on reexamining where the field needs 
to go, NTC’s role in it, and how our resources can best be used. We 
can look back on how we have embraced change time and again. 
We have never felt the need to stay the course… remaining static 
is not a part of our policy. Remaining true to our basic philosophy 
is. We know there is change on the horizon because that is the 
nature of our field. To remain relevant, we must not be afraid of 
change, in fact we must seek it out. Yet, in so doing, we must base 
it on a solid pedagogical foundation. 

This retrospective is a part of that process. It takes us through the 
first thirty years of our publication. The sequel will follow later this 
year. We may well wonder, after seeing how much has been done 
already, why we do not yet have a media literate society. As you 
read, we ask you this question. We hope you enjoy this walk with us. 
We invite you to think along the way and join in.•

Karen Ambrosh 
   p r e s i d e n t

Marieli Rowe 
   e d i t o r  a n d  

e x e c u t i v e  d i r e c t o r

Follow along through time. Read additional bits and pieces of ACBB/NTC history, as well as  
other media related events in the “timeline” continuing at the bottom of each page.

taken from the pages of Better Broadcasts News, the media history project website, and oral histories.



a p r i l  1 9 6 8

A Sample of the Early ACBB Statement of Policy  •  dr. stuart hyde, chairman of the radio-television  dept. of san francisco state college, was chair of the acbb policy committee. the council’s statement of  policy was updated every year, as needed, suggested by board members and council members.

n o v e m b e r  1 9 5 3

H i s t o r i c a l  b e g i n n i n g s

ACBB is Born
To coordinate the efforts of...
To study, in order to arrive at standards for evaluating...
To create an active involved public through the annual Look-Listen project.

a p r i l  1 9 5 5

1919 9XM-WHA “The 
Oldest Station in the 
Nation” begins broad-
casting in Madison, WI
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o c t o b e r  1 9 5 3

1920 In England, 
Marconi creates the 
first shortwave radio 
connection.

1922 Nervous 
Hollywood sets up 
the “Hays Office” for 
self-censorship.

Philo Farnsworth designs a 
television “image dissector” 
at age 15, assembles the 
complete TV the following year.



1940-41 Other Madison groups join in sending representatives to evaluation sessions. In June 1941, Wisconsin 
conventions of these groups accept ideas, help convene Wisconsin conference on radio program evaluations and 
recommendations. “Broadcast on Broadcasts,” a weekly 15 minute program begins on WHA, University of Wisconsin 
radio station—one of the first in the US.
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1922 BBC 
goes on the air

f e b r u a r y  1 9 8 3

ACBB… Its Founders… Its Enthusiastic Supporters

(Written for ACBB’s 

  Thirtieth Anniversary)

1924 King George 
addresses his 
subjects via radio 

1925 First flight of 
the Goodyear Blimp

1926 Unregulated 
radio frequencies drown 
each other, govt. control 
requested



f e b r u a r y  1 9 8 3

Jessie McCanse and Dr. Leslie Spence (circa 1980) 
at work planning the next Look-Listen project, 
creating a “Teacher Idea,” reviewing an article, 

organizing the following year’s national convention.
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Bottom photo, facing page: 
Jessie McCanse (circled) with 

members of the evaluation 
committee meet to discuss the 
“Good Listening” bulletin. 
Below: Dr. Leslie Spence 

(circled) with officers and and 
executive committee members  
of the Wisconsin Association  

of Better Radio Listening.

1927 US Radio 
Act declares public 
ownership of 
airwaves

1928 IBM adopts 
the 80-column 
punched card (future  
computers)

1931 Metropolitian Opera 
begins broadcasting 
Saturday matinees (Still on 
the air today!)

1933 FDR begins 
“Fireside Chats”  
bypassing newspapers
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1934 Nazis use 
“Big Lie” technique 
in mass media 
propaganda

The American Council for Better Broadcasts files these comments 
in response to the Commission’s second notice of inquiry on 
children’s television and advertising practices, and addresses itself 
specifically to the question raised in Section 42f with regard to 
fostering the development of critical viewing skills in children. The 
ACBB is a consumer organization founded in 1953 to encourage 
through educational approaches and positive interaction with the 
broadcasting industry, the improvement of programming quality. The 
organization encourages grass-roots participation through evaluation 
and the development of critical viewing skills. Examples of ACBB’s 
efforts in these areas are appended, and the following comments are 
submitted:

i .  tHe need to teacH critical 
viewing skills

There is a need to teach children critical viewing skills so as to develop 
a media-wise society.

We are focusing exclusively on section 42f of the inquiry in the 
belief that this important area of concern has not received adequate 
attention. ACBB has long been committed to this goal and commends 
the FCC’s interest in “cooperative efforts… to foster critical viewing 
skills in children.” While this approach has less visibility than others 
that have been pursued; while measurable results are more difficult 
to obtain; and while the responsibility does not rest with broadcasters 
alone, it is our belief that the development of critical viewing skills is 
crucial for the future. This belief is based on the following premises.

Guidance Can Modify Effects
Children learn from what they see and the effects of this learning 
process are significant. At the same time, while television is indeed a 
powerful teacher, what it teaches depends on the learner  and this can 
be influenced and modified by guidance and education.

Future Choices Will Greatly Proliferate
Although quality programming for children remains an overriding 
goal, it alone will not prepare children to cope intelligently with the 
many other program choices offered on TV today, much less with the 
proliferation of choices which advances in technology will provide in 
the ‘information society’ of tomorrow.

Regulation Does Not Assure Quality
While establishing minimum standards may be a help, it is not certain 
that they will assure quality and it is a question whether quality can 
in fact be regulated into society. More likely, we believe, it must be 
the result of education. Therefore, to be effective, efforts to provide 
better quality programming for children, must be enhanced by such 
education.

The recurrent problem of 1st Amendment issues has also 
been raised in attempts to regulate program quality. In the 
long term, fostering quality through diversity may be a more 
creative approach. Again the skills for making discriminating 
choices are required.

i i .  broadcaster efforts

The beginnings of broadcaster efforts to promote development of 
critical viewing skills are noteworthy. 

We are aware of several efforts by the broadcasting industry, particularly 
in the past year. Among these are, first, funds committed by ABC to 
Yale University, to develop a curriculum in critical viewing skills for 
school-aged youth. Secondly, a project is being carried out by NBC, 
working with parents’ organizations and some school authorities, that 
will help parents and children together to develop these skills through 
parent participation TV workshops. Thirdly, related but somewhat 
tangential projects are represented by CBS reading projects and the 

Developing Critical Skills in Judging TV-Radio Programs
 Comments of the ACBB Before the FCC

washington D.C., February 16, 1979

FCC Commissioner Abbott Washburn was a major force in bringing this issue to the table. The resulting FCC ruling premised on the 

finding that parental and teacher guidance can “mitigate negative effects” of media programming, opened the door to Media Literacy 

education and was followed by a $1 million US Department of Education grant for major media literacy projects K-College. Compiled 

by the Executive Director, Marieli Rowe, and warmly received by the FCC. The following article is a slightly condensed version of the 

formal presentation to the FCC, on the need for teaching skills in evaluation radio and television presentation.

FCC Communications 
Act is created to regulate 
US broadcasting and 
telecommunications

1935 The Madison, WI chapter of the American Association of 
University Women (AAUW) forms a radio evaluation committee 
at the request of Jessie McCanse; Leslie Spence, Chairman. 
A monthly list of programs and news of radio is printed. The 
subtitle: Better Understanding, Better World.
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1936 A.C. Nielsen 
proposes measuring 
radio audiences using 
MIT’s audiometer

Teachers’ Guides to television programs. We are aware of a growing 
number of projects in this direction, such as Prime-Time-School 
Television and others in which the networks have been cooperating 
by supplying scripts and materials for in school use. However, these 
projects are concerned more with using television to teach school 
subjects whereas we are concerned with teaching to use television.

ACBB has always found broadcasters cooperative in its own educational 
projects. They have provided materials such as advance program 
information, films in segments or in their entirety for evaluations and 
for our early Children’s Film Festivals, and have participated at our 
meetings through eloquent speakers.

However these are only beginnings. A much more massive effort is 
needed and the efforts of citizens’ groups are greatly enhanced by the 
FCC’s interest.

i i i .  acbb’s projects

ACBB has long encouraged the development of critical viewing skills, 
or “media literacy,” and has conducted projects toward this goal.
Our efforts to promote the development of critical viewing and 
listening skills, span our entire twenty-six-year history. They include:

The ACBB Poll
The annual Look-Listen Opinion Poll which involves quality rating 
of programs and provides a teaching experience when under proper 
guidance and has been used widely by teachers for this purpose.
Teacher Workshops ACBB has sought to help teachers develop 
projects and teaching units. A “kit” was available (now under revision). 
To intensify the effort, a Teacher-Idea Exchange was begun in 1972. 
This was not as successful as hoped due to problems in identifying 
and reaching interested individuals. It became apparent that a more 
structured approach was needed. Thus in 1976 an experimental 
three-day summer workshop for teachers was held in cooperation with 
Edgewood College, Madison, Wisconsin. Designed to help teachers 
develop their own curriculum in critical viewing which would be 
suitable to their situation, the workshop was successful and is being 
continued for the third consecutive year in 1979.

Children’s Channel
Currently ACBB is also sponsoring the developing of a children’s 
channel on cable TV in Sun Prairie, Wisconsin, an experiment in 
children’s programming for and by children which deliberately 
incorporates the teaching of critical viewing skills.

ACBB participated in the 1975 education study on “Public 
Broadcasting and Education” carried out by the CPB Advisory 
Council of National Organizations. Throughout the deliberations, 
we stressed the importance of fostering critical viewing skills. The 
concept in fact became one of the study’s eleven recommendations to 
the Corporation for Public Broadcasting.

Earlier projects have included distribution in the schools of 
recommended programs for children, together with guidelines for 
teachers; essay contests for junior high schoolers; children’s film 
festivals to expose children to quality fare; workshops, conferences 
and speakers on the subject.

iv.  tHe needs

These past experiences indicate ACBB’s long efforts to foster 
the teaching of critical viewing skills. From the problems we have 
encountered, useful knowledge may be gained for the future:

First, there is a need for closer cooperation and interaction between the 
broadcasting industry and the educational community—both powerful 
teaching forces. On a number of occasions where ACBB has sought to 
bring together broadcasters and educators, it was found that very little 
interaction, cooperation or even mutual knowledge existed.

Secondly, there is an urgent need for a new leadership role in education. 
Education is a field in which “new” is not necessarily perceived as 
“better” and the early experiences with the use of instructional
television in American schools certainly reinforced this philosophy. It 
is to be noted that there has been little recognition by American
education of its unique opportunity and its responsibility in dealing 
with the matter of children and television. Indeed, although concern 
and interest exist among teachers, the problem is not generally seen 
in the context of traditional education and American schools have 
not built a record of constructive help in this area. In general it is 
apparent that schools have been teaching the familiar school subjects 
from a negative perspective of fighting TV rather than as a part of 
children’s lives capable of constructive contribution.

In conclusion, we believe that critical viewing skills are an 
essential necessity for the generations to come, who will have 
to cope with an increasingly complex global “information 
society.” We are convinced that children can be helped to 
walk into this future equipped with the tools for intelligent, 
discriminating use. The goal is a self-generated rather than 
outside control.

In the past year we have noted a marked increase in 
interest and activity in this area on the part of the 
broadcasting industry. But the effort is in its infancy  
and should be greatly expanded. 

The problems to be overcome extend beyond economic or 
regulatory constraints. They will require a change in soci-
etal attitudes and a multi-disciplinary approach involving 
cooperation and interaction between American education, 
broadcasters, and the public.•

IBM’s electric 
typewriter 
released

First telephone 
call around the 
world

BBC begins regular 
TV service—three 
hours per day
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The 1981 ACBB Annual Conference focused on Media Literacy in 
light of new media and diversity, and was highlighted by an ambitious  

and exciting experiment in  Washington D.C. by and for children— 
US children of Sun Prairie, Wisconsin’s Kids-4, Indiana’s Kids Alive 

and in Brisbane, Australia’s Channel 7 children’s group.

f e b r u a r y  1 9 7 9

Kids Across Space

–Bob Rodriguez

1937  NBC Symphony 
under Arturo Toscanini 
begins 18-year series

1939  1st 
airmail across 
the Atlantic

NY World’s 
Fair features 
television to 
the public

1940  Churchill’s 
famous wartime radio 
speeches
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Kids Across Space

Counter-clockwise from upper right: 
Kids controlling the audio/video equipment 
for the discussion from Washington D.C.; the 
stage area with participants in Washington 
D.C.; the “control room” being worked by 
young participants; a diagram explaining the 
signal transmission route for the broadcast.

Right: Marieli Rowe and Genevieve 
Finnigan congratulating Jon Garrett 
and David Fabie, two participants of the 
interconnect.

1941  December 7, Pearl Harbor. 
FDR declares war to an audience 
of 90 million people, the largest 
radio audience in history

1942  World War II newsprint 
shortage cancels recommended 
radio listings in the local Madison 
newspapers

“Broadcast on Broadcasts,” a weekly 
15 minute program, begins on WHA, 
UW-Madison radio station—likely the 
first of its kind in the U.S.
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a p r i l  1 9 5 4

 The first ACBB Convention is set to take place in Columbus, OH in joint collaboration with the annual 
convention of the prestigious Institute for Education by Radio-TV (IERT). The partnership will last until 

1970, the final year of IERT. Many people think the first conference on Media Literacy took place in 1995. 
But in fact, these annual conferences, beginning in 1953, have brought many people together nationwide 

and internationally. Early on, we learned that collaboration was the way to go.

Conferences

1943  Good Listening is “a monthly list of some good radio programs” recommended by Wisconsin Joint Committee 
for Better Radio Listening. Leslie Spence is the group’s first president. On the back page of each newsletter is a strong 
plea for appreciative letters to sponsors. Good Listening is sent to members, interested readers, schools and groups 
for a minimal fee. It is also mailed to appropriate sponsors, networks and radio stations.

n o v e m b e r  1 9 5 3

Above: Panel at the ACBB conference in Dayton, OH, 1978.

Right (opposite page): Speakers: Senator Harrison”Jack” 
Schmitt, the then NPR President, and Marieli Rowe (ACBB).
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1945  Arthur C. Clarke 
develops the geosynchronous 
communications satellite

1947  Good Listening approves 
FCC role which “now functions 
for us, the public, who own the 
airwaves.”

“Meet the Press” 
broadcast 
begins (Still on 
today!)

1948  Community 
Antenna Television 
(CATV) forerunner of 
cable TV

Past conventions: the First 30 Years

1953 Minneapolis, Mn aCbb formed with representatives from 18 national organizations, 18 state 
groups, many local organizations from 93 cities in 34 states

  Madison, wi the wisconsin better radio-tV institute; Focus: evaluation of radio-tV 
Drama; Participants include high school students

1954 through 1970, the annual convention of the aCbb was held in Columbus, oh, in partnership with 
the annual convention of the nationally famous institute for education by radio-tV (iert).

1954 Columbus, oh First aCbb convention; Focus: oriental-occidental understanding through 
radio-tV; radio-tV evaluation taught in schools; Speakers: Prof. harry 
skornia, Dr. Keith tyler

1955 Columbus, oh second annual convention; Focus: teaching evaluation of radio-tV; 
Speakers: Dr. Keith tyler, Prof. edgar Dale, Dr. Louis Forsdale, Dr. harry 
skornia

1956 Columbus, oh Focus: teaching basic evaluation of radio-tV; how do you evaluate the 
mass media; expectations from the classroom; some Criteria.

1957 Columbus, oh Panel Focus: helping young People to evaluate

1958 Columbus, oh 

1959 Columbus, oh Focus: tV and good Music; Children and tV

1960 Columbus, oh Speakers: James robertson (net), Dr. edgar Dale

1961 Columbus, oh Focus: how we Learn to evaluate; Speakers: Dr. aldrich Paul (aCbb 
President), Dr. Lee sherman Dreyfus, Dr. stuart hyde

1962 Columbus, oh Focus: aCbb—a Different approach; speakers: Dr. Clinton bradford, Dr. 
Patrick hazard, Dr. Lee sherman Dreyfus

1963 Columbus, oh Focus: world Communications - Discussion of satellite Communications; 
Speakers: Dr. Lee sherman Dreyfus, others

1964 Columbus, oh Speaker: Dr. william harley

1965 Columbus, oh Focus: at the Crossroads—etV; raising an audience that is discriminating 
is the task of the schools; Speaker: Dr. george steiner

1966 Columbus, oh Focus: the Values of broadcasting: strengthening them

1967 Columbus, oh Focus: the information explosion; Public television next year (beginning of 
Pbs)

1968  Columbus, oh

1969 Columbus, oh Focus: Freedom and responsibility in broadcasting; Speakers: Kenneth 
a. Cox, rev. everett C. Parker

1970  Columbus, oh

1971 Chicago, iL Focus: Children’s Programming, and news broadcasting

1972 springfield, iL Speaker: Jack Lyle

1973 Minneapolis, Mn aCbb 20th anniversary

1974 baton rouge, La Focus: redefinition of the Public interest, Convenience and necessity; 
Speaker: Dr. Clinton bradford

1975 Cleveland, oh Focus: broadcasting: who’s really in Charge? Speaker: Dr. robert 
Liebert

1976 Madison, wi Focus: three “rs” of broadcasting: research, regulation, responsibility

1977 Madison, wi Presented with wabb; Focus: it’s good business to Promote good 
television

1978 Dayton, oh Focus: television is a Member of your Family; Speaker: hedda sharapan

1979 Chicago, iL Presented with the naeb; Focus: toward a Media wise society for the 
80s; Speakers: abbott washburn, robert Mulholland, senator harrison 
schmitt

1980 Los angeles, Ca Focus: the First amendment in an information society

1981 washington, D.C. Focus: telecommunications in our everyday Lives; Kids-to-Kids 
international satellite demonstration; Conference coverage presented on 
C-span

1982 Madison, wi Presented with wabb; Focus: telecommunications in our everyday Lives; 
Speaker: Jack anderson 

1983 Madison, wi two conferences: 1. Focus: “KiDs Meet aCross sPaCe” documentary 
and celebration; 2. Focus: aCbb 30th anniversary; Speaker: wi governor 
Lee sherman Dreyfus

f e b r u a r y  1 9 5 4

Left: Wisconsin’s first 
lady,  Joyce Dreyfus, listens 
to a speech from the head of 
Chinese radio.



o c t o b e r  1 9 6 4

n o v e m b e r  1 9 5 3

• an amazing interactive project that reached over 10,000 people at its peak;  
• qualitative evaluations that could serve teachers, families and community groups;
• much potential for this to be reinvented-reincarnated
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1948  “Listening Project” is organized—later to become the Look-
Listen Opinion Poll. Greta Potter, of Superior, WI, enlists the first of 
thousands she will involve in her area over the years.

Airplane rebroadcasts 
TV signal across nine 
states

Thirty Years of Look-Listen,  
1953-1983
by Clinton Bradford
Excerpts taken from May/June 1983 issue of Better Broadcasts News

Throughout the years the American Council for Bet-
ter Broadcasts has urged concerned citizens to be-
come knowledgeable judges of program quality. No 
other non-profit national educational organization 
has devised a more effective project for achieving its 
goals than ACBB’s Look-Listen Opinion Poll.
 The Poll conducted each fall as the television 
networks introduce their new season programs pro-
vides participating monitors opportunity to exercise 
their skills in judging program quality. Following the 
guidelines provided, the viewers assign a rating to 
each program and write an evaluative explanation in 
support of that rating.

Tuning In to Critical Viewing
One unique feature of the critical thinking pro-
cess through which ACBB’s Look-Listen Poll leads 
the viewer, is that the pattern quickly becomes im-

planted. The next program the participant views also 
gets a similar scrutiny. Viewer awareness of slighted 
production thoroughness may be as vividly discon-
certing as an emptiness of substance in the program. 
Either can be justification for changing the channel 
or for clicking the set off.

 It was the realization that a critical viewing 
public can do more than “turn off the set,” that 
prompted Jessie Hill McCanse, Leslie Spence, and 
their friends in that 1953 meeting in Minneapolis to 
found the American Council for Better Broadcasts 
and to put in motion the Look-Listen Opinion Poll to 
educate us television consumers to understand and 
to recognize quality in programming. The ideal Mc-
Canse, Spence, et, al., hoped for was that when the 
empty program appeared we would respond across 
the nation. And when the networks and their affili-
ates asked “Why?” they would have in their hands 
copies of the Annual Look-Listen Report where re-
corded comments of viewers everywhere would an-
swer them.

Look-Listen Across the Nation
The Look-Listen Poll project reached large numbers 
of people through established service organizations in 
widely scattered communities. A featured group in 
the 1959 report, for example, was the American Asso-
ciation of University Women (AAUW) in Modesto, 
California. The chapter’s mass media chairman en-
listed participation by 6,651 monitors. Six hundred 
seventy-five were adults from other organized groups, 
and the school system provided 5,967 teenagers. 
Modesto submitted more than 30,000 program eval-
uations to the national poll that year. Overall, 10,703 
monitors from 32 states recorded 56,440 ratings and 
accompanying justification statements. 

Dedicated Leadership
And there was Leslie Spence, the ACBB executive 
secretary, who bossed, coordinated, gave attention to 
the million meticulous details! That her helpers re-
turned year after year, that the reports were complet-
ed with clear and meaningful data, ready for distribu-
tion at the appointed times -these things attest to 
her complete dedication and devotion to duty!

“I still have the same programs as favor-
ites and dislike the ones I did before this 
unit. But now I know why.”

—a Look-Listen student partiCipant



chiPs: “Too many 
teeth in main character’s 

mouth.” (1982-83)

CBS News: “So 
I know the whether 
[sic] for tomorrow.” 

(1982-3)

American Bandstand: 
“Fun program for teens. My 

only objection, its length. I often 
wonder when the ‘regulars’ 
get their schoolwork done.” 
(Minneapolis, MN 1959)

Leave It to Beaver: “I 
often come away wishing 

I could handle similar 
situations so wisely.” 
(Midland, MI 1959)

Zorro: “Supposed 
to be for children; 
yet language and 

plot are too adult.” 
(Oshkosh, WI 1959)

Lone Ranger: “Exciting, but no 
killing at all. Makes the side of law 

and order appear exciting for a 
change.” (Nampa, ID 1959)

n o v e m b e r  1 9 6 5

Ruth Pflager, founder 
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late 1940s  1.) The Wisconsin Association for Better Radio Listening (another name 
change) actively encourages teaching better radio listening in the classroom. Ethel Holt, teacher 
and lifelong WABB/ACBB member, soon promotes this on a large scale in Racine, WI high 
schools; this will continue for many years.

a sampling of participant comments taken from various look-listen opinion Poll reports.

Edward R. Murrow: 

“The airways [sic] 
are lacking in editorial 
comment by topnotch 

correspondents of experience 
in the international field. 
Mr. Murrow is the only 
commentator to fill that 

gap.” (Milford, NJ 1959)

Ernie Ford: “No one a 
wittier host than Ol’ Ern. 
Best singer on TV. Wish 

he would do more singing.” 
(Modesto, CA 1959)

High Adventure: 
“A real relief from the 
glamour and egotism  

of many so-called stars  
of radio and TV.”  

(Rising City, NE 1959)

Nightline: “Mostly 
mediocre twiddle-twaddle.” 

(Tacoma, WA 1959)

A.J. Hancock 
checks out the latest 
Look-Listen report 

(1981-82).

Filthy Rich: 
“I think this is a 

dome [sic] show.” 
(1982-83)

Happy Days: 
“No body likes 

the 50s anymore 
because it was a bad 

year.” (1982-3)
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Sponsor Recognition Awards
Living out our positive philosophy, we complimented good programming and the sponsors 
of it and we critiqued when necessary. Look Listen & Project Postcard provided the outlet 

and the strength of our grassroots organization to present producers and sponsors with 
honest, individual, thoughtful responses rather than organized mass mailings. The Sponsor 
Recognition Awards were given annually until it became difficult to identify sole or major 

sponsors and underwriters of individual programs. More and more we saw thirty- and fifteen-
second ads being sold on the basis of ratings and time slots.

late 1940s cont.  2.) First 
attempts to form a national organization 
fail due to basic differences over 
negative vs. positive philosophy

October 1981, reception at COMSAT, 
before the satellite Interconnect. Marieli 

Rowe explains it all to Ted Turner who was 
pleased to receive one of his first awards in 
recognition of his pioneering idea (cable/
satellite all news channel-CNN)—our  

Special Recognition Award!

1950  Post Office 
cuts daily delivery 
from twice to once
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o c t o b e r  1 9 6 7

1950  In January, an article in English Journal brings 75 inquiries about Good Listening as 
a teaching aid. In May, Good Listening publishes a thank-you list to 38 sponsors of good 
programming. In November, Good Listening ask a key question: “Will the FCC reserve 25% 
of television frequencies for educational stations?”

our New Name...

National Telemedia Council, Inc.

At the 30th Anniversary celebration, in the Great Hall of the UW-Madison Student 
Union. “Head table”: Jack Rowe, Genevieve Finnigan, Susan Dreyfus Fosdick, former 

WI Governor Lee Sherman Dreyfus, and former WI first lady Joyce Dreyfus.

Left: ACBB President, Genevieve Finnigan 
presents Station Manager, David Sanks 
(WISC-TV,  Madison, WI CBS Affiliate), 
with a Sponsor Recognition Award at the 1983 
premiere of “Kids Across Space,” in Madison.

Below: The recipients of  the 1983 Sponsor  
Recognition Awards.

ACBB President, Nancy McMahon presents Joe Hughes (Corporation 
for Public Broadcasting) with a 1977 Sponsor Recognition Award.

1967 Sponsor Recognition Awards
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c o n c e p t u a l  b e g i n n i n g s

Philosophy & Thought
Patrick Hazard, Louis Forsdale, Fred Friendly, 
Roger Morris, Leslie Spence… a few of the early 

“philosophers” in media literacy, beginning to pull 
together the key principles that define the term… 

empowering citizens to move from passive to active 
viewing… to critical engagement… to analyze the 

impact of the industry, the producers, as well as their 
role as the audience. The “current” events of the 

50’s, 60’s, and 70’s outlined in these articles are 
not only fascinating, they also provide a poignant 
historical perspective, as our world has re-lived 

many of them in the 80’s, 90’s, 00s, and indeed 
even in these past months of 2006. George Bernard 

Shaw captures the unfortunate truth, “We learn 
from history that we learn nothing from history.”

All the more reason to re-double our efforts toward  
a media literate global citizenry.

n o v e m b e r  1 9 5 6

. . .

. . .

j a n u a r y  1 9 5 7

. . .

1951 October brings another new name, Wisconsin Association 
for Better Radio and Television, and has Mrs. Louise Langer as 
President. This month’s issue of Good Listening has no television 
programs listed, but by December, there are seven!

Color TV 
sets go 
on sale

Edward R. 
Murrow’s “See 
it Now” debut
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. . .
. . .

. . .

. . .

. . .

. . .

. . .
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The first 
computer bug 
is discovered—
it’s a real moth!

November 15th, ACBB Television Day in Chicago, is 
for members and anyone interested in better radio and 
television—behind the scenes operation & shows, bus, 
meals, tips, tax for $11.00.

Univac 1 is 
the 1st mass 
produced 
computer



f e b r u a r y  1 9 7 9

f e b r u a r y  1 9 7 2

A television code of 
ethics is drawn up by 
the National Association 
of Broadcasters
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1952  A Good Listening article analyzes the McFarland Bill legislation which puts 
the burden of proof on the FCC, not on the broadcaster. “Anything that weakens 
the Commission’s ability to insist radio and TV be operated in the public interest is a 
blow to the public interest.”
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Good Listening headlines “We Go National” and continues—”Minneapolis, June 24, 1953…The American 
Council for Better Broadcasts. First place on the Council’s sign-up sheet is given to the Illinois Council for 
Motion Pictures, Radio, Television and Publications. Leslie Spence is elected as the first ACBB President 
and Mrs. C. B. Chambers of St. Petersburg, Florida as Treasurer, accepts the first dues.

n o v e m b e r  1 9 5 3

o c t o b e r  1 9 5 6

Everything old is new again. As many of today’s scholars are trying to create and name the 
new media literacy, it is interesting to look as far back as 1935 to the solid pedagogy being 

developed around televiewing. Even though the tools may have changed, the fundamentals of 
good teaching have been around since Socrates. These articles outline the work of some of the 

pioneering educators who presented how to teach the new media of the day and at the same time 
promoted the fundamentals of… positive engagement, beginning where the students are coming 
from… critical judgment… exploring and embracing new media… teaching for the future and 

teaching for change. We believe there will come a day when inventing a new word will no longer 
be necessary and the time honored term “literacy” will mean “reading” the world.

p e d a g o g y  &  p r a c t i c e

Teaching New Media

1953  
TV Guide 
begins

The 
laser is  
invented
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n o v e m b e r  1 9 5 7

1957  
Sputnik 
launch

1958  Arthur 
Schalow publishes 
theory of laser 
research

1960  Echo1—a balloon in 
orbit, reflects radio signals 
back to earth

90% of 
American 
homes have 
a TV set
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Kennedy/Nixon Presidential election 
debates televised producing huge 
number of debate viewers & voters

1961  MPATI, the Midwest Program 
on Airborne Television Instruction, 
demonstrated telecasting from airplanes at 
23,000 feet to schools in a six-state area

FCC commissioner, 
Newton Minow’s 
speech, “A Vast 
Wasteland”
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Why are children not learning what the schools are trying to 
teach them? 

If children today are not achieving the literacy skills 
which society expects, it may be that our teaching in-
stitutions are not reaching the children of the eighties 
where their thinking is. A new approach to literacy is 
needed in this television age: an approach which ac-
knowledges and uses the world our children know.

School administrators and policy makers need to go 
where children are thinking and acting. Through policies and state-
ments of philosophy, they must include the new skills of television or 
media literacy in their curriculum goals.

American education is under attack. There is national concern about 
the quality of education in the nation. Pick up any newspaper, daily, 
weekly, or other, and you will find expressions of this concern. A typical 
one from U.S. News and World Report, July 16, 1984: “Yes, there are in-
deed more jobs,” states the article on currently improving employment 
conditions. “But employers are complaining about indifferent and poor 
attitudes among high-school graduates.” And, “those gripes come on 
top of complaints about poor reading, writing,” concludes the report.

For years we have been hearing about declining grades, college freshmen 
unprepared in the “basic skills,” and the grim statistics of failing American 
intellectual achievements as compared with those of other countries. 

The 1983 Report of the National Commission on Excellence in Edu-
cation is filled with such statistics. Calling the situation, “A Nation at 
Risk,” it concludes that “the educational foundations of our society are 
presently eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very 
future as a Nation and as a people.”

In the same year, the report of another Commission, 
The Task Force on Education for Economic Growth, 
expresses “a conviction that a real emergency is upon 
us.” We learn in these studies, in the press, in various 
other reports, that students are not achieving, that they 
are increasingly “functionally illiterate,” and that other 
industrialized countries are surpassing American youth 
in virtually all areas of academic student achievement. 
There is understandable distress, and also a sense of frus-
tration, in an inability to identify the underlying causes 

for this uniquely American dilemma.

Are the children of this age poorer students? Are teachers not good 
teachers? Is it lack of money? Not requiring enough school time, not 
enough homework? “There is a lack of clear consensus about how to 
improve education,” concludes The Task Force on Economic Growth.

The underlying cause of this national failure that has not been consid-
ered addresses the fact that today’s children live in a television world. 
A new approach, therefore is to reach them where they are, correlating 
teaching methods with the familiar world of children today.

In Nation at Risk the very word, television, does not appear anywhere 
in the 65 page report. In the 50 pages of Action for Excellence the word, 
television, is mentioned only once, and then to make the negative 
suggestion that “those who report watching television and doing little 
homework score lower on national assessment tests.”

In contrast, the concept of computer literacy has already been enthusi-
astically added to the vocabulary of educators and is being incorporated 
into educational goals across the nation. Where was the educational 
community when this same need came along for television literacy, the 

1962  Telstar, the 1st 
international communications 
satellite transmits an image

Mariner II sends 
radio signals 
from Venus

1963  Syncom II goes 
into geosynchronous 
orbit (the Arthur C. Clarke 
prediction)

Educating Children in the Television Age:  
A Challenge for the 80s

b y  M a r i e L i  r o w e
Executive Director of the ACBB/NTC

Originally published in September 1984 in Telemedium and Wisconsin School News, the official publication of the Wisconsin 
Association of School Boards, this article could just as easily have been titled “A Challenge for the 00’s.” Educational policy and true 
educational reform are often worlds apart. From “A Nation at Risk” in 1983… to “Goals 2000:  Reforming Education to Improve 

Student Achievement” in 1998 …to “No Child Left Behind” in 2001…to “?” tomorrow.

Marieli Rowe identified the most important tasks of educators as understanding the ever-evolving “ecology of childhood,” reaching  
children where their thinking begins, and then teaching them to think at a deeper, more critical level. Twenty plus years later, she continues  

to champion the educational needs of children, undaunted by the shifting political winds of the day.— K a r e n  a m b r o S h
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JFK assassination, 
followed by all-day 
media coverage

1964  Marshall 
McLuhan publishes 
“Understanding Media” 
in the Global Village

1967  FCC bans 
the broadcasting of 
tobacco advertising

ability to read and interpret the language of television, and to acquire 
the critical viewing skills needed to be fluent in this visual language? 

It appears that the task forces of these two national commissions have 
looked at almost everything in depth and with painstaking detail. What 
they have failed to consider is the child of the television age. If the goal 
of education is to provide effective learning experiences then it follows 
that to teach a child you must reach the child where the child is. You 
must teach the learner where his thinking is and where his experience 
is. Yet, for the most part, our children are not learning what schools 
expect of them because their minds and their experiences are in a world 
that is different from the traditional school environment.

In the 35 years since the advent of television, 
the medium has become so firmly established 
in our society that it has gradually and deeply 
changed the very environment or the ecology  
of childhood. 

Traditionally, childhood has followed a normal sequence of expanding 
horizons from parents and home to school and community, and later 
to the greater world outside… all at a rate compatible with the child’s 
mental growth.

But television has changed all that! 

Today, television brings the adult world into the child’s earliest experi-
ence, undiluted and unexplained. The effects of this major new dimen-
sion on the ecology on childhood are many. For example, the televi-
sion-age child reads the entire screen at one glance rather than the 
traditional left to right, working from top to bottom of the print orient-
ed mind. Children’s television experiences, although experienced only 
vicariously via the video screen are in a strange way broader. Most of all, 
children are growing up in a different environment, an environment in 
which they have never not known the world as television pictures it.

It is not our purpose here to dwell at length on the role of television in 
our children’s lives. Rather, we are concerned that education consider 
its proper role in educating children in the television age. To us this 
role is clear, defined, and has been waiting to be recognized for over 
30 years. Institutions of learning need to expand their view of literacy 
and the basic skills it encompasses, to include the new media literacy 
skills of television, giving the child the tools for critical viewing so 
greatly needed in the media-dominated world of today and tomor-
row. For children, the need has been urgent for over a generation. 
For education, in its time of crisis and self-analysis, TV literacy may 
now prove to be an essential key to an effective interaction between 
teacher and student that is needed to bring about learning. Meeting 
the child on his own home ground, where his thinking is, can open 
doors never before unlocked.

Examples of such creative approaches were reported and explored 
at the 1983 February Conference of the National Telemedia Council 
(then still known as the American Council for Better Broadcasts). 
The conference, entitled Children, Television and You, explored How to 
Make Children’s TV Viewing Habits Work for Them in the Classroom 
or Home Learning.”

Television is an excellent subject for teaching divergent thinking 
techniques. Children become actively involved, thinking freely, at a 
higher cognitive level. Because they feel comfortable with the subject, 
teachers can use it to teach children to develop their thinking skills, 
including the discipline needed for critical thinking. This is media 
literacy at its best.

Alvin Toffler, futurist and author, recently expressed this need for our 
children’s future eloquently in a television program based on his most 
recent book, The Third Wave. He spoke about the need for teaching me-
dia literacy if we are to prepare our children for an “expanded democracy 
fit for the 21st Century. We may be crippling our children by teaching 
them Second Wave methods in a Third Wave society,” he warned. “Is a 
child literate if he cannot decipher the meaning of television’s messages? 
Ahead lies a rich new diversity in which we will truly need a tri-literacy: 
print literacy, television literacy, and computer literacy.”

If America is to meet the challenges of today, the need for leadership 
at the policy-making level is imperative. The time has come for inno-
vative policies that will both catch the interest of children now and 
prepare them for the 21st Century which is their legacy.

To date there are few precedents. This, in spite of the fact that an entire 
generation has grown up with television and that we are now raising a 
third generation of children who are encountering yet another level of 
television experience in the video age. The children who are growing up 
today are surrounded by electronic media of a sort different from that of 
their parents’ experience. Where the latter could only turn on the set 
and watch what was available, today’s children are growing up with many 
telemedia choices: cable, computer games, and video tape recorders. The 
video screen is becoming a tool that today’s children can manipulate.

Thus the question persists: why are there not more teachers involved in 
teaching television literacy? Teachers who know how to make effective 
use in school of the at-home viewing experiences of their students?

The ways of implementing a media literacy program are as varied as the 
number of teachers. Whether it becomes the major vehicle or just one 
of many, such a program can be integrated into an existing course and 
does not need to become “one more” added burden for the teacher’s 
agenda. Rather than an extra time demand, it calls for an attitude of 
awareness and a willingness to step into the television age with a posi-
tive attitude toward telemedia as a powerful ally in preparing children 
for the future.

If just one school board in Wisconsin could 
be inspired to make an official policy decision 
to include media literacy—i.e. the teaching of 
critical viewing and listening skills in its cur-
riculum; and to back up such a policy with a 
development plan for its implementation and 
funding we believe this would be a “first.” 

To our knowledge, such an official school board policy does not yet ex-
ist. It would be the work of an enlightened group within the realm of 
school administrators. The National Telemedia Council would be glad 
to give its support and its help! •

Marshall McLuhan publishes 
“The Medium is the Message”
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1969  First 
computerized data 
sent—the future of 
the internet

1971  Steve Wozniak 
and Bill Fernandez build 
“cream soda” computer 
from junk parts

This article by Bruce Reeves was the first developed teacher idea to be printed in 
Better Broadcast News. By 1974, the concept was formalized into an active 
committee that reviewed and compiled the Teacher Idea Exchange (T.I.E.).

j a n u a r y  1 9 7 4

t e a c h e r
i d e a
e x c h a N g e

f e b r u a r y  1 9 7 3

Within one year the Teacher Idea Exchange had  
become a regular feature of Better Broadcasts  

News and continues today in Telemedium.

Intel builds the 4004 
microprocessor, “a 
computer on a chip”

ARPANET, Internet forerunner, 
has 22 university and 
government connections
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Louis Forsdale, professor of Communication and Education at Teachers College, Columbia University, researched 
and wrote about the impact of mass communications on the future of the human condition. A contemporary of 
Marshall McLuhan, his own theories including the understanding that the visual impact of mass media far exceeded 
the importance of the text supported McLuhan’s observation that electronic communications were creating a “global 
village.” Dr. Forsdale worked closely with the National Council of Teachers of English and was on the board of the 
American Council for Better Broadcasts in the 1950’s, helping to establish the pedagogical foundation for teaching 
multi-media literacy in schools. 

His articles written 50 years ago for the ACBB are addressing some of the very same challenges we are facing today. 
We are still in need of changing our teacher education programs to truly prepare teachers to be able to teach not 
only through, but also about the new media. This reluctance to change stems from our society clinging to the belief 
that print is more prestigious, thus making, as Forsdale states below, “new mediums on the ‘wrong side of the tracks’ 
culturally.” This is no less evident today than when schools call for blocking interactive websites such as MySpace 
rather than teaching students how to critically analyze their impact and consider the positive opportunities the 
technology provides. The fact that media educators must continue to defend their programs as being more than “the 
AV club” that gets to set up the projector, watch films, or play with cameras demonstrates that academia and society 
need to come to terms with this prestige misconception before literacy education can genuinely be transformed.

c r i t i c a l  c o m m u n i c at i o n

The English Connection

1972  
Sony’s 
Betamax 
videotape 
introduced

First home 
videogame, 
Pong, 
introduced

1976  Ted Turner 
begins nationwide 
satellite cable 
network (CNN)

1977  QUBE, the 
dream of “two-way 
television,” is a short 
lived experimental trial

o c t o b e r  1 9 5 5

The cell phone 
invented & the 
beginning of 
email 
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1980  Ted Turner starts CNN 
and receives the ACBB Sponsor 
Recognition Award for the first all-
news network (see photo on pg.14)

o c t o b e r  1 9 5 4

j a n u a r y  1 9 5 5

1977 cont. 
Atari home video 
games produced 
in cartridge form

1978  PBS 
becomes the first 
broadcast network 
served via satellite
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1981  IBM personal 
computers, Tandy 
laptops, and the 
mouse are introduced

The National Telemedia Council has had 
a long history of collaborating with the 

National Council of Teachers of English.  
NTC’s co-founder, Dr. Leslie Spence, an 
English teacher herself, forged these bonds 

from the beginning, helping to shape NCTE’s 
policy on media literacy and building a 

reciprocal membership opportunity in the 
1960’s and 70’s. NCTE’s Commission on 
Media, beginning in 1980, develops policy 
and provides direction for the teaching of 

media literacy in the English Language Arts 
classroom. The Assembly on Media Arts 
(AMA) was organized in 1988 to bring 

NCTE members with a special interest in this 
area together to help integrate their efforts.  

Members of the National Telemedia Council 
have been instrumental in supporting these 
two organizations for as long as they have 
been around. Today, we continue to foster 

this partnership through a renewed reciprocal 
membership arrangement with the AMA, 

knowing that a higher level of synergy can be 
reached through collaboration. 

o c t o b e r  1 9 7 3

From the Assembly on Media Arts of  the 
National Council of Teachers of English

BITNET connects 
university mainframe 
computers worldwide

1982  PacMan 
attracts girls as well 
as boys to home 
video games

USA Today is a 
newspaper influenced 
by television news 
style
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The NTC/AMA joint membership was launched at the 2005 NCTE Convention in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 
by Mary Christel, a charter member of the AMA, past Director of NCTE’s Media Commission, and board 

member of NTC. An enthusiastic response at the annual sharing session of the Assembly on Media Arts signals 
a revitalization of membership which will promote communication, research, experimentation, and growth for 

both organizations. We hope you will consider joining us in these efforts.
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1983  ACBB celebrates 30th Anniversary. Council members vote to 
change organization name to the National telemedia council 
to better reflect the rapidly changing new media landscape.
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Canada or Mexico, add $13

Outside North America, add $18

additional telemedium issues

Donation

totaL encLoseD (in us Dollars) $

Are you an English Teacher or in charge of pre-service English teachers? Sign up for our joint NTC/AMA membership 
opportunity today! For an additional $5 over your current NTC membership category, you could become a member of the 

Assembly on Media Arts, the National Council of Teachers of English special interest group focusing on media literacy (saving 
$5 on each organization’s membership). Please contact Mary Christel, mchriste@district125.k12.il.us






