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Abstract: This article is an analysis of the evolution of the American education cecosystem in the face of the rapid diftusion of mobile tcchnology and the
COVID-19 pandemic. The main aim of the paper is to explore the dichotomy berween the destructive impact of smartphones on adolescentwellbeing and
the revitalisation of educational television as an inclusive tcaching tool. The first part of the text ;malyscs the phcnomcnon ofa “smartphonc—bascd childhood”
Citing anumber of post—pandcmic studies, the author pointstoa correlation between unrestricted access to social media and a growing mental health crisis,
atrophy of social rclationships and cognitive fragmcntation of students. Smartphoncs, defined as powcrful vectors of distraction, have forced US lawmakers
to impose strict restrictions on their use in schools in order to restore the effectiveness of lcaming processcs. Thc_y have clcarly failed as educational tools.
The second part of the article focuses on the post»pandcmic redefinition of the role of tcclmology in education. The experience oflockdown in the field of
education, alongside the crisis in the achievement of educational goals, has been a catalyst for innovation. The author analyses the process of moving from
ad-hoc c—lcaming towards advanced hybrid models that integrate artificial intclligcncc (AD to pcrsonalisc tcaching and changc the role of teachers. Spccial
attention was given to the renaissance of educational television. Thanks to its high inclusivity (97% covcragc) and the implcmcntation of new tcchnological
standards (ATSC 3.0, EduCast), television has become a kcy instrument to stop digital exclusion, offcring stability inregions with poor network infrastruc-
ture. The author also refers to the landmark structural changes in 2025-2026, including the abolition of the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB).
This process, cnding the era of centralised public mediain the USA, has forced a shift towards rcgional models and strategic public sector parmcrships with
streaming platforms (c.g, NASA and Netflix). The article argues that contemporary educational television, while evolving into an Al-enhanced interactive
tool, remains a necessary, albeit cvolving, foundation of the American educational infrastructure.
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Introduction

(2024) and Turkle (2015), it has become a vector

of “continuous partial attention” and the disinte-

The contemporary educational paradigm is being
reshaped by general-purpose technologies whose
rapid spread into everyday home life challenges gration of social structures. The transition from the

established patterns of human adaptation. For the traditional model of childhood centered on free

younger generation of the second decade of the
twenty-first century, smartphone use has become
a defining experience.

On the one hand, smartphones function as pow-
erful cognitive tools that broaden access to informa-
tion and educational resources. On the other hand,

according to the perspectives advanced by Haidt

play to a model of “smartphone-based childhood”
has been associated with a growing mental health
crisis manifested in sleep deprivation, anxiety, and
body dysmorphic disorder, among other conditions.

These developments have been further com-
pounded by the post-pandemic implications of in-

formation and communication technologies (ICT)
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in education. In the United States, the rapid accel-
eration of educational digitalization driven by the
COVID-19 pandemic exposed deep infrastructural
inequalities and contributed to a decline in cognitive
competencies across multiple age groups. In this
context, the resurgence of educational television,
particularly through the Public Broadcasting Ser-
vice (PBS), and the implementation of new digital
broadcasting standards deserve special attention.
One of the key challenges facing contemporary
education is balancing technological innovation
with students’ emotional well-being and preserving

schools as spaces for meaningful social interaction.

1. The significance of smartphones
for educational effectiveness and
students’ psychological well-
being

Contemporary processes of technological diffusion
are characterized by unprecedented speed and inten-
sity. Haidt (2024) argues that whereas the adoption
of radio and television in households took decades,
modern technologies become integrated into do-
mestic environments within only a few months.
This perspective aligns with Suleyman’s concept of
general-purpose technologies. According to Suleyman
and Bhaskar (2023 ), twenty-four such technologies
can be identified throughout human history, ranging
from fire and the wheel to artificial intelligence.
The crucial distinction, however, lies in the pace of
their diffusion. Historically, the adoption of trans-
formative technologies unfolded over centuries; today,
it occurs within remarkably short timeframes. As
a result, a single generation may experience several
major technological revolutions during its lifetime,
raising important questions about the adaptive ca-
pacities of the human mind and body (ibidem).
This transformation can be illustrated by the
technological leap that occurred between the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when a sin-
gle lifetime witnessed the transition from horse-drawn
transportation to air travel, as well as from tradition-
al correspondence to electronic communication.

Nevertheless, the most profound changes in social

organization have occurred over the past two decades.
In 2016, only ten years after the commercial launch of
the iPhone, smartphone penetration among American
teenagers reached 80 percent. By 2022, nearly half of
this population (46%) reported being online almost
constantly (Vogels, Gelles-Watnick, & Massarat,
2022). Turkle (2015) describes this phenomenon
as a state of “continuous partial attention,” signaling
a fundamental shift in human consciousness and
interpersonal relationships.

The development of mobile technologies has
effectively blurred the traditional boundaries between
students’ social lives and educational environments.
Data from the Common Sense Census indicate
that the age at which children enter the mobile
ecosystem continues to decline. Currently, 51% of
American children aged 0-8 own a personal mobile
device, most commonly a tablet, though increasingly
a smartphone. As children enter adolescence, these
devices become constant companions. By the end
of 2024, 46% of teenagers reported being online
“almost constantly; nearly double the 24% recorded
in 2015 (Mann, Calvin, Lenhart, & Robb, 2025).
These devices have both clear advantages and sig-
nificant drawbacks. While they provide powerful
opportunities for interactive learning, personalized
instruction, and emergency communication, they also
serve as major sources of distraction in educational
settings, contribute to cognitive fragmentation, and
are increasingly associated with the growing mental
health crisis among young people.

Haidt (2024) identifies the years 2010-2015 as
a critical turning point, describing them as the “birth
of the smartphone-based childhood,” which gradu-
ally displaced the traditional model of childhood
centered on free play. This transformation coincided
with the consolidation of the social media ecosystem,
most notably through Facebook’s acquisition of
Instagram in 2012. The emergence of a social envi-
ronment shaped by mobile technology and a culture
of self-presentation fueled an explosive expansion of
Instagram’s user base, which grew from 10 million to
90 million users within just a few months.

Research on social media use suggests that Insta-
gram may have a particularly negative effect on the

well-being of adolescent girls. The correlation between
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exposure to idealized images of peers and increased
levels of frustration and depressive symptoms is well
documented and is often linked to body dysmorphic
concerns and diminished self-esteem (Twenge et al,,
2018). At the same time, among adolescent boys,
a dominant trend has been the migration of social and
leisure activities into virtual environments through
online gaming, platforms such as Reddit, and the
consumption of pornography (Haidt, 2024). These
developments contribute to a diminished capacity for
forming deep interpersonal relationships in the real
world and undermine the ability to be fully present
in social interactions ('Turkle, 2015).

It is particularly noteworthy that social media
platforms have evolved into channels for the trans-
mission not so much of information as of powerful
emotions, fostering anxiety about the future and
a pervasive sense of existential uncertainty among
young people. Statistical evidence reveals a striking
paradox: despite improvements in key macroeco-
nomic indicators in the United States between
2010 and 2015, rates of depression and anxiety
among adolescents rose sharply during the same
period (Twenge, 2017; Twenge, Joiner, Rogers,
& Martin, 2018). This suggests that technological
factors and shifts in patterns of socialization may
exert a greater influence on mental health than
traditional economic determinants.

Findings from British correlational studies confirm
a significant association between extensive mobile
device use among children and adolescents and the
prevalence of depressive symptoms, anxiety disorders,
and sleep deprivation. This relationship is particularly
pronounced among individuals reporting the high-
est levels of screen time. The scale of the problem is
further reflected in respondents’ own attitudes, as
a substantial proportion of those surveyed expressed
adesire to reduce the amount of time they spend using
smartphones. A particularly important indicator is
the finding that one in eight participants reported
needing external support to regulate their digital
habits. Failure to address this issue may contribute
to the progression of serious mental health problems
among younger generations (Carter, Ahmed, Cassidy,
Pearson, Calcia, Mackie, Kalk, 2024; Carter, Payne,
Rees, Sohn, Brown, Kalk, 2024).

Children’s growing dependence on smartphones
has led to significant disruptions in cognitive func-
tioning. Teachers increasingly find themselves com-
peting with mobile devices for students’ attention
—a contest in which the educational system is at
a distinct disadvantage. When launching its 2024
initiative to remove mobile phones from school envi-
ronments, the Los Angeles school board emphasized
that these devices distract students from learning,
contribute to anxiety, and facilitate cyberbullying.
Moreover, smartphones are not only highly effective
at capturing the attention of children; they are equally
successful in diverting the attention of adults (Blume
& Karabatur, 2024).

The presence of smartphones in schools is far from
passive. Research data indicate that teenagers spend
an average of 66 to 72 minutes per school day actively
using their phones during class time, primarily for
social media, messaging platforms, and entertainment
applications (Mann, Calvin, Lenhart, & Robb, 2025).
Effective teaching fundamentally depends on a teach-
er’s ability to capture and sustain students’ attention.
Smartphones make it more difficult for teachers to
maintain students’ attention because notifications,
vibrations, and screen activity frequently interrupt
concentration. Studies conducted in 2025 further
suggest that the mere presence of a smartphone—
whether on a desk or even in a student’s pocket—can
impair cognitive performance, as the brain must
devote mental resources to attentional inhibition
in order to resist the device’s potential distractions
(Chen, 2025; Twenge, 2025).

The impact of smartphones extends beyond stu-
dents’ learning experiences and increasingly affects
teachers’ professional effectiveness. Educators fre-
quently report having to compete with mobile devices
for students’ attention, a challenge that contributes
significantly to occupational stress and burnout.
Survey findings indicate that 76% of teachers support
policies prohibiting phone use during instructional
time, citing constant disruptions and the burden of
monitoring device use as major obstacles to effec-
tive teaching. Evidence further suggests that such
restrictions lead to a marked increase in student
engagement and participation during lessons (Mecom
& Lehtinen-Vela, 2024).
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The debate over the presence of communication
devices in American schools has been ongoing for
several decades. Initial efforts to introduce regula-
tory measures emerged during the 1980s. However,
concerns arising from the rapid expansion of the
Internet in the 1990s ultimately led to the enactment
of the Children’s Internet Protection Act in 2000.
The legislation requires educational institutions
receiving public funding to implement appropriate
filtering technologies on school computers and to
block access to obscene and pornographic content
(Children’s Internet Protection Act, 2026).

The debate over the presence of smartphones
in American schools has evolved through several
distinct phases, often shaped by tragic events that
captured national attention. The shooting at Col-
umbine High School in 1999 served as a catalyst for
a narrative emphasizing the utilitarian value of mobile
phones. At the time, proponents highlighted their
role as critical tools for emergency communication,
enabling the rapid transmission of distress signals
and facilitating contact with first responders. At the
same time, however, growing smartphone use among
students sparked concerns about cyberbullying,
which becomes significantly easier to perpetrate
when children have constant access to mobile devices
during the school day (Faguy, Blasey, & Morris, 2024).
Addressing the issue of children’s and adolescents’
mental health at the Center for Digital Thriving at
the Harvard Graduate School of Education, U.S.
Surgeon General Vivek Murthy identified social
media as one of the most significant threats to healthy
psychological development. He described the issue
as a “pivotal issue in public health,” underscoring
its importance as a major societal and educational
challenge (Mineo, 2023).

Findings from a 2023 study conducted by the
Pew Research Center provide empirical evidence
of a negative relationship between the presence
of smartphones in school environments and the
effectiveness of educational processes. As many as
71% of surveyed educators reported that mobile
technologies create a persistent source of student
distraction. The study highlighted the substantial
cognitive resources consumed by these devices, which

significantly reduce students’ ability to concentrate

on instructional content. This challenge is further
reflected in classroom management, with 33% of
high school teachers reporting difficulties enforcing
restrictions on smartphone use. Such policies vary
considerably across states and even among individual
school districts. Florida became the first state to in-
troduce a statewide ban or significant restrictions on
student phone use in schools in 2023 (Pew Research
Center, 2024). According to data from the US.
Department of Education, some form of limitation
on smartphone use was already in place in 76% of
American schools during the 2021-2022 academic
year (Burr, Kemp, & Wang, 2024).

Transitioning to phone-free school environments
presents substantial logistical and operational chal-
lenges. One of the primary obstacles remains parental
concern about communication during emergencies.
Parental opinions on the issue are far from uniform.
Many argue that they should be able to contact their
children during the school day, whereas school safety
experts contend that personal mobile phones may
actually hinder effective responses in emergency
situations (Citizen Portal, 2025). Students, too,
often show little understanding of the rationale be-
hind such restrictions. School administrators across
the United States report that students frequently
attempt to circumvent phone-use policies through
a variety of strategies. In Phoenix and surrounding
areas, for example, principals reported that students
surrendered “burner phones”—inexpensive prepaid
devices—while concealing their smartphones. Oth-
ers used school-issued laptops to access cloud-based
versions of social media platforms (Warnock, 2025).
These examples demonstrate that smartphone bans
cannot operate in isolation. To be effective, they
must be accompanied by a school culture that pri-
oritizes social connection and provides meaningful
alternatives to digital stimulation.

In response to mounting evidence of the educa-
tional and psychological harms associated with exces-
sive smartphone use, policymakers across the United
States have increasingly embraced stricter regulatory
measures. By October 2025, at least 34 states and
the District of Columbia had either required or en-
couraged school districts to adopt policies restricting

or prohibiting smartphone use in K-12 classrooms
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(Prothero, 2025). These measures are intended to
restore conditions conducive to effective teaching
and learning. When combined with comprehensive
digital citizenship education and the provision of
well-designed educational technology (EdTech) tools,
such policies offer a pathway toward a more balanced
and sustainable educational ecosystem. Within this
emerging framework, the role of the smartphone
in students’ lives is being fundamentally redefined.
Rather than functioning as a constant social com-
panion, it is increasingly viewed as a specialized tool
to be used purposefully and under the guidance of
qualified educators. The long-term success of these
initiatives will depend on their capacity to reduce
socio-economic inequalities, ensure opcrational
safety, and restore the school environment as a secure
space for deep, student-centered learning.
Evidence published between 2024 and 2026
suggests that unrestricted smartphone use in schools
may negatively affect both educational outcomes
and American students’ psychological well-being.
Although these devices possess certain potential as
instructional tools—particularly in STEM education
and special education—their widespread presence in
schools currently contributes to attentional disrup-

tion and the erosion of learners’ emotional balance.

2. Post-pandemic implications of
technology use in education

The COVID-19 pandemic forced schools to intro-
duce rapid organizational and structural changes.
Educational institutions were compelled to intro-
duce large-scale modifications to the organization
of teaching and learning with little delay. Many of
the emergency measures adopted during this period
subsequently evolved into permanent components
of educational policy and instructional practice.
One of the central challenges involved the reorien-
tation of educational models toward the elimination
of direct interpersonal interactions within school
environments. Under crisis conditions, information
and communication technologies (ICT) were widely
perceived as the optimal means of maintaining the

continuity of educational processes. Although the

concept of distance learning (e-learning) evolved
alongside the expansion of the global Internet, it is
important to recognize the earlier experiences accu-
mulated by the American educational system over
several decades in this field. Educational television
had long been employed as a response to the postwar
demographic boom and the need to democratize
access to knowledge. The implementation of these
solutions was driven primarily by infrastructural and
communication barriers affecting regions character-
ized by lower levels of urbanization and less developed
telecommunications networks.

Opver time, however, educators and policymakers
began to experiment with innovative instructional
solutions whose implementation required substan-
tial financial investment. A representative example
was the Midwest Program on Airborne Television
Instruction (MPATT), developed by the Westinghouse
Corporation, which had previously acquired experi-
ence in designing comparable systems. Educational
content was transmitted through specially modified
aircraft. MPATT constituted a unique experiment in
educational broadcasting aimed at overcoming the
limitations of terrestrial signal coverage. The pilot
program was launched in the state of Indiana in 1959
and was subsequently expanded to include Illinois,
Kentucky, Ohio, Michigan, and Wisconsin. The use
of a fleet of Douglas DC-6 aircraft provided a broad-
casting radius of approximately 220 miles, enabling
the transmission of an average of twenty instructional
lessons per day (Tracey & Stefaniak, 2014).

Projects of this kind, developed long before the
emergence of the global Internet, highlighted two
fundamental challenges that must be addressed in dis-
tance education: the need for appropriately designed
pedagogical strategies and the technical difficulties
associated with content transmission.

The implementation of the distance-learning
paradigm and the necessity of adapting to large-scale
online education during the COVID-19 pandemic
created unprecedented challenges for the principal
stakeholders of the educational process: students,
their parents or guardians, and teachers. Educators, in
particular, were required to reconfigure instructional
strategies, create new spaces for social interaction,

and facilitate educational experiences within digital
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environments. At the same time, they expressed
legitimate concerns regarding the effectiveness of
these efforts and the extent to which educational
objectives could be successfully achieved under such
conditions (Moser, Wei, Brenner, 2021).

During the pandemic, the Internet ceased to
be merely a supplementary educational resource
and became an essential part of educational infra-
structure. However, recognizing the importance of
digital connectivity did not automatically translate
into a widespread ability to use digital technolo-
gies effectively for educational purposes. The cri-
sis exposed the persistence of digital exclusion
in ways that many had assumed were no longer
relevant. More than half of lower-income house-
holds struggled to afford broadband Internet access.
This obstacle, combined with inadequate access
to appropriate devices, constituted the first major
infrastructural barrier to effective distance learning.
Research conducted by the Pew Research Center
revealed that, one year after the onset of the crisis,
10% of American adults felt overwhelmed when
using computers and smartphones for educational
purposes, while 26% reported needing assistance
in setting up new devices and adapting them to
educational tasks (Tyson, Lipka, & Deane, 2025).

Research indicates a correlation between the
introduction of lockdown measures, the transition
to distance learning, and a decline in students’ ac-
ademic performance across a range of competency
areas. Although some studies suggest that no sub-
stantial deterioration in learning outcomes occurred,
the evidence as a whole points to a very different
conclusion (Domingue, Dell, Lang, Silverman,
Yeatman, & Hough, 2022). According to data from
the National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP), fourth-grade students in 2022 were, on
average, twenty-four weeks behind in mathematics
and nine weeks behind in reading achievement.
Numerous efforts have been undertaken to mitigate
these learning losses; however, the outcomes of such
initiatives have varied considerably. Some scholars
and educational practitioners argue that the educa-
tional system may require many years to fully recover
from the disruptions caused by the COVID-19
pandemic (NAEP, 2022).

The implementation of distance-learning models
contributed to the widening of existing educational
disparities. This phenomenon was particularly evident
among students with special educational needs, who,
under conditions of social isolation and limited access
to direct specialist support, faced greater obstacles in
both knowledge acquisition and the achievement of
therapeutic and educational objectives (Averett, 2021).

The closure of school buildings resulted in more
than a mere interruption of classroom instruction.
It also severed essential social networks for millions
of children and adolescents, contributing to a docu-
mented increase in mental health crises among young
people (GAO, 2022). Consequently, the implemen-
tation of systematic psychological support was widely
recognized as necessary in order to reduce the risk of
the behavioral and emotional consequences associ-
ated with the COVID-19 pandemic. Such measures
were considered essential for facilitating students’
readjustment to in-person learning and optimiz-
ing their functioning within school environments
following a prolonged period of social isolation
(Kuhfeld, Soland, Lewis, Ruzek, Johnson, 2022).
The numerous tensions and challenges experienced
during this period led many teachers, students, and
parents to express a strong desire for the restoration
of traditional face-to-face schooling as soon as the
public health emergency had subsided (Arnett, 2021).

Despite such declarations, the pandemic perma-
nently transformed the educational system. In the
post-pandemic era, hybrid and flexible models of
instruction have become increasingly common.
The most significant trend in educational technology
has been the rapid integration of artificial intelligence
(AI) into the everyday teaching and learning process.
What initially functioned as a supplementary tool has
evolved into a sophisticated solution for personalized
learning and administrative efficiency. Survey data
indicate that the use of Al in classroom environments
has increased sixfold since 2023. This growth is largely
driven by the belief that artificial intelligence can sub-
stantially reduce teachers’ administrative workload.
Approximately 68% of American educators report
that these tools save them up to five hours of work
per week. In practice, Al applications in education

are concentrated in four principal areas: self-directed
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learning, the automation of teachers’ routine tasks,
the development of literacy skills, and educational
guidance and counseling. By 2025, approximately
twenty-eight states had issued detailed guidelines
governing the use of artificial intelligence in K-12
education, with particular emphasis on student data
protection and the ethical use of AI technologies
(Tasevoli, 2025).

Al-powered platforms identify students’ specific
strengths, weaknesses, and learning styles, enabling
curriculum content and instructional strategies to
be tailored to individual needs. This shift toward
adaptive learning represents a departure from the
traditional “one-size-fits-all” model and instead em-
phasizes real-time intervention designed to ensure
continuous student engagement and support. One of
the most significant practical consequences of these
technologies is the transformation of the teacher’s
role. Rather than serving primarily as a source of infor-
mation, teachers increasingly function as facilitators
and mentors of the learning process. By delegating
repetitive tasks—such as lesson planning, grading
assistance, or drafting routine emails—to Al-driv-
en software, educators can devote more attention
to higher-order educational activities, including
moderating classroom discussions and providing
targeted individual support to students with special
educational needs (Hamilton & Swanston, 2024).

The growing integration of Al systems into edu-
cational policy in the United States may contribute to
the wider adoption of the flipped classroom model,
which has traditionally been used primarily in higher
education. Within this approach, students engage
with instructional materials online before class and
subsequently work with those materials collaborative-
ly during classroom sessions.. Research suggests that
Al-supported flipped classrooms enhance student
motivation, improve learners’ Al literacy and com-
petency, and foster more personalized educational
experiences (Kaur, 2025).

However, the growing integration of artificial
intelligence into children’s educational environments
also generates significant challenges and tensions
that require proactive policy responses. Failure to
address these issues at an early stage may lead to

unintended consequences comparable to those as-

sociated with the expansion of the Internet at the
turn of the twenty-first century, albeit potentially
on a much larger scale. The rapid deployment of
Al-powered educational technologies has outpaced
existing regulatory frameworks, creating an urgent
need to modernize legal provisions governing the
collection, processing, and protection of student data.
These reforms are intended to safeguard children from
the commercialization of personal information while
strengthening parental oversight. The updated provi-
sions of the Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act,
commonly referred to as COPPA 2.0, represent the
most substantial revision of children’s online privacy
regulations since 2013. The final rule entered into
force in 2025, establishing stricter requirements for
data minimization, parental consent, and limitations
on the use of children’s personal information for
commercial purposes (Children’s Online Privacy
Protection Rule, 2025).

The growing dependence on technology has also
raised concerns about mental health and the effec-
tiveness of the teaching—learning process. Teachers
report signs of stress, fatigue, and declining academ-
ic performance associated with prolonged screen
exposure and the constant stream of notifications.
Approximately 72% of parents of K-12 students
state that their children spend more time in front
of screens than they did before the outbreak of the
pandemic, while 39% of parents no longer enforce
screen-time limits as strictly as they once did (Tyson,
Lipka, & Deane, 2025). In response, schools have
introduced “technology-free hours” and digital cit-
izenship lessons to help students achieve a balance
between digital life and face-to-face interaction as
well as physical activity (Northwest Council for
Computer Education, 2025).

The experiences associated with remote learning
during the COVID-19 pandemic provide an excel-
lent example of the risks involved in a crisis-driven
transition to digital technology within a system
characterized by deep inequalities. The challenges
that emerged—from digital exclusion to the psycho-
logical effects of social isolation—were not isolated
incidents but rather interconnected manifestations
of the fragility of the American educational infra-

structure. The pandemic has permanently changed
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both educational practice and perceptions of how
learning should be organized. Teachers have become
more proficient in the use of digital technologies, and
the infrastructure supporting them is more robust
than at any previous point in history. However, the
persistent and widening achievement gaps between
affluent and low-income school districts underscore
the system’s continuing vulnerabilities. This situation
highlights the need for greater systemic coordination

and the maintenance of hybrid educational solutions.

3. The revitalization of educational
television in the pandemic era

According to Rauf (2020), amid the multitude of
technological solutions that emerged at the onset of
the pandemic, a seemingly outdated medium played
a crucial role—television. Broadcasters afhiliated with
the PBS network reconfigured their programming
schedules in cooperation with administrators of
local educational institutions. This process involved
auditing archival resources for their alignment with
existing educational standards and adapting content
to curricular requirements. An initiative that initially
emerged in seven states quickly expanded to all fifty.
PBS viewed its role not only as a distributor of ed-
ucational content but also as a provider of security
and stability for children and families.

Apart from its role during the public health emer-
gency, television also proved to be a dependable
channel for delivering educational content. A key
argument in favor of its use was the existence of
technological barriers: during the initial phase of the
pandemic, approximately 14% of households with
children lacked access to broadband Internet (Maciag,
2020). In contrast to network infrastructure, televi-
sion broadcasting reached 97% of the population of
the United States, making it an inherently inclusive
tool. This was especially important for low-income
families, for whom television helped mitigate the
effects of digital exclusion. Empirical data confirm
the effectiveness of this form of content delivery: 57%
of respondents from low-income groups described
educational television programs as “very helpful.”

The medium played a significant role in maintaining

the continuity of cognitive processes and supporting
children’s intellectual development during periods
of social isolation (Katz & Rideout, 2021).

Analysis of the activities undertaken by public
television broadcasters reveals a plurality of strategies
designed to support educational processes, shaped
by the legislative and curricular specificities of in-
dividual states. California adopted a model based
on the rigorous alignment of content with official
state educational standards. A key feature of content
production was the strict age-based segmentation
of audiences, intended to ensure that educational
materials were appropriately matched to students’
cognitive abilities (Los Angeles Unified School Dis-
trict, 2020). In Virginia, the strategy focused on the
pedagogical dimension of broadcasting. Programs
were designed with particular attention to the teach-
er’s role as a facilitator and moderator of the learning
process. Kansas implemented a participatory model
by directly involving practicing teachers in the devel-
opment of programming schedules. This team created
an integrated educational offering tailored to three
key age groups. Ohio distinguished itself through
the effectiveness of its initiatives, leading to their
institutionalization after the end of the pandemic.
One example of the lasting impact of these efforts is
the “Camp in a Box” project, a system of educational
resources based on PBS materials. An unintended
consequence of educational broadcasting during
the pandemic was the shift in emphasis from the
production of new content toward the use of archival
materials (Negera, 2022). Although national frame-
works provided general educational standards, the
actual implementation of curricula was frequently
adapted at the state and local levels through collabo-
ration with departments of education. This cooper-
ation resulted in the creation of original educational
content featuring local teachers, thereby providing
students with familiar educational contexts during
a period of extreme social isolation.

Sesame Workshop, a pioneer in educational tel-
evision and producer of Sesame Street, launched
the “Caring for Each Other” initiative as a form of
direct support for children. In hour-long special
episodes, medical experts and beloved characters

answered questions posed directly by children and
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parents. The program conveyed scientific information
about the virus in language accessible to children,
reducing fear associated with abstract concepts such
as “pandemic” or “infection.” More importantly,
it afirmed children’s right to experience difficult
emotions. Well-known Sesame Street characters,
such as Elmo, expressed their own frustration with
prolonged periods of staying at home. As a result,
families gained a shared language for discussing
mental health (Mills, 2024).

PBS created an online repository of educational
materials, PBS LearningMedia. Within a few weeks
of the announcement of lockdowns, the number of
users increased fourfold. The commercial sector also
responded to the educational challenges associated
with the pandemic. Discovery Channel made its Dis-
covery Education Experience service freely available
to schools (3BL Media, 2020).

Pandemic-era experiences highlighted the con-
tinuing educational potential of television and the
need for ongoing development of this medium.
The ATSC 3.0 standard uses High Efficiency Video
Coding (HEVC), which provides 25-50% better
compression compared to the previous ATSC 1.0
standard. This efficiency enables broadcasters to de-
liver 4K Ultra High Definition video and immersive
audio formats such as Dolby Atmos. A robust signal
allows reception of ATSC 3.0 even in challenging
environmental conditions, thereby reducing the risk
of digital exclusion (Shilov, 2025). A key structural
innovation that significantly strengthened the system
and made it more suitable for educational contexts
is EduCast technology. It enables the transmission
of digital files—such as videos, PDFs, and software
updates—via broadcast spectrum without requiring
a traditional internet connection. This capability is
particularly important for students in rural areas who
lack broadband access but are within range of a trans-
mission tower (Newman, 2025; SpectraRep, 2025).

The implementation of ATSC 3.0 accelerated in
2025-2026, with significant pilot projects conducted
in the states of Michigan and New Mexico. North-
ern Michigan University maintains an upgraded
infrastructure that integrates its educational access
network with ATSC 3.0 broadcast transmission.

In this way, it delivers educational content to resi-

dents of the region as well as K-12 schools (Leach,
Richards, Thams, & Franti, 2025). Similarly, New
Mexico PBS (KNME) became the first PBS station
to fully implement ATSC 3.0 broadcasting for both
educational and public-safety purposes, becoming
the first station in the network to fully deploy ATSC
3.0 broadcasting (Clark, 2022). In January 2026, the
Consumer Electronics Show in Las Vegas showcased
new devices intended for market release in 2026, de-
signed to enable an easy and cost-effective transition
to next-generation television without creating further
hardware gaps or “digital exclusion spaces” among
low-income populations (ATSC, 2026).

The technological pressure on educational televi-
sion has fostered the development of new educational
solutions and significantly expanded distribution
capabilities. An example of such initiatives is the
PBS Kids animated children’s series Lyla in the Loop.
The protagonist is a seven-year-old Jamaican Amer-
ican girl and her family. In addition to traditional
episodes, the digital package includes interactive
videos in which the character Lyla asks viewers ques-
tions (Zahed, 2024). This illustrates a broader trend
that has become firmly established in post-pandemic
educational media. It reflects a broader shift from
passive viewing toward more interactive forms of
educational engagement, increasingly supported by
digital technologies and Al tools. This transition is
rooted in the concept of “co-viewing,” which assumes
that children learn more from media when they
engage in conversation about its content.

Financial stability has been an inherent element in
the development of American educational television
since the emergence of its earliest productions in
the 1950s. The lack of systemic budgeting solutions
forced broadcasters to adopt strategies of revenue
diversification as the only effective mechanism for
managing operational risk. Although the pandemic
period brought temporary improvements to the sec-
tor’s financial condition through targeted funding
programs supporting remote education, the expira-
tion of relief funds led to a renewed deterioration
in financial stability.

In July 2025, legislation was amended to eliminate
approximately 1.1 billion dollars from previously

approved federal funding, specifically rescinding
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advance appropriations allocated to the Corporation
for Public Broadcasting (CPB). This decision was
linked to the beginning of the Trump administration’s
efforts to dismantle the CPB. On January 5, 2026,
the organization’s board of directors voted in favor
of full dissolution of the entity, signaling the end of
a centralized federal model of public media (Nebraska
Public Media, 2025). In the absence of a centralized
broadcasting authority, responsibility for fulfilling the
educational mission of television was transferred to
local stations and regional networks. These entities
are being transformed into community-based lead-
ers, combining local content—such as school sports
programming and local public events—with global
educational channels (Bethune, 2025).

This created a fundamentally new situation in
the educational television market. The elimination of
the CPB forced local stations to confront a “financial
gap.” In Nebraska, where CPB funds had supported
state-level early childhood initiatives, the loss of
funding required the search for private financial
sources and greater reliance on local community
responsibility. In rural areas, the consequences were
even more severe, leading to station closures or the
termination of partnerships with PBS, as exemplified
by Arkansas TV and WBGU-TV in Ohio (Butts,
2026).Despite the dissolution of the CPB, funding
for key educational programs was maintained in fiscal
year 2026, including a $31 million allocation for the
“Ready To Learn” program (Wyllie, 2025). Alongside
the decline in federal support for traditional public
media platforms, a strategic shift toward commercial
streaming platforms has emerged. This transition
enables educational content providers to reach a vast
audience while offering high-quality, family-friendly
streaming programming. In July 2025, NASA and
Netflix announced a partnership aimed at providing
Netflix’s 700 million subscribers with access to live
space-related content. This collaboration integrates
NASA+ live streams, including rocket launches, as-
tronaut spacewalks, and views from the International
Space Station, directly into the Netflix interface.
NASA+ Director R. Sirmons noted that the part-
nership fulfills the agency’s mission, established in
1958, of making space exploration accessible to the
widest possible audience (Buglass, 2025).

Despite these successes, educational television
during the pandemic was a product of emergency
remote learning, which differed significantly from
well-designed digital or hybrid curricula (Huck,
Zhang, 2021). Research also showed that it was
difficult for children to maintain the same level of
attention without interaction with a teacher. As for
teachers, the pandemic caused high levels of stress
and an intensification of burnout-related problems,
but it did not lead to increased turnover or subse-
quent teacher shortages (Zamarro, Camp, 2026).
The implementation of television as an educational
tool, although necessary, led to a dramatic increase in
screen exposure, which according to research resulted,
among other things, in sleep disturbances and lower
mood among students. This situation created a kind
of functional dichotomy for broadcasters: their edu-
cational mission relied on the use of digital channels,
which at the same time constituted a major source of
anxiety and fatigue resulting from excessive screen
exposure (Capra, Stanyevic, Giudice, Monopoli,
Decarolis, Esposito, Biasucci, 2023).

Regardless of the numerous psychosocial chal-
lenges caused by intensive exposure to media in the
student’s home environment, the role of American
educational television during the COVID-19 pan-
demic deserves a clearly positive assessment from the
perspective of ensuring continuity of instructional
processes. The educational infrastructure underwent
a lasting structural transformation. The teaching
experiences developed during the period of remote
instruction became the foundation for the hybridi-
zation of education, within which teachers system-
atically implement digital tools and video materials
into everyday school practice.

As school districts continue to use high-quality
instructional materials to mitigate pandemic-related
learning loss, the value of television today also lies in
its ability to provide training content that supports
cognitive development. Increasingly, artificial intelli-
gence and advanced data transmission technologies
are being used in this context. The migration of
organizations such as NASA to global streaming
platforms ensures that mission-based educational
content reaches the widest possible audience, even as

local stations struggle to survive. The post-pandemic

18 | QuARTERLY JOURNAL FIDES ET RATIO 66(2)2026



Smartphones as a determinant of adolescent developmental crisis and a reinterpretation of the role ...

period has expanded the educational possibilities
of television, transforming it from a largely passive
medium into a platform that increasingly supports
interactive and long-term learning. The challenge in
the coming years will likely be ensuring the socially
equitable implementation of these advanced tech-
nologies, so as to prevent the emergence of a new
form of digital exclusion that could leave the most

vulnerable social groups behind.

Conclusions

The COVID-19 pandemic had an unprecedented
impact on students, families, and teachers. Public
schools in the United States closed in the spring of
2020, and most of them shifted to remote learning
modes. Despite school districts’ efforts to ensure con-
tinuity of education and to manage the technology
required for distance learning, pandemic experiences
varied significantly among students from different
socioeconomic backgrounds.

The experience of the COVID-19 pandemic
constituted a historical stress test for the American
education system, revealing both its deep inequalities
and its capacity for rapid innovation. The revital-
ization of television as an instructional tool was

arguably the most important achievement of this
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