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As every parent knows, television is all around us--at home, in child care, in the

homes of friends and relatives, even at the mall. Articles in a wide range of magazines,

from Healthy Kids to Sesame Street Parents to Time, note increased interest and concern

by parents and educators about the benefits and risks of TV viewing by children of all

ages.

Information and advice for parents and teachers has been primarily based on

studies of children ages three and older. But what about our littlest viewers? Even though

television is a part of the natural home environment of most American infants and

toddlers, research about how television affects these very young children has been

limited.

Home observations of infants and toddlers reveal that television viewing is

common throughout their day, even during regular routines such as diapering and eating.

Researchers estimate that children under the age of two are exposed to anywhere from

two hours of television a day to as much as 28 hours of TV a week. Young children at

home full time tend to watch more TV than their counterparts in child care. But a recent

study for PBS shows that television is also present in many child care settings. Other

studies suggest that the more closely a child care situation resembles home, the more

likely TV is to be used and, when the caregiver is a relative, TV use tends to be the

highest.

You may wonder whether infants really watch what they see on TV. Studies done

by Daniel Anderson at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst show that one year old

babies attend to about 10% of what they're exposed to on television and, between 1 and 2

years of age, they attend about 30% of the time.

What's more, they are not too young to understand what they see. Researchers

Richard Davidson from the University of Wisconsin and Nathan Fox from the University

of Maryland found that infants as young as 10 months responded to emotions displayed

on a TV screen. When shown a face changing from a neutral expression to a smile and
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then a laugh, infants' brain waves reflected a pattern associated with happy emotions.

When shown a face going from neutral, to sad, to crying, the infants reflected a pattern

associated with unhappy emotions. Andrew Meltzoff of the University of Washington

discovered that babies as young as 14 months copied actions shown on TV-- even when

they had never seen the object or the person demonstrating them before. In another study

of toddlers' language, researchers Dafna Lemish and Mabel Rice found that 12 to 18

month-olds watching television with a parent used the TV like "a talking picture book"--

making basic associations between names of objects or familiar characters with what they

see on TV.

What this research tells us is that very young children are exposed to TV

throughout their daily activities and experiences. They are watching and, on some level

which has not yet been well defined, understanding what they see. Clearly, there is

enough research to suggest that parents need to make decisions about monitoring both the

content and quantity of TV children are exposed to.

Deciding what's appropriate

Although research and common sense tell us that children should watch programs

that are age-appropriate, it is sometimes difficult for parents and experts alike to decide

what programs are appropriate for children of different ages. A good place to start when

trying to decide whether and what your child should be watching is to consider a child's

age and developmental needs.

 During their waking times, infants benefit most from one-on-one cuddling,

playing with a parent or special caregiver, and the opportunity to visually and physically

explore the objects and people in their environment. TV viewing makes few, if any,

contributions to infant development. But even young babies are likely to be exposed to

TV through use by family members or in child care.

Programs like cartoons, talk and news shows, or action-dramas have the potential

to affect infants long before they "understand" the concepts presented. Parents should be




