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Wth new shows targeted to children as young as 1 year, parents are

aski ng nore questions about how television mght be influencing their

children. Pediatricians can help young fam |ies nmake w se deci sions

about famly nmedia consunption.

Neur osci enti sts have shown that environnental experiences significantly

shape the devel oping brain because of the plasticity of its neurona

connectivity. Thus, repeated exposure to any stinmulus in a child's

environnment may forcibly inpact nental and enotional growth, either by

setting up particular circuitry ("habits of mnd") or by depriving the

brain of other experiences. Wile appropriate stimuli —close

interaction with |oving caregivers; an enriched, interactive, human

| anguage environnment; engrossing hands-on play opportunities; and

age-appropriate academ ¢ stinulation —enhance the brain's devel opnent,

environnents that encourage intellectual passivity and nal adaptive

behavior (e.g., inpulsivity, violence), or deprive the brain of

i mportant chances to participate actively in social relationships,
creative play, reflection and conpl ex problemsolving my have

del eterious and irrevocabl e consequences. |In addition, trying to plunge
youngsters into academ c | earning, when they should be personally

i nvestigating the three-dinmensional world, risks bypassing inportant
aspects of devel opnent.

Potential hazards in a nedia culture

Negati ve outconmes have been observed in today's schools, which appear
to be related to too nmuch of the wrong kind of nedia exposure. An
"epidem c" of attention deficit disorder, behavioral problens,
faltering academi c abilities, |language difficulties (which extend to
readi ng conprehension as well as oral expression), and weak problem
solving skills are reported by teachers across the United States. O
course, parents' rushed life-styles and societal changes are partially
responsi bl e, but a growi ng body of research on tel evision view ng
clearly supports its causation role, with different children's

tol erance threshol ds varying w dely.

Too much television —particularly at ages critical for |anguage

devel opnent and nmani pul ati ve play —can inpinge negatively on young

m nds in several different ways including the follow ng:

Hi gher levels of television viewing correlate with | owered academ ¢
performance, especially reading scores. This may be because tel evision
substitutes for reading practice, partially because the conpellingly

vi sual nature of the stinmulus bl ocks devel opnent of |eft-hem sphere

| anguage circuitry. A young brain mani pul ated by jazzy visual effects
cannot divide attention to listen carefully to | anguage. Moreover, the
"two-m nute mnd" easily beconmes inpatient with any material requiring
dept h of processing.

The nature of the stinmulus may predi spose some children to attention
probl enms. Even aside fromviolent or overly stinmulating sexual content,
the fast-paced, attention-grabbing "features" of children's progranm ng
(e.g., rapid zoons and pans, flashes of color, quick novenent in the
peri pheral visual field, sudden |oud noises) were nodel ed after
advertising research, which determ ned that this technique is the best
way to engage the brain's attention involuntarily. Such experiences
deprive the child of practice in using his own brain independently, as
i n ganes, hobbies, social interaction, or just "fussing around.” | have
talked to many parents of children diagnosed with attention deficit



di sorder who found the difficulty markedly inproved after they took
away television viewi ng privileges. The brain's executive contro
system or pre-frontal cortex, is responsible for planning, organizing
and sequenci ng behavior for self-control, noral judgment and attention.
These centers devel op throughout chil dhood and adol escence, but sone
research has suggested that "m ndl ess" television or video ganes may
idle this particular part of the brain and inpoverish its devel opnent.
Until we know nore about the interaction of environmental stinulation
and the stages of pre-frontal devel opnent, it seens a grave error to
expose children to a stinmulus that may short-change this critica
system

What can pediatricians do?

Take a media history or ask about the anpunt of screen time as part of
routi ne exam nations. Depending on a child s age, you may need to ask
the child, rather than the parent, to get a candid response. Suggest
clear limts on viewing tinme, depending on age. Even one hour of
screen tinme a day is a lot for preschoolers; one to two hours is
maxi mum for ol der chil dren.

Children in the el ementary grades and ol der can hel p negotiate
reasonabl e rules and a plan for weekly TV view ng. Television should
be turned on to watch chosen progranms, not as constant background.

Homewor k cones first and should be done w thout television

Parents of infants should start thinking about setting limts on
i nappropriate or excessive nedia use. Parents should try to agree on

fam |y policy, discussing how early they want to start their child on
the TV habit.

If a child shows synptons of attention difficulty, suggest severely
curtailing or elimnating television for a trial period.

Adul ts should keep a close and critical eye on the content of shows
wat ched by children of different ages.

Chil dren who have television sets in their roons tend to watch nore
television with | ess supervision. Suggest keeping TV sets in a fanmly
room where parents can "tune in" regularly.

Adul ts can "nediate" viewi ng and nake tel evision a | earning
experience
by sitting with the child, discussing, asking questions, and hel ping
with interpretation of content.
Val uabl e | earning can be gained fromthis nmediuny it is up to adults to
ensure that children's nmnds energe enriched rather than endangered.
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