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Praise for Screen Time


“[Lisa Guernsey’s] approach is a gift to parents because she encourages them to decide what the best media choices are for their particular child.”

—Television Quarterly


 



“A science journalist and mother of two, Guernsey manages to extricate straightforward information and guidelines from the morass of research, articles and debates on screen media and child brain development. Easily digestible chapters are smartly structured around 12 pervasive concerns of interviewees from all walks of life.”

—Publishers Weekly


 



“Guernsey’s exploration of the world of electronic media and its positive and negative impact on young children is one we will all benefit from.”

—Robert Kesten, Executive Director, 
Center for SCREEN-TIME Awareness

 



“Written with passion and precision, humor and humility.... A calming and reassuring new resource for parents.”

—Claire Green, 
President, Parents’ Choice Foundation

 



“This journey into the best research on the impact of media on young children will serve as an essential guide to all those who care about kids.”

—Ellen Galinsky, 
President, Families and Work Institute






To Janelle and Gillian






 Foreword to the Paperback Edition


During the past fifteen years, baby media have exploded. Since the introduction of the Baby Einstein video in 1997, we’ve seen a variety of screen media directed to infants and toddlers, including a variety of television shows (Teletubbies and Classical Baby), entire cable channels such as Baby First TV, and computer software and applications for iPads and cell phones (such as Elmo’s Monster Maker App). From their introduction, such baby media made explicit claims about wanting to provide children with educational or informational programming in an entertaining presentational style that elicits the children’s attention and demonstrates to the parents that children are engaged and learning something, whether with colors, numbers, letters, or words. Also from their introduction, baby media have been controversial. In 1999 the American Academy of Pediatrics recommended no screen time for babies two and younger and a limit of two hours of screen time for older children, sending American parents into a quandary about the appropriateness of baby media. Much of this activity occurred without explicit research on whether babies are learning from such baby media and whether such media have either short-or long-term influences on children’s development.

Any examination of the research literature on children’s use of television in its early days (such as the 1950s studies reported in Television in the Lives of Children by Wilbur Schramm, Jack Lyle,  and Edwin Parker) demonstrates that people were recognizing babies and toddlers as viewers of television from the moment TV sets were introduced into American homes (but without any hand-wringing over the fact). Furthermore, young children of the 1950s were asking for their favorite programs by the time they started talking around 2 years of age and were regular viewers of television by 2.8 years. But the number of programs expressly intended for very young children was relatively few: not until the 1960s and the arrival on national TV of both Fred Rogers Neighborhood and Sesame Street were programs being developed to educate the very youngest in the audience.

What did accelerate in the past fifteen years is both the number of baby media outlets and the amount of time children under six are spending with media. According to the 2011 Common Sense Media study of media use by children from birth to age eight, children under two years old spend on average nearly an hour a day (fifty-three minutes) with screen media (including TV, DVDs, computers or videogames) and nearly four out of ten babies under age two watched some screen media every day. And yet, until the past half dozen or so years, there was little research documenting the influence of screen media on these very young child viewers.

Indeed, the media market coupled with parental concerns about what is appropriate for young children and the admonitions of the 1999 AAP report led to studies of young children’s learning from baby videos as well as television shows babies watch. Can babies learn novel words from baby videos? At what age do very young children demonstrate attention to the formal production characteristics of videos such as camera movement? Can babies imitate behaviors they see on-screen?

It was into this mix of increasing baby media outlets and little research (but lots of opinion) that Lisa Guernsey—both a mother of young children and a journalist—set out to make sense of what we do and don’t know about media use by very young children.  With this volume she fairly summarizes the growing body of research, which suggests that children’s learning from the baby videos currently in the marketplace has some limitations and depends on the viewing context and presence of adult guides, age appropriateness of the content, and the particular cognitive and social emotional development of the child. Lisa also explores and deciphers the research on educational media for preschoolers. Both academics and parents can find the literature reviewed here accessible and understandable. Indeed, Guernsey’s book was the first and best compilation of what academics know about babies’ and very young children’s use of and learning from screen media as well as a report on the various parental practices when parents do let their very young children watch screen media.

This book is noteworthy in that its first edition made public how much research has been done but also how much more we need to understand about both the short-term and long-term influences of screen media on children’s development. It helped spark the growth of this research literature, as is evident in this edition. And like the first edition, this edition provides parents with scientific evidence for their questions about the effects of baby media products.

Attitudes about screen media for young children are changing. Screen media are very much a part of American children’s lives, and parenting in this age of media technology requires an understanding of the influence of such media on our children. This book helps advance that understanding for all parents and concerned adults.

 



ELLEN WARTELLA 
Northwestern University 
December 2011







 Preface, or the Three Cs: Content, Context and Your Child


 My introduction to Baby Einstein came in a moment of panic. I was a new mother with a colicky 5-week-old baby, desperate for anything that might calm her. “Try Baby Mozart,” advised one of my closest friends, who had just emerged—alive—from six months of colic with her daughter. “We call it baby crack.”

On went the video, opening a window onto a terrain that I never knew existed before: the world of electronic media for the very young. Since then, as my daughter has grown and her younger sister arrived, companies have produced more and more multimedia programs for the stroller set. Videos promoting cognitive growth have been designed for babies as young as 2 months old. Television shows like Teletubbies, Boohbah and Oobi target toddlers. Videos for iPods, computer software, and games for portable devices, with screens no bigger than a box of raisins, are being made for 2- and 3-year-old kids.

In 1999, at the first rumble of this media avalanche, the American Academy of Pediatrics came out with some professional advice for parents. It recommended no screen time—including TV, video or computer time—for children under the age of 2. Five years later, a report in the journal Pediatrics linked children’s attention problems to how much TV they watched when they were very young. Meanwhile, child-advocacy groups have continued to turn up the  sirens, issuing warnings about the academic and health problems children will soon face if they are settled down in front of TV and computer screens at such an early age.

I felt caught in the middle. On one side, I was getting hit by the heavy marketing of video companies. I recognized that they were simply trying to make a buck in the baby market, but that didn’t mean that I was immune to the lure of products labeled “educational.” On the other side, I was inclined to trust and practice the advice of pediatricians. But raising children is not always a walk in the park, and I was becoming acutely aware of how much time and energy it takes to care for babies and toddlers. When an afternoon goes haywire, you can’t exactly tell an 18-month-old to go read a book. Three-year-olds who have given up naptime demand far more attention than a weary body can give. Video programs, however, have an uncanny way of turning chaos into tranquility. And so screen time became part of the routine at our house beneath a barrage of health warnings, marketing promotions and mixed feelings. With the insertion of every DVD, I felt guilty. With every statement about the videos stimulating my children’s brains, I felt I was being taken for a ride. And yet with every minute of quiet, I couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief.

My first daughter, Janelle, was born in April 2002. My second, Gillian, arrived almost two years later in March 2004. It was on a spring morning a few months after Gillian’s birth, while trying to steal a couple of minutes with the newspaper, that I came across the Pediatrics study linking children’s attention problems to early-age TV viewing. Gillian was strapped into a bouncy chair at the time, facing the TV, while her 25-month-old sister watched Playhouse Disney. I was both worried and fascinated. I wanted details.

I had spent ten years reporting on how the Internet and computer technology had changed the lives of school-aged children, college students and adults. Now, as I experienced parenthood, questions about technology’s impact seemed more real and more  complicated, especially regarding the very young. Babies communicate through little more than smiles and cries. How could anyone know what was going on in their heads as they watched and listened to these videos? What were they absorbing? Was it making any sense in the least? Was it doing harm?

I did some interviews, read some journal articles, and wrote a story about toddlers and television for the Washington Post in November of 2004. I thought that was the end of it. But it was only the beginning. Parents emailed me in droves, pressing the point about how difficult it was to avoid TV and still balance the realities of daily life with young children, especially when parents used television to stay in touch with the world and enjoyed watching programs with their kids. There was much more to say and, as I soon learned, much more research to discover.

What started as a couple of additional interviews became a two-year obsession. I found myself on a quest to learn everything I could about screen media and children under the age of 5. I talked with language-acquisition experts and developmental psychologists, visiting their laboratories and hounding them with email questions. I interviewed cognitive scientists, educational psychologists, communication scholars and social workers. I met with the producers of children’s videos and designers of computer software for kids. I took notes on how my own kids responded to what they saw on screen. I watched more children’s TV than my children did. I knew I had lost all semblance of normalcy when I sent my daughters and our babysitter out to the playground so that I could watch a couple hours of Nick Jr. Instead of setting up play dates, I was scheduling viewings of BabyFirstTV on my friend’s satellite network when my children were in preschool.

I also talked to as many parents as I could, in their homes, on the phone and via email. Their questions were what kept me going. Many of them knew about the Pediatrics study and the AAP recommendation. “We all know that the AAP says it is bad,” said the  father of a 9-month-old girl in Washington DC. “But help us understand why. And how certain is the research on that question? What effect does screen time really have on the brain?”

Children under age 4 are spending an average of 1 hour and 25 minutes in front of a screen each day, according to a survey conducted in 2005 by the Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation.1 Should we be alarmed or encouraged by that number? It is hard to know, since it is not even clear whether this is a dramatic increase over times past. Historical comparisons are nearly impossible to make, given that very few surveys from previous decades contained questions about television use around infants and toddlers, and most of those that did never asked parents to differentiate between actually putting a child in front of the TV to watch a program or having the child simply present in a room where a television set was on. A set of national data from the 1990s, for example, showed that children aged 1½ watched more than two hours of TV a day—a higher amount of screen time than what parents report today.2


The more I learned, the less use I found for focusing so intently on the quantity of screen time. Instead, I started to see three channels of inquiry that shed light on what screen time really means to a child’s development. I call them the three Cs: “content,” “context” and “your child.” The studies on how children respond to content led me to ask: What exactly are our daughters watching? Can they make sense of it? Will they try to imitate what happens on screen? Could they learn from it? Are they learning what we think they are learning?

The studies that delved into context made me wonder: What would our children be doing if they weren’t watching a video? Where are they watching? Is an adult helping them figure out what they see? Are they really watching, or is the TV background noise? How does the time our child spends with media compare to the time she spends on other activities? Is she getting enough quiet time for pretend play?

And then there was the recognition that every child is different, leading me to ask: Is this appropriate for this particular daughter’s age, her stage of development, or her temperament? How much stimulation can she take? What scares her? What types of media experiences trigger the most curious questions, the most playful reenactments, the most engagement, the most joy?

With the three Cs in mind, I organized this book around twelve of the most frequently asked questions that I either heard from parents or grappled with myself over the past two years. My aim was to keep answers rooted in research. At the outset, some people warned me that I would have little to go on, since media research on very young children is hard to come by. The research on infants is, indeed, in its infancy. But there are many fascinating studies that have started the research ball rolling, along with a flurry of new science on cognitive development, including how children see, hear, learn language and play. These studies gave me a framework for thinking about how children respond to media, not to mention new lenses of understanding through which I could see how to help my own kids.

I can’t promise that parents will find answers to all of their media questions in this book. Cognitive scientists and developmental psychologists are only starting to uncover the holes in their understanding of how very young children are affected by media. Debates are already raging on how to interpret what we know so far. New experiments are underway this year, and scientists are seeking the funding to embark on national, large-scale studies. In short, easy answers are hard to come by. But what I hope this book can offer are some shafts of light, some helpful glimpses into the research on media and the minds of babes.

Today, as I read over the Washington Post story I wrote more than two years ago, I feel like a different person. While writing that story, with just a few months of research behind me, my focus was on the hype about harm, and my guilt was palpable. Today,  after getting a much fuller picture of when and how children can learn from video, I can make better choices. Understanding the major caveats that come with reports on the risks of TV, I can relax. I feel a greater sense of confidence and control about how to use and enjoy screen media around my kids. I hope that, armed with a greater awareness of how children respond to and are affected by what they watch, you will, too.




NOTES


1   These numbers are from a phone interview with Victoria Rideout of the Kaiser Family Foundation. The numbers published on page 9 of the 2006 report, “The Media Family,” break out the statistics in smaller age groups: the average amount of screen time per day used by children 0 to 1 year old is 49 minutes, and the average for children 2 to 3 years old is 1 hour, 51 minutes. When you subtract the survey participants who said that their children had no screen time at all, the numbers rise to 1 hour and 20 minutes for children age 0 to 1, 2 hours and 7 minutes for children age 2 to 3, and 1 hour and 51 minutes for the combination of those two groups (children age 0 to 3).


2   Anderson and Pempek, 2005, pp. 506–508.





Chapter One

 What Exactly Is This Video Doing to My Baby’s Brain?


In 1999, the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) decided to take a stand on how much time children should spend in front of TVs, computers and videogames. The academy’s public education committee released a report with many conclusions, but the one many newspapers reported as a front-page story was the suggestion that children younger than 2 years of age should not have any screen time at all. None. Nada. Zilch.

“Pediatricians should urge parents to avoid television viewing for children under the age of 2 years,” the recommendation said. “Although certain television programs may be promoted to this age group, research on early brain development shows that babies and toddlers have a critical need for direct interactions with parents and other significant caregivers (e.g., child care providers) for healthy brain growth and the development of appropriate social, emotional and cognitive skills. Therefore exposing such young children to television programs should be discouraged.”1


You might think that statement would close the book on the issue. After all, when doctors tell us that our kids should take antibiotics, get vaccinated or see a specialist, the overwhelming majority of us comply. But in this case, parents seemed to wave away the  recommendation, or not even know about it. In 2004, when I first became aware of the AAP’s edict, conversations with parents on the playground and in playgroups led me to believe that it was having little effect. Even my children’s pediatricians seemed less than inclined to push the recommendation—the waiting room featured a television set that was usually showing a Disney movie. Later data showed that my peer group was not the only one ignoring the advice; a survey conducted nationwide in 2005 by the Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation indicated that more than 60 percent of parents allow their children, ages 6 to 23 months, to be exposed to some TV or video media each day.2


I was one of them. My first daughter, Janelle, was born in April 2002, and a month later I was positioning her in front of the TV screen. She was a colicky baby. If she wasn’t sleeping, she was usually fussing or crying. My husband and I tried everything—car trips, stroller rides, swaddling, massages, white noise, lullabies, pacifiers. I held her and rocked her for hours upon hours. Worried that there was something in my breast milk, I changed my diet. Our pediatrician wondered if she was suffering from acid reflux and prescribed Zantac. Little worked, and I was distraught. For a few months there were only two things that were guaranteed to provide fifteen minutes of calm. One was techno music by the pop singer Moby, cranked up to full volume on the stereo. The other was the Baby Einstein video called Baby Mozart. The video delivered an on-screen montage of toys and mobiles set against a white or black background. Janelle would stop fussing and turn her head to the screen. It was as if a switch had been turned off, halting the crying. A friend called the video “baby crack,” and now I knew why.

This was before I learned about the AAP’s no-TV recommendation, but even if I had known about it back then, I’m not sure it would have made a difference. All I cared about was that my baby seemed less unhappy. I wasn’t going to question it. By the time Janelle was 6 months old, she had shaken the colic, and we were  finally experiencing the joys of a happy child. With the benefit of hindsight and experience, I now think Janelle was experiencing acid reflux and digestion problems while also picking up on my own anxiety. But during those difficult six months, I was frankly too exhausted to understand that, let alone wonder what the TV might be doing to her.

Three years later, in April 2005, I attended the biennial meeting of the Society for Research in Child Development in Atlanta. The meeting draws child-development specialists from around the world, taking over two hotels for four days. It was there that I discovered just how much debate surrounds the AAP’s advice against screen time. Whenever it was mentioned, some attendees would nod in agreement, while others would shake their heads. During one session, within a few minutes of a presenter concluding that the rule was “well taken,” another stood up to declare that she disagreed with it.3 On both sides, panelists admitted that there was very little evidence of harm or benefit to screen time.

Scientists at other times and places have also questioned whether the AAP’s recommendation was a smart move. Why draw such a hard line, they ask? Why put parents in a bind of guilt when so little is known? One evening after participating in a journalism conference about child development, I cornered Jack Shonkoff, the chair of a committee at the National Academies of Science that was charged with examining research on early child development. I asked him what he thought of the rule. “Shame on them,” he said, shaking his head. To jump the gun by telling parents not to expose their babies to TV of any kind, he suggested, seemed to scare parents more than help them.

The AAP has been stunned by the criticism. “They’ve come back at us tooth and nail,” said Donald Shifrin, one of the physicians who served on the AAP’s media committee. “We thought it was a fairly benign thing to suggest.” The recommendation, he explained, was designed with the interests of children in mind, children so  young they can’t speak for themselves. Decades of research had shown that what babies need most is attentive, loving care from their parents, and no research had ever pointed to any advantage in exposing children under age 2 to a television set. With little else to go on, the AAP decided to take a “caveat emptor” position, sounding a warning about electronic media that it hoped would cause parents to think harder about what, when and why they were watching with their young kids.

“We thought it was fairly safe,” Shifrin continued. “We thought that was the end of the story. We figured, we don’t have any research to show this, but who is going to argue with this recommendation? Well, it hit the front page of the New York Times and it was an unbelievable lightning rod. And we were like, are we missing something here? Explain this to me: You actually want youngsters in front of the television?”
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Once my children were old enough to start crawling and toddling around the house, I couldn’t help but be amazed at the way they were effortlessly absorbing a huge amount of information in what felt like the blink of an eye. Their ability to understand words spoken to and around them made me wonder about the impact of the flash of pictures and sounds from a video screen. What kind of wiring and rewiring was happening inside their little heads?

Scientists admit that they are in the dark about much regarding brain development. The media’s impact on the developing brain is not easy to measure—partly because much of the science on the brain is still so new. Consider this apology in From Neurons to Neighborhoods, a landmark book from 2000 about the science of early childhood development: “There is one very important context for early development that is not addressed in this report, namely the media.... We are only beginning to understand the repercussions of these trends for family life and child well-being. Our neglect of this topic is not a signal of any lack of concern; this is clearly an issue that warrants substantial attention.”4 Not only is the science itself in its infancy, but media that is designed for babies has only truly arrived in the past decade. Scientists say they have not had enough time to see the long-term effects of these new products. The first Baby Einstein video came out in 1997, so most of the babies exposed to the DVDs have not even graduated from elementary school. And while the evening news, soap operas and sitcoms have been part of family routines for decades, increases in the amount and variety of media available to households have led child-development experts to raise alarms. Only in the last few years have scientists started to lobby aggressively for the funding to do large scientific studies of the media’s effect on very young children.

But a good deal has come to light recently about brain development in young children generally. In the past decade, new research has persuaded parents, educators and politicians that the preschool years are very important for healthy brain development. An oft-quoted statistic is that 90 percent of a child’s brain is formed before age 5.5 Cities and states across the country are calling for better post-natal care and more access to preschools so that children of all walks of life can reap the benefits of healthy brain growth—and the social, emotional and language development that goes with it.

William T. Greenough, a professor of neurobiology at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, is one of the scientists responsible for this explosion of interest in the brain. Starting in the 1970s, he conducted several studies that compared the brains of rats that were raised in “impoverished” versus “enriched” environments. The impoverished rats, once they could be weaned from their mothers, were reared in small empty cages with no other rats for one or two months. The enriched rats spent the same amount of time in larger cages with other rats, surrounded by toys that encouraged exploration and play. After the rats died, scientists looked at their  brains and found that there was an unmistakable difference between them. The impoverished brains—particularly in a region called the cerebral cortex—were notably smaller than the enriched ones.

Picture the brain, whether rat or human, as a tangle of tiny rope fragments that are frayed at each end. Each piece of rope is a nerve cell, or neuron. The frayed ends are the axons and dendrites, branching out to meet—but not quite touch—the axons and dendrites of other neurons. The junctions between their tips are called synapses—channels through which bits of information are passed from one neuron to another.

Without those connections, information can’t pass from one nerve cell to another. Learning can’t happen. When a baby is born, its brain has a lot of developing still to do—and a lot of synapses to create. During a baby’s first few years of life, they are being formed at a furious rate. One estimate is that 1.8 million synapses are produced per second from two months after conception until the baby is 2 years old.6 After those first few years, the number starts to drop as unused connections atrophy. The brain is, essentially, deciding which junctions offer the most useful paths to understanding the world. The others—think of them as the dead-ends, the distracters—are pruned away. By adulthood, only half of the synapses are left.

The enriched rats in Greenough’s experiments, it turns out, had bigger brains because they had bigger neurons, with more dendrites and more synapses.7 Input from the rats’ environment helped sprout and strengthen those connections. For the impoverished rats, on the other hand, it appeared that the brain suffered from lack of stimulation. Nothing prompted the growth of the neurons, so they just sat there, lacking miserably in the synapse department.

In the debate over nature versus nurture, the majority of scientists now believe that, while our genes play a large role in how we turn out, experience matters quite a bit, too. When you extrapolate from the results of studies like Greenough’s—when you leap from caged rats to human beings—it becomes clear why people believe  that children’s earliest experiences can, literally, shape their brains. So it is easy to understand the anxiety surrounding the growing use of video and computer media around babies and toddlers. What happens if screen time is a significant portion of a child’s early environment? What connections are being reinforced by TV shows, DVDs and videogames? And are they replacing “better” connections that come from real-world interactions? When the TV is on, are any synapses being pruned away? Could those being discarded be the very ones that might help a child become a sensitive, thinking person in the real world?

When I first read about synapse-pruning, I was awash in waves of guilt. I could no longer escape the idea that every interaction was shaping my baby’s brain. I sank into my chair. I tried to block out those bad parenting moments, those days of sleep deprivation and short tempers and no patience, those hours when I was desperate to stick my baby in a bouncy chair, ignore her and lose myself in a cup of coffee for half an hour.

But when I talked with Greenough about his research, the guilt started to subside, at least a little. Extrapolating from rat research to the art and science of child rearing is a tall order. “These conditions were extreme,” Greenough reminded me. Indeed, the small-brained rats’ environment was quite impoverished. These poor animals had nothing to do and no other furry rodents to interact with for the vast majority of their days. This case wasn’t one of not having the newest toys or not getting enough attention once in a while; this was real neglect.

It is a stretch to equate watching television with such dismal conditions, unless, of course, a baby is watching alone in an empty room for months at a time with no social interaction of any kind. But, still, I wondered about the effects of something less extreme, like a daily dose of Barney. Was there some smaller, difficult-to-detect harm that might come of screen time? After all, I thought, if pediatricians are telling parents to avoid even turning on the tube  around children under age 2, they must have seen some signs of real harm. But in interview after interview, I heard the same refrain: There is little, if any, evidence of direct harm from a video screen. There is no science yet to show that the neural connections being made when young children view video images are mechanically different from those made when they watch flames flicker in the fireplace or ceiling fans spin on the ceiling. There are no credible studies showing a brain being wired “wrong” by watching television. Dig behind the scary headlines about TV causing attention deficit disorders or autism, and the depth of the fear seems out of proportion to the actual findings.

What I did learn, however, is how much parents need to be aware of screen time’s indirect impact—the way it shapes their interactions with their children, which then shape their children’s brains. This isn’t about shielding a child’s eyes from a TV screen for fear of toxic exposure. This is about giving children as many opportunities as possible to explore, play and interact with others. Looking at the science checked my guilt. But it also opened my eyes to a fuller awareness of what my daughters might be doing instead of spending time in front of the screen.
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Ask today’s parents what worries them most about screen time for their babies or toddlers and the answer is often ADHD—attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder. In the spring of 2004, an article from the journal Pediatrics reported that children who had watched a lot of television as toddlers were having attention problems at age 7. The study seemed to provide the first evidence that something about the images and sounds on television could, in fact, rewire a child’s brain. On CNN, Anderson Cooper interviewed Sanjay Gupta, CNN’s medical advisor, about the report, and both men warned parents not to expose their children to too much TV.8


The study was led by Dimitri A. Christakis, a physician who was then a researcher at the University of Washington’s Child Health Institute. He and his co-authors analyzed data about more than 1,000 children from a national survey that spanned many years. The study did not provide any evidence that television caused the attention disorders, but it did show a link between the two. For each hour of television that toddlers watched daily, their risk of having attention problems was increased by almost 10 percent. Put another way, a child who watched two hours of TV per day before age 3 would be 20 percent more likely to have attention problems at age 7 than a child who watched no TV.

It was enough to make many families with toddlers incredibly nervous. But it was even more unsettling to many parents of older children who had been diagnosed with ADHD. These families were already coping with negative perceptions, since some people typically discount any medical basis for the disorder, assuming instead that ADHD children are simply out of control as the result of poor upbringings. Now parents had to contend with assumptions about their inability to turn off the tube. Some started harboring new guilt, mentally calculating hours of TV use when their children were very young. Others simply felt angry. “Stupid” was the way the study was described by one social worker who counsels parents and teachers about how to work with ADHD children (and who has a husband and two children with the disorder). “It’s not even worth talking about,” she told me. “It’s so simplistic.” To her, the article and the media frenzy surrounding it were simply another case of ignorant people believing that ADHD simply comes down to poor parenting.

A few months after the Pediatrics study appeared, Russell A. Barkley, a clinical scientist and authority on ADHD, wrote a critique of the paper that singled out several problems with it. He pointed out, for example, that the study had nothing to do with the clinical diagnosis of ADHD because it relied on parents’ reports of the way  their kids behaved. He called the study “a classic example of how investigator bias, a media propensity for sound bites and glibness, both coupled with a deeply held societal desire to blame parents for the problems of their children can all lead to the public being fed an exceptionally mistaken impression—that TV causes ADHD.”9


The study started getting bad reviews from other places, too. Several developmental psychologists criticized the way the study’s authors crunched their numbers. Specialists in the field of media and communications dismissed the study because it did not differentiate between good and bad television content, between background and foreground television, and between what was shown on television in the 1990s—when the data were collected—and what families watch today.

Critics also hinted at another limitation: the study was led by a pediatrician, someone whose badge says MD, not PhD. Tensions have always existed between medical practitioners, who have been known to roll their eyes at “navel gazing” scholars, and academic psychologists, who shake their heads at what they see as doctors’ myopic focus on physical health. The relationship between pediatricians and child-development specialists is no different. So when Christakis’s study hit the newspapers that spring, psychologists and child-development specialists were inclined to be suspicious. For years, academics had published studies about media and children that got no attention. Now, out of the blue, a pediatrician appears with a questionable study, and suddenly everyone takes notice. In private circles, developmental psychologists were asking themselves, Just who is this Christakis guy, anyway?

Dimitri Christakis is a pediatrician with a master’s degree in public health who now serves as the director of the Child Health Institute. He and the co-director at the center, Frederick J. Zimmerman, have published several studies about television over the last several years. Although many of their studies highlight negative aspects of large quantities of screen time, in 2006 they wrote a book,  The Elephant in the Living Room, that highlights both the positive and negative impacts of television on children. When I read it, I came away with the feeling that they have more nuanced views on TV than the headlines about their studies might lead one to believe.

In my work for this book, I talked to Christakis several times about his approach to research. He started his career as an epidemiologist, someone who systematically studies the causes of diseases and how to control them. I realized that, when he started looking at the interplay of television and children’s health, he couldn’t help but think of television as something that caused problems—a toxin. In one of our first interviews, for example, he likened studies about the effect of television to studies on the effects of smoking: “When the first studies came out linking smoking to lung cancer,” Christakis said, “people were making the same criticisms that have been made here.” In those days, more than fifty years ago, people dismissed reports about the effects of smoking by pointing out that the data could only show a link between the two; there was no experimental research proving that smoking actually caused cancer. In regard to television and children’s outcomes, “I think that’s where we are right now,” Christakis said.

The lung cancer comment alarmed me, but reading through Christakis’s study linking television to attention problems calmed me back down. Why? First, consider the data used by Christakis and his colleagues. The study looked at responses from a random sample of parents around the country in the 1980s who had answered questions annually about their children’s temperaments, behavior problems, math and reading skills, even whether their kids made their bed in the morning. The question about television use was framed as: How much time would you say your child spends watching TV on both a typical weekday and weekend day?

The questions about behavior problems were not related to ADHD—in fact, ADHD wasn’t even mentioned. Five of the questions came from a well-regarded scale of behavioral problems  relied upon by clinicians. Did the children have difficulty concentrating? Were they easily confused? Were they impulsive? Did they have trouble with obsessions? Were they restless? The mothers with answers that deviated dramatically from the mean—who, to put it simply, described the most extreme situations—were deemed to have children with attentional problems. These questions about hyperactivity, Christakis and Zimmerman wrote, are “similar to symptoms that are consistent with a diagnosis of ADHD.”10


But Russell Barkley and other ADHD experts say that that conclusion is not valid. Yes, the disorder may be characterized by impulsivity, restlessness and an inability to concentrate, but it has little to do with being easily confused or obsessive. “I worry that we’re connecting this global, inaccurate measure of viewing with a scale of attention problems that includes items that have nothing to do with attention problems,” said Elizabeth Lorch, a psychologist at the University of Kentucky who studies ADHD children and television.

Still, behavioral problems—no matter what they are called—are worth worrying about. So, let’s consider how the researchers came to their conclusions. First, they pinpointed a group of mothers with 7-year-old children who may not have had ADHD but who at least fell on the very high end of a scale of behavior problems. Then the researchers looked into the past history of each child. They didn’t just consider the number of hours of television watched at ages 1 and 3; they also explored whether the hyperactivity might be explained by, say, the fact that the mother had been using illegal drugs when pregnant, that she was depressed, or that the child was growing up in a household with low socioeconomic status.

After all such factors were taken into account and the researchers had run the statistics through a set of mathematical formulas vetted by the university’s review board, Christakis and his team still found a relationship between television viewing and what they called attentional problems. The two variables were correlated. When one  went up, the other went up. The more television a child watched as a toddler, the more likely the child would be described as having problems at age 7.

Reported that way, the results sound pretty bad. But try turning it around: the more attention problems a child had, the higher probability that the mother resorted to turning on the television. In other words, couldn’t the attention problems have led to the television use instead of the other way around?

This is what researchers mean when they say there is no proof of cause and effect. Christakis and his team did issue this warning within their paper. But they still concluded with this advice: “Limiting your children’s exposure to television as a medium during formative years of brain growth . . . may reduce children’s subsequent risk of developing ADHD.”

Barkley, the ADHD expert, gets angry whenever he reads that last line. “Christakis really should have at least gotten some advice about known causes of ADHD,” he said. Christakis, he continued, published results that show no cause and effect regarding a disorder that is not even in his specialty, and then he went so far as to offer advice on preventing the disorder. “That,” Barkley said, “is the height of chutzpah.”

What are the known causes of ADHD? Genes are the main culprit, according to the latest scientific studies. People with attention deficit disorder are simply born with it, even though the disorder may not be diagnosed until they hit elementary school. Some evidence is emerging that toddlers and even infants may show some of the traits that accompany attention problems, but specialists usually refrain from making a diagnosis until children are old enough to be expected to start organizing their lives and regulating their behavior. Anyone who has a toddler can tell you that they are, by definition, impulsive.

ADHD is “the most genetically influenced trait discovered to date in psychology,” said Barkley. He mentioned that, if you average all  the studies that test whether ADHD is heritable—which includes more than thirty studies around the world—you can attribute genetics to 80 percent of the variation between people with the disorder and those without. The most recent studies, he added, show that the number may be as high as 90 or 95 percent. Other researchers, using more conservative estimates with formulas to correct for various biases, show the heritability to be around 60 or 70 percent.11


Those results, though, beg the question: What about the other 5 to 40 percent? Couldn’t a person’s home environment contribute to part of that chunk? Could it be that a child with “ADHD genes,” so to speak, is more susceptible to a negative influence in the environment?

That argument is exactly what Christakis professes, in fact. He wonders if television viewing might play a role in worsening attention problems among children already genetically predisposed to having them. “The issue shouldn’t be, ‘Was this study about ADHD or not?’” he told me. Instead, it should be about parents creating the best environments for their children given their individual needs. Parents, he said, should be asking themselves, “Am I doing everything I can to maximize their genetic predisposition to focus on something and pay attention? Because that is a good thing for life.”

The nongenetic causes of ADHD are a subject of intense study among scientists. Joel T. Nigg, a neuro-psychologist at Michigan State University, is one such researcher. He has dedicated much of his career to exploring how environmental and genetic factors come together to cause ADHD. In his 2006 book, What Causes ADHD: What Goes Wrong and Why? he sifts through a wealth of studies that might offer some hints—including the scanty information available on electronic media. It is possible, he volunteered, that high amounts of screen time can affect children more “vulnerable” to ADHD, though he added that there is very little evidence of that being the case. He points out, for example, that the science is conclusive about the negative impacts of violent television on  children’s behavior, but no direct evidential line connects children who act out because they watch violent television and children who end up with diagnoses of ADHD.12


When I pressed him on whether I should be worried, whether those half-hours that I exposed my daughter to Baby Mozart were a big mistake, he said, “There is very little to go on. You’ve got a lot of speculation and a couple of intriguing and very flawed studies.” He mentioned that he has found far more evidence that, in addition to genetics, ADHD is caused by other environmental factors like alcohol use during pregnancy, chemical pollution and, especially, the presence of lead paint in the home. Scientists have also found connections between ADHD and premature birth, but again those studies simply suggest a link between the two factors and give no real hints of what drives the onset of ADHD.13


ADHD experts are much more convinced that attention disorders might cause television use, instead of the other way around. Even at the tender ages of 1 and 3—the age of the children in Christakis’s study—these kids may have been tough for their parents to manage. Perhaps naptimes were a struggle. Maybe these children were not content with a pile of toys and would instead start climbing the stairs, the furniture and the baby gates—behavior parents considered more dangerous than watching TV. Research on older children with attention problems has shown that parents use TV to give themselves a break, so it’s not inconceivable that the same happens with parents of younger children.14 “The relationship between early television viewing and later attention problems may be linked to child temperament as much or more than television causing children to be inattentive,” wrote Tara Stevens and Miriam Mulsow, two ADHD researchers at Texas Tech University in a 2006 analysis of the viewing habits of kindergartners.15


Given the genetic basis of ADHD, it’s also highly plausible that at least one of the parents had attention problems, too. Between 20 and 35 percent of parents with affected children have ADHD, Barkley  said. People who study the disorder say that, compared to normal adults, a person with an attention disorder is more likely to—you guessed it—watch TV.16 Why? It’s been postulated that television becomes a comfort to people with attention disorders because they typically read less (since they are always getting distracted) and have a hard time making friends (due to their impulsivity).17 And if the parent of a 1-year-old is watching television, it’s a pretty good bet that his or her baby is being exposed to it as well.
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Just as I had become persuaded that discrete amounts of nonviolent screen time are highly unlikely to do real harm, another alarming study appeared about young children and television. This one looked at autism. Conducted in 2006 by economists at Cornell University, the study crunched a series of statistics that came up with associations between autism, precipitation rates, and cable television subscriptions. Using 2003 data from California, Oregon and Washington, the study showed that in counties with relatively higher amounts of rain or snowfall—where children were presumably spending more time inside watching TV—there were higher rates of autism. The economists then compared cable subscription data from the 1970s and 1980s for counties in California and Pennsylvania (no word on why those states were chosen) and found that children in the counties with more cable subscriptions were also more likely to have autism.18


A flood of caveats accompanied this study—so many that the major media outlets did not even report on it. I read about it in the online magazine Slate. The study had not been published by an academic journal, merely posted on a Cornell Web site. It had not been subjected to peer review by other scholars, and it was done by economists, not child-health experts. It was not based on any data about whether the children actually watched television—let alone  how much and what kind. Some experts suspected that the connection was spurious. They argued that the rise in autism rates could be due to doctors’ newfound awareness of the disorder by the 1980s. Even if, as the study’s authors contended, the analysis had taken that point into account, critics argued that other possible culprits weren’t considered—like the mother’s or father’s age when the children were born, the rate of vaccinations, the rate of premature births, or environmental toxins. Whenever I asked experts in child development what they thought of the study’s conclusions, many simply shook their heads, incredulous that it would be taken seriously.

In my mind, the biggest reason to take the autism-TV study with a huge grain of salt is the same one for being skeptical of headlines about attention deficit problems: the data may show an association between autism and television, but that does not mean that TV causes autism.19 From what I have heard from parents with autistic children, it sounds quite possible that the disorder is leading to television use at young ages instead of the other way around. The behavioral problems often associated with autism are enough to break your heart, as was driven home to me by an email I received from a mother in Maryland whose 3-year-old son is autistic: “Out of complete desperation we began turning on the TV because it was the ONLY thing that would decrease his screaming and out of control behavior,” she wrote. “We mostly put on Baby Mozart–style tapes, but he would watch things like Teletubbies and Elmo and Wiggles. To be honest he would watch 2–4 (OK sometimes more I admit it!) hours of TV a day (and night, like MIDDLE of the night . . . it was a rough two plus yrs).”

In fact, not only are many autistic children calmed by videos, but evidence suggests that they may be able to benefit from some of them. Take the popular video series Thomas & Friends. Thomas is a train engine with a face. With wide eyes, arched triangle brows and doughy cheeks, Thomas has become the celebrity du jour for 2-and 3-year-old boys. Surely some girls are enamored of Thomas,  too, though I have to admit that my daughters haven’t had anything close to the same infatuation as many of their male peers, who are obsessed with their Thomas model trains and have watched the show so often that they can recount every engine type and rail line with authoritative precision. Dare I mistake Percy (the happy green saddle-tank engine) for James (the arrogant scarlet one that can pull freight cars), and my friend’s son will immediately correct me, his eyes filled with disdain for my ignorance.

Parents of nonautistic Thomas-loving boys may think that their children’s behavior represents the height of obsession, but parents with autistic children who love Thomas can do them one better. A mother in New York City with an autistic 3-year-old told me that he is incessantly “scripting” Thomas, meaning that he repeats the dialogue from the show over and over again, throughout the day, no matter where they are. At one point, she said, her family got so exhausted by the Thomas talk that she instituted a “Thomas moratorium,” holding off on the videos for several days. Eventually, she said, she relented. That was when she discovered that watching the train engines was having a positive effect. It was helping her son learn how to recognize facial expressions.

One of the primary characteristics of children who have autism spectrum disorder is their struggle to read other people’s emotions and imagine what they are thinking. “The difference between a happy face and a sad face is very clear on Thomas, and they need that clarity,” this mother told me. When watching the video, she said, her son will now spontaneously point to a frowning face and say, “He’s sad.” “And that’s terrific,” she continued, “because that’s something that spectrum kids have a hard time with.”

In 2002, a study by the National Autistic Society in the United Kingdom examined how children with autistic spectrum disorder relate to Thomas. The report concluded that Thomas often serves as a “gateway to learning” for children with autism spectrum disorder. Because children with the disorder are often attracted to  objects arranged in straight lines and characters with exaggerated expressions—not to mention the predictable routines and roles played by the trains—the video series seems to hold just the right combination of elements for autistic kids.20 Simon Baron-Cohen, director of the Autism Research Centre at Cambridge University, has taken a keen interest in the connection between shows like Thomas and autism. Recently, he launched a new line of DVDs specifically designed for autistic children called The Transporters. The videos feature animated buses, trams, boats and planes with faces. Episodes are just five minutes long, similar to those in the Thomas series, and each transporter emphasizes different human emotions, repeating “I’m sad,” or “I’m excited,” depending on the narrative. In early clinical trials using the videos for fifteen minutes a day over four weeks, children with high-functioning autism showed big gains in emotional skills. Free copies of the DVDs are now being distributed via the National Autistic Society’s Web site to any resident of the United Kingdom.21
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So, if the fears about ADHD and autism might be overblown, what about concerns that video and TV time are displacing time that a baby should be spending doing something else? In other words, instead of asking, “What is screen time doing to a baby’s brain?” maybe we should be asking the opposite question, “What is it not doing?”

If you read the AAP’s recommendation closely, this concern is the basis of its “no screen time” advice. Here is also where child-development specialists start to expound on video’s potential for harm. Infants need to be given chances to touch, smell, hear, see—sense—the way blocks stack or wheels work or leaves dance in the wind. Toddlers need room and time to explore, to totter up the stairs, to fall on their diaper-padded bottoms and get up again. A child isn’t  getting much of that, the critics say, if she is strapped into a bouncy chair or stuck in an Ultrasaucer in front of a TV for long periods of time. Think of those brain synapses being picked and pruned. Don’t we want to make sure that the brain gets lots of practice making connections that relate to motor skills and spatial relationships?

This all makes sense in theory, but is there any evidence that screen time is, indeed, displacing the time children might spend, say, crawling or toddling around? Do we know if TV time is keeping parents from interacting with their young ones? I observed plenty of babies and toddlers who were quite active in front of a television set, and I was often present when my daughters were watching a video, often even sitting right next to them and talking to them about the images on screen.

Elizabeth A. Vandewater, a researcher from the University of Texas at Austin, said she used to chastise her pediatrician friends for publishing a “no TV” edict without any empirical evidence to back up their recommendation. In 1999, the year of the AAP’s recommendation, there was simply no evidence that television was leading parents to spend less time with their babies. So she set out to do the research herself. Her findings, published in Pediatrics in February 2006, were based on a national sample of more than 1,700 children from families with a multitude of different socioeconomic backgrounds. The parents had been randomly recruited to fill out twenty-four-hour time diaries of how they spent their days.

Among children under five, she found that there was no relationship between time spent watching television and time spent being read to. Nor did screen time seem to have a dampening effect on a child’s time spent in active play. Even in families in which children watched television, they ran around outside and read books as much as families without much TV.

This surprising fact reminded me how easy it can be to assume that experts have it all figured out. More than a generation ago, for example, medical experts sounded warnings about the dangers of  children sitting too close to the television set. A New York Times story in 1951 carried the headline “TV Called Threat to Child Eyesight” and noted that “long viewing in dark rooms is especially serious for those under 5.” Fourteen years later, the Times ran another story that debunked that idea by quoting an eye physician, who called it “malarkey.”22 In 2004, the American Academy of Ophthalmology put out a brochure called Eye Care Facts and Myths. One myth is about the danger of sitting too close to the TV set. “There is no evidence that this damages their eyes, and the habit usually diminishes as children grow older,” the academy says. “Children with nearsightedness sometimes sit close to the television in order to see the images more clearly.”23


It is worth noting in Vandewater’s study, however, that television did appear to be displacing two things. One was the children’s time spent with their parents in activities other than television. The other was their time spent in creative play. This included what Vandewater called the “usual childhood creative pastimes,” like coloring, playing a musical instrument, playing pretend or dress up, playing with toys, playing board games or making arts and crafts. An hour a day of television viewing among 0- to 2-year-olds was linked to a 9 percent reduction in creative play during the week and an 11 percent reduction on the weekend.24 Vandewater concluded that the AAP was right to be concerned that screen time would affect babies’ time with their parents. She is troubled, too, by the reduction in creative playtime.

Dimitri Christakis, the pediatrician behind the controversial attention disorder study, had also been wondering about how TV affects playtime. One of his hypotheses is that “the television has become the default” mode of entertaining young children. Maybe in poorer families, he said, parents cannot afford blocks and dolls, or don’t recognize the value of them. In an unpublished pilot study in 2006, he tested what would happen if low-income mothers were given a set of new blocks—oversized Lego-like blocks called Mega  Bloks—and a handout listing some simple ideas about how to use them with their toddlers. After six months, he compared a group that received blocks to one that did not. The children in the group with the blocks were significantly less likely to have watched television. They also showed gains, compared to the control group, on tests of emergent language skills.25 Christakis speculated that the gains may have come from the parents talking to their children while playing with them.
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