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By Christina Elston

n August of 1999, the American Academy of Pediatrics
(AAP) asked a generation of parents raised on Sesame
Street to keep their babies away from television. That

didn’t happen.
In fact, babies seem to be as tuned in as ever – or even

more so. About 40 percent of infants are regular TV viewers
by 3 months of age, with 90 percent watching by age 2,
according to May 2007 study out of the University of
Washington. What’s up with that?

L.A. mom Linda Sivrican’s original game plan was that
her children wouldn’t watch any TV at all, that it wouldn’t
become the electronic babysitter she’d seen in other homes.
“But it never really works out that way,” says Sivrican, who
has a 4-year-old daughter and 8-month-old son. “TV ended
up being a convenience for me as well.”

Some parents have even bought into the idea that televi-
sion is good for their babies, as TV executive Sharon Rechter
discovered when a friend arrived for lunch with “one baby,
two bottles, three diapers and five baby DVDs.” “I asked,
‘What are those [DVDs] for?’” recalls Rechter, “and she said,
‘They make my baby smarter.’” 

But while not all parents follow the AAP “no TV before
age 2” rule, plenty do work hard to balance their concerns

about television with the realities of their lives. And their
strategies are worth a look.

A Big Turn-Off
Actress Brooke Smith, who appears as Dr. Erica Hahn on

television’s Grey’s Anatomy, makes her living in TV but decided
to get rid of her set at home before her 4-year-old daughter was
even born. “I thought, why not choose to let her have a more
active sort of imagination,” explains the bi-coastal mom, who
splits her time between Hollywood and New York. “Once you
don’t have one, you just sort of don’t need one.”

Not every parent is ready to kick the set to the curb.
When education and technology writer Lisa Guernsey’s chil-
dren were 2 and 4, they watched TV from 6:30 to 7:30 a.m.
most mornings. “At first I was very worried,” says the author
of Into the Minds of Babes: How Screen Time Affects Children
From Birth to Age Five. “And then I thought a little more
about that hour in the morning.” The TV distraction left
Guernsey free to get ready for the day. And her children had
lots of other activities to balance out those TV hours. 

Screen Time
Still, some parents find that TV has an immediate, and

less than desirable, effect on their kids. Sivrican has found
that if her daughter is in front of the set for more than 30



LAParent.com • March 2008 • L.A. Parent  19

minutes, she “zones out.” So Sivrican limits TV to half-
hour sessions a few times a day. “When we keep it to that
routine, she’s a delight,” Sivrican says. 

To help his daughter, who’s now 8, monitor her own TV
watching, dad J.P. Williams invented TV Time, a kit that
includes “tickets” good for 15 minutes of viewing time, and
a 15-minute timer. “I was trying to be pro-active,” Williams
says. “I really wanted a participating child.”

Candis Marko, who lives in Crescenta Valley and has a
3-year-old, takes a more casual approach to timing TV
but tries to limit it to a “now-and-again” sort of thing.
Her son, she says, is more likely to pull out a book or a
puzzle for fun than ask to see TV. “That’s what I hope is
ingrained in him,” Marko says.

Watch It!
TV content is another concern. “I’m very, very square

on television,” says Margret Yakhaman, L.A. mother of
two kids ages 9 and 13. “I have to watch the TV show
first to say it’s OK.” 

Her children didn’t watch any television at all until they
were a year old. Today, she screens shows for violence and

Percentage of kids who regularly view TV.

* Source: “Television and DVD/Video Viewing in Children
Younger Than 2 Years,” by Frederick J. Zimmerman, PhD;
Dimitri A. Christakis, MD, MPH; Andrew N. Meltzoff, PhD,
The Archives of Pediatric and Adolescent Medicine, May 2007. 
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“My son, age 10, became interested
in chess after seeing the first Harry
Potter movie, and he has won sever-
al chess tournaments. My daughter,
age 6, became interested in martial
arts after seeing Little Manhattan,
and she is now getting ready to test
for her orange belt in Tae Kwon Do.”

– Fabiola Garcia, Burbank
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sexual content, and weeds out shows she feels are devoid of
“meaningful content,” including Nickelodeon’s SpongeBob
SquarePants. “I like smart programs,” says Yakhaman, “pro-
grams that intrigue them to think.”

Every parent approaches the set a bit differently. Fabiola
Garcia lets her children, ages 7 and 10, watch SpongeBob,
Drake & Josh, and a few other Nickelodeon shows, but does-
n’t allow any Cartoon Network because she finds some of the
shows too violent. 

The Burbank mom also has one other criteria: “I pay spe-
cial attention to attitude.” She tries to teach her kids, for
instance, that a joke that is funny on TV could be hurtful if
said to someone in real life. 

The Einstein Equation
The creation of the Baby Einstein video series in 1997 had

parents hoping that TV could help them create brighter babies.
But an August 2007 study from the University of Washington
and Seattle Children’s Hospital Research Institute found that
they can have the opposite impact.

Researchers found that for every hour per day infants
watched baby DVDs, they understood eight fewer words
than did infants who didn’t watch. “Babies can’t get anything
out of TV,” says Frederick Zimmerman, Ph.D., lead author
of the study. 

A child has to watch the mouth, teeth, tongue and expres-
sion on your face when they are learning language, explains
Jill Stamm, Ph.D., author of Bright From the Start (Penguin,
2007). They also rely on interactivity and repetition. “When
we see that [babies] like what we just did, we do it again,”
says Stamm. “They like the responsiveness of what they can
make happen. They can manipulate the behaviors of an adult,
but they can’t manipulate television.” 

Kicking the Crutch
But parents don’t have a limitless supply of time and ener-

gy, Zimmerman points out. So if you truly are in a position
where you need a TV distraction for your baby, just try to
choose the best TV experience possible. “Even if they’re too
young to benefit,” he says, “if it’s limited, they won’t suffer
from it either.”

Seeking to provide that positive TV experience is

BabyFirst TV. Rechter, who co-founded the Los Angeles-
based cable network in 2006, is also the mom of a 1-year-
old and says she understands the challenge of parenting an
infant. “My personal philosophy is that sane moms are
good moms,” Rechter says.

BabyFirst offers up hours of clean, kid-safe, commer-
cial-free TV for the price of a single baby DVD. “We also
focus a lot on helping parents interact with their children,”
says Rechter, who explains that the subtitles accompanying
the programming suggest ways parents can make it
interactive. Zimmerman says it’s really the parent who is
learning here. “It’s a tool, just like a book,” he says. And if
that helps parents and babies interact, that’s fine.

Where’s the Harm?
The language-acquisition delays that showed up in

research on baby DVDs doesn’t appear to be permanent.
But there are still practical reasons not to let your kids
watch too much TV. Like its impact on behavior.

The only time Smith’s daughter really sees television
is on the plane between New York and L.A. And that’s
enough for Smith. “It seems to tweak her out,” she says.

“It’s possible to construct a television experience that’s
actually a very good one,” says Frederick Zimmerman,
Ph.D., adding that kids can develop skills from educational
television as early as toddlerhood. “The beauty of TV is
that it does in fact open up this very wide world.” 

Use that DVR: To skip commercials and screen content.
“I’ve had so many parents tell me their family media life
was transformed by TiVo,” says author Lisa Guernsey. 

Think about TV time: “Is it replacing your 2-year-old
making you insane while you’re trying to get some bills
paid?” Guernsey asks. Or is it replacing real parent-kid
time or worthwhile activities? 

Watch whole shows: “By 30 months of age, children
are starting to understand the narrative of shows,”
Guernsey says. So think of TV as multimedia story time,
and turn the set off at the end of the show. 

Put TV in its place: That means out of the bedroom and
dining room, so viewing isn’t a default activity.

GETTING REAL

A small group of parents from Muir Elementary
in Long Beach recently chatted about their kids’
viewing habits. Here’s what they had to say:

Rules and Regulations
“I only allow the children’s channels.” – Chrissy Luithe

“I allow 1 to 1-1/2 hours of  TV watching during the
week.” – Mrs. Pearson

“Our time limit is half hour per day.” – Susanna Aguirre

“My children have a half-hour of TV when they come
home and after homework one hour more.” – Mrs. Montes

Rewards/Consequences
“When there is bad behavior like hitting a brother or

sister, I give a warning. Then, if it happens again, I take
away the whole TV time.” – Olga Perez 

“When they are good (do their homework, don't wear
me out) they get to watch specials, SpongeBob, etc. for an
hour.” – Mrs. Montes

QUICK CASE STUDY
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RESOURCES
Gadgets
• bob Screentime Controler, lets you plug
your TV in and set limits on your child’s
screen time. When time’s up, bob shuts
off the TV. Available at
www.USEbob.com for $79.50.

• Cricket Kid’s Remote, with 10 programmable
buttons that let parents give their kids access
to only those channels they choose. Available
at www.YourBroadbandStore.com for $19.95.

• TV Time, a kit to help your
child monitor TV watching,
available at www.mytvtime.com
for $19.50.

Books
• Bright From the Start: The Simple, Science-Based
Way to Nurture Your Child From Birth to Age 3, by Jill
Stamm, Ph.D., Gotham, 2007.

• The Elephant in the Living Room: Make Television
Work for Your Kids, by Frederick Zimmerman, Ph.D.,
and Dimitri Christakis, M.D., Rodale, 2006.

• Into the Minds of Babes: How Screen Time Affects
Children From Birth To Age Five, by Lisa Guernsey,
Basic Books, 2007. 

On TV
• BabyFirstTV, available in the greater Los Angeles area
on DISH Network and DirecTV, www.babyfirsttv.com. 

And Guernsey’s research for her book convinced her
that viewing violence also has a short-term impact on kids’
behavior. “They just see something happen and they want
to try it out,” she says. 

TV can also stifle parent-child interaction. “TV is kind
of an off-switch for kids,” Zimmerman says. And, used too
much, it can squeeze out more worthwhile pursuits.

Even background TV can distract kids from other forms
of play that are valuable for learning. “The child is just not
able to devote as much attention to that block play as they
would if the TV were off,” says Zimmerman. Or to playing
outside, either. And have you seen those food commercials?

Still, there’s good along with the bad. TV can take kids
places that many wouldn’t get to go on their own, and – for
older kids – even be educational. 

When shaping her son’s viewing habits, Marko tried to
keep in mind that what she did in his earliest years helped
establish habits that would follow him as he grew. And that
often helped her take the extra time to steer him toward a
book or toy instead. “You’re planting those seeds,” she says.
“It’s harder to change something later on than it is to set it
up the right way from the beginning.” !

Christina Elston is managing editor of L.A. Parent.
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