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THISISSUEAND WHY IT MATTERS

here has been an explosion of technology and media in

the lives of infants and toddlers. When we last published a

Journal issue on “Babies, Toddlers, and Technology” (Oct/
Nov. 2001), research was just beginning to explore its impact on
child development in the earliest years. Since that time, both the
opportunities for interacting with media and technology and the
research on their impact have increased dramatically. While much has
been learned, the research literature is still limited in this emerging
area of inquiry. The question has changed from “Is media and
technology good or bad for children?” to “How can we use media and
technology responsibly and in helpful ways?”

One thing s clear: Media and technology are here to stay. In
addition to computers, TV, and video games, statistics indicate that
more than half of children have access to newer mobile devices in
their homes (Rideout, 2011). Media use starts in the first year of life
for many children. New media are also bringing new challenges. With
the introduction of mobile devices, children are now more apt to
be using more than one screen at a time, such as playing on a tablet
computer while watching TV. How is this multitasking having an
impact on brain development? What is the potential to use technology
as an educational tool? What role do parents and caregivers need to
play in order to effectively manage their children’s exposure to media
and technology? How do culture and socioeconomic status impact
media use and its positive and negative effects? The contributors
to this issue of Zero to Three share the insight gained over the past
decade, explore the new questions raised, and reveal a complex
picture of how children and their caregivers interact with the devices
and media now available.

A technological advance with the Zero to Three Journal is the recent
launch of our new digital edition. Please send us your comments and
suggestions and let us know what you think of the digital version.
Subscribers have free access to the digital edition through the e-mail
address we have on file, so be sure to update your information at
1-800-899-4301 or email otoz@presswarehouse.com.

Stefanie Powers, Editor
spowers@zerotothree.org

Rideout, V. (2011). Zero to Eight: Children’s media use in America. Common Sense
Media, Washington, DC.

Connectwith colleagues around the world who share an
interest inand passion for improving the lives of infants,
toddlers, and their families. Join our Facebook page to share
information, find useful resources, and stay up-to-date on the
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What Researchers Have Learned
About Toddlers and Television

DANIEL R. ANDERSON
KATHERINE G. HANSON

University of Massachusetts Amherst

larmed by the rising tide of media directed at infants

and toddlers, the American Academy of Pediatrics

(1999) recommended that children have no exposure

to screen media before they are 2 years old. They were

able to cite almost no direct evidence in support of their

recommendation, and so were acting in anticipation of

possible harm. In 2001, Daniel Anderson and Marie Evans
provided a piece for Zero to Three titled “Peril and Potential of Media for

Infants and Toddlers” which posed far more questions than answers. Twelve
years later, we review what has been learned since then. Almost all that has
been learned concerns television, the medium most used by young children.

Anderson and Evans (2001) argued thata
distinction should be made between TV in the
“foreground”— that is, programming actually
directed at infants and toddlers—as compared
tomediain the “background”—that is, media
directed at adults or much older children but
which are nevertheless experienced by infants
and toddlers. Anderson and Evans argued
that background and foreground TV likely
had different effects on infants and toddlers.
Because infants can understand little of TV
directed at older viewers, background TV may
function as a dynamic audiovisual distraction.
Foreground media, designed for very young
children, could potentially provide a basis for
learning either individually or jointly with
aparent. Itis conceivable that foreground
media could enrich parent-child interactions.
The distinction between foreground and
background TV has since been adopted by
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researchers in the field who, collectively, have
helped clarify the impact of TV on very young
children.

Background TV

ECENT ESTIMATES INDICATE that Amer-
R ican children less than 3 years old

spend an average of about 5%z hours
adayin the presence ofa TV set that isin use
when the child’s primary activity is some-
thing other than watching TV, such as playing
with toys, eating, or socializing (Lapierre,
Piotrowski, & Linebarger, 2012). Averages, of
course, conceal the reality that infant expo-
sure to background TV varies widely from
little or none to every waking hour of the day.
Infants are frequently present as parents or
older siblings watch their programs, or simply
because the TV has been left on withno one
watching (Schmitt, Woolf, & Anderson, 2003).

TV programming is designed to attract
human attention. The onset of attention,
particularly in infants, is elicited by visual
and auditory change (Gola & Calvert, 2011).
Sustained attention to TV, on the other hand,
isrelated to comprehension of ongoing

Abstract

This article reviews research
conducted after the American
Academy of Pediatrics 1999
recommendation against screen
exposure for children less than 2 years
old. Television in the background
disrupts play and parent—child
interactions. Background TV exposure
is associated with negative cognitive
and language outcomes. Children
begin to understand conventional age-
directed TV programs between 1’2 and
2% years old, after which TV can be
educational. Before about 2/ years,
learning from TV is less than learning
from equivalent real-life situations.
Although TV exposure before 2 years
old is associated with slower cognitive
and language development, most of
that research does not separate age-
directed TV content effects from adult,
background TV effects.



content, with further sustained attention
being related to the viewers’ knowledge

and interests (Anderson & Hanson, 2010).
Almost by definition, however, background
TV is mostly not comprehensible to infants
and toddlers. In the presence of background
TV, infants pay relatively little sustained
attention to the TV screen (Schmidt,
Pempek, Kirkorian, Lund, & Anderson, 2008).
Nevertheless, they glance at the screen about
46 times an hour, rarely sustaining attention
for more than a few seconds.

Anderson and Evans (2001) hypothe-
sized that background TV produces strong
orienting reactions toward the TV and that
these “orienting reactions disrupt very young
children’s ongoing play schemes, making it
difficult to resume play at a mature level. Such
reactions may also interfere with parent-child
interactions” (p. 12). In effect, background TV
could be a powerful source of environmental
distraction to very young children.

At the time, there was no evidence
to support this hypothesis. Since then,
background TV hasbeen implicated asa
potential risk factor in early development.

In two experimental laboratory studies, 1-,
2-,and 3-year-olds were observed both with
and without a TV playing an adult-directed
TV program in the background. In one study,
solitary toy play was observed, and in the
other, parent-child interactions were the
focus. In both studies, background TV was a
disruptive influence. Compared to no TV, toy
play episodes in the presence of background
TV were about half as long, with less focused
attention during play (Schmidt et al., 2008;
similar findings were reported by Setliff &
Courage, 2011). Parent-child interactions
were less frequent and were of lower quality
in the presence of background TV. Parents
were also less responsive to children’s

bids for attention (Kirkorian, Pempek,
Murphy, Schmidt, & Anderson, 2009). Other
laboratory studies have found reduced
language and richness of language during TV
viewing (Lavigne, Hanson, Pempek, Kirkorian,
& Anderson, 2011; Pempek, Kirkorian,

& Anderson, 2010; Tanimura, Okuma &
Kyoshima, 2007).

A study of families with low socioeconomic
status (SES) found that during TV use at
home parents provide a less-rich language
environment for their children than when
the TV is off (Mendelsohn et al., 2008). Asa
disruptive force in the child’s environment,
the findings suggested that chronic exposure
to background TV should be associated with
poorer development. Thus far, research
supports that conclusion. In alongitudinal
study with low-SES families, Tomopoulos
etal. (2010) found that background TV
exposure at 6 months old negatively predicted
both cognitive and language development at

14 months old. Another longitudinal study
found that exposure to background TV at
1year old negatively predicted executive
function (attentional skills and cognitive self-
control) as well as other aspects of cognitive
development at 4 years old (Barr, Lauricella,
Zack, & Calvert, 2010).

Taken together, the research indicates that
background TV disrupts infants’ sustained
attention to self-initiated activities, reduces
the quality of parent-child interactions, and
reduces the quantity and richness of language
directed at the child. Itis not surprising,
then, that chronic exposure to background
TVis associated with reduced attentional
skills, language development, and cognitive
development more generally.

Foreground TV

OREGROUND TV CONSsISTS of program-
F ming thatis of interest to toddlers

and which may be comprehensible.
In general, it consists of programs that are
specifically designed for very young chil-
dren such as Teletubbies or the Baby Einstein
videos. In 2001, Anderson and Evans could
say little about very young children’s com-
prehension or attention to foreground TV,
although it was known that attention to Ses-
ame Street increased with age in very early
childhood (Anderson & Levin, 1976) and that
children as young as 24 months paid more
attention to a normal version of Sesame Street
than theywould to the same program if it was
rendered less comprehensible (by randomly
re-ordering shots, using backward dialogue,
or foreign language; Anderson, Lorch, Field,
& Sanders, 1981). These findings were sug-
gestive that with age, programming becomes
more understandable, and that understand-
ing drives sustained attention (Anderson
& Lorch, 1983). From that point of view, if
babies were paying attention to baby videos,
they might understand something from them,
and therefore it was possible that they could
be learning from them.

Comprehension

With the flood of baby videos and toddler
TV programs in the 1990s, there were many
anecdotal reports of babies watching TV,
often with apparently sustained attention.
Because programs were labeled as being for
children as young as 3 months old, the obvious
question was whether they could in fact
comprehend and learn from them. Several
research groups began to try to answer this
question. Thus far, the research reveals that
comprehension of video does not develop
all at once; compared toreal life, thereis a
deficitin comprehending and learning from
video. Video viewing experience and the
social context of viewing have been found to
influence whether toddlers learn from video.

Foreground media, designed for very
young children, could potentially
provide a basis for learning either
individually or jointly with a parent.

The question of whether babies
comprehend TV is actually quite complex.
Atasimplelevel is the question of whether
they can recognize 2-D video images as
representations of 3-D objects and settings
in the real world. At amore complex level
is whether they are able to integrate video
and audio. On TV, after all, many sounds
are not directly associated with characters
and objects in the ways that theyare in the
real world. TV programs often use musical
underscores, voiceover narrations, and
other techniques that are not part of a baby’s
ordinary real-world experience. At an even
more complex level, most TV programs are
constructed by editing video clips together in
akind of film grammar that is unlike the real
world. For example, a film might show the
outside of a building followed by a cut to an
interior scene. The adult viewer immediately
recognizes that the interior scene represents
aspace inside of the building. But when
do babies come to understand such shot
sequences?

By 6 months old babies are able to
recognize familiar real-world images on
avideo screen. For example, if babies are
shown two screens, one with a video of the
baby’s father and one with the mother, and
a central speaker says the word “mama” or
“papa” (or other words the parents use to
label themselves), 6-month-old babies will
reliably look at the screen that matches the
word (Tincoff & Jusczyk, 1999). This shows
not only that babies can recognize images of
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By 6 months old babies are able to recognize familiar real-world images on a video

screen.

their parents, but that they can also match
that image to a voiceover sound. By 10 months
old, babies recognize familiar intentional
actions shown across single shots lasting
several seconds, looking longer (at repetitions
of the shots) if the action is interrupted or has
an unusual ending (Baldwin, Baird, Saylor, &
Clark, 2001).

But most video is edited; that is, it con-
veys actions and events across multiple
shots. In the kind of video that infants would
likely experience on TV at home, such shots
average about 6 seconds in length, and the
transitions between shots require some
cognitive interpretation. Some transitions
require interpretations of spatial relation-
ships (e.g.,the transition between outside
and inside shots), whereas others denote
the passage of time, simultaneity of actions,
character point of view, and so on. In a brain
imaging study of adult viewers, a network
of 17 distinct cortical areas was activated in
order to interpret action sequences taken
from Hollywood movies (Anderson, Fite,
Petrovich, & Hirsch, 2006). Because many
of these brain areas are slow to mature, one
might suppose that comprehension of edited
videois a challenging task for infants.

Ithad already been shown that children
24 months and older pay greater attention to
Sesame Street if the shots occurred in normal,
rather than random, order (Anderson
etal.,, 1981). This would indicate that, by their
second birthday, toddlers are extracting
enough meaning from the normal sequence of
shots that they prefer them to the same shots
inrandom order. In order to determine when
this begins, babies 6, 12,18, and 24 months
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old were shown episodes of Teletubbies that
were normal or that had shots in random
order. Using both heart rate and looking
behavior as measures of attention, Pempek,
Kirkorian, Richards, et al., (2010) found that
only at 18 months old did infants begin to pay
more attention to normal shot sequences. It
is likely that before 18 months infants could
comprehend individual shots but were unable
to appreciate the continuity of actions and
story across shots. Taken together, these
findings suggest that although children less
than about 18 months old can understand
individual images and actions on TV, they do
not yet have a connected understanding over
time in the way of an older child or an adult.

Once toddlers begin to have a connected
understanding of TV, they can, in principle,
learn from it. Certainly, older preschoolers
greatly benefit from watching programs such
as Sesame Street with positive impact traceable
through adolescence (Anderson, Huston,
Schmitt, Linebarger, & Wright, 2001). That
raises the question of whether and how much
learning occurs during infancy.

One approach has been to use tasks with
babies that are known to produce learning
during live interactions. Because the baby
usually has little difficulty learning from
the live situation, the strategy is to provide
onvideo the same situation, as closely
matched as possible. This type of research
has revealed that when they are less than
about 2} years old, children suffer from a
video deficit (Anderson & Pempek, 2005).
That s, children learn less from a video
demonstration compared to an equivalent
live demonstration.

Atoddler, looking through a window,
is shown a toy being hidden in an adjacent
room. Children as young as 2 years readily
find the toy when given a chance to do so. The
key question is, if they see a closely matched
video of the toy being hidden, will they also
be able to find the toy? It is surprising that
2-year-olds are unable to find the toy even
after viewing the hiding event on video,
although 22 -year-olds and older children
are more able to use the video to guide their
search (Schmitt & Anderson, 2002; Troseth &
DeLoache, 1998). The difference in favor of a
real-life experience holds even if the toddlers
are simply verbally told where the toy is
hidden either live or on closed circuit video
(Schmidt, Crawley-Davis, & Anderson, 2007).

The video deficit extends to other
situations. Rachel Barr and her colleagues
have shown that 1-year-olds can readily
imitate actions performed on a puppet
(e.g.,removing a mitten to find a bell inside),
even a day later. When shown an exactly
matched video, however, they evidence little
learning of the demonstrated actions (Barr
& Hayne, 1999). In a different imitation task
involving assembling puzzle pieces ona
magnetic board, they found a video deficit
for children as old as 3 years (Dickerson,
Gerhardstein, Zack, & Barr, 2012). Similarly,
12-month-olds imitated fewer actions seen on
avideo screen than the same actions seen live
(Klein, Hauf & Aschersleben, 2006).

The video deficit extends to language
learning. Patricia Kuhl and her colleagues
examined the phenomenon of perceptual
narrowing that occurs with respect to
phoneme discrimination (phonemes are
the fundamental sound units of languages).
At about 6 months old, infants are able
to distinguish between essentially all the
phonetic contrasts used in all human
languages. By 12 months old, they no longer
discriminate between many phonetic units
ifthose units are not used in the language to
which they have been exposed. Kuhl, Tsao,
and Liu (2003) showed that between 6 and
12 months, twelve 25-minute sessions of
exposure to spoken Mandarin (using a real-
life interactive adult speaker) were sufficient
to maintain American infants’ ability to
discriminate between phonetic distinctions
made in Mandarin but not in English. Itis
important to note that they also showed
separate groups of infants either audiovisual
DVDs or audio alone of the same person
following the same script in Mandarin. The
results were clear: Only the real-life condition
prevented the perceptual narrowing by 12
months old.

The video deficit holds for word learning
by older infants. It has been shown that
from about 1 year and older, infants can
learn labels for unfamiliar objects using a



technique called fast mapping. The labels are
often learned with only a single presentation.
Krcmar, Grela, and Lin (2007) compared
word learning in 15- to 24-month-olds with
live and video presentations (either exactly
matched or in the context of a Teletubbies
program). Again, word learning was far more
successful with the real-life presentation.
Another research group failed to find verb
learning from video in children a year

older unless the video was supported by an
interacting real person present at the time the
child watched the video (Roseberry, Hirsh-
Pasek, Parish-Morris, & Golinkoff, 2009).

The video deficit is not absolute; it can
be overcome in some situations. Georgene
Troseth and her colleagues have shown that
successful object retrieval based on video can
occur if the toddlers have had experience see-
ing themselves as they interact in front of a
camera on closed circuit TV (Troseth, 2003;
Troseth, Casey, Lawver, Walker, & Cole, 2007).
This interactive experience may help toddlers
recognize that objects and settings on TV can
have real world counterparts. Troseth and col-
leagues have also shown that social context
can help the child overcome the video defi-
cit. For example, if an experimenter develops
an interactive social relationship with a child
via closed-circuit TV, the child will subse-
quently be able to successfully find the hidden
toy shown on video (Troseth, Saylor, & Archer,
2006). Similar results were found for imita-
tion by Nielsen, Simcock, and Jenkins (2008).
Lauricella, Gola, and Calvert (2011) found bet-
ter performance on a cup-stacking task if it was
demonstrated by a familiar character (Elmo)
than by a strange puppet. Strouse and Troseth
(2008) demonstrated that familiarity of view-
ing context can also influence whether or not
there isavideo deficit. Infants imitated actions
seen onavideo as well as seeing the actions
live, but only if the video was presented on an
unfamiliar TV in an unfamiliar room (com-
pared to seeing the video at home on the family
TV). This mayindicate that toddlers tend to
discount video information viewed at home,
perhaps because they have seen so much that
isnotreal on the family TV. These studies are
suggestive that infants can learn from simple
video presentations, but social and other con-
textual factors play important roles in whether
learning occurs.

Assingle exposure to an infant-directed
program, such as Teletubbies, influences
30-month-old children’s toy preferences and
play behaviors after viewing, suggesting that
by this age, there is a transfer of learning from
what they see on TV to their play with real-
world objects (Hanson, Lavigne, & Anderson,
2012). It remains to be seen how early this
form of learning begins to occur.

Laboratory studies have shown that
toddler learning from simple videos is a

Children learn less from a video demonstration compared to an equivalent live

demonstration.

sometimes thing, easily influenced by inter-
active video experience, social context, and
familiarity with the viewing situation. In the
real world, however, infants and toddlers
often watch the same video over and over. It is
not surprising that repetition increases learn-
ing from videos. For example, doubling the
repetitions of a video was equivalent to a sin-
glelive demonstration in an imitation task
with 1-year-olds (Barr, Muentener, Garcia,
Fujimoto, & Chdvez, 2007).

Learning From Commercial Videos
at Home

Under some conditions, infants show
clear learning from video, and even when
thatlearningis less than in a live comparison
condition, many studies demonstrate some
learning (Klein et al., 2006). So, especially
with repeated viewing, the question is raised
as to whether toddlers may in fact learn from
commercial videos athome. In contrast
to the typical laboratory, however, homes
varya great deal in hustle-bustle and other
distractions. Older siblings often control the
content of the TV available to toddlers, and
parents themselves vary a great deal in how
much age-directed video they make available
for their toddlers to watch.

Studies of learning from commercial
videos at home over a month have produced
mostly negative findings—toddlers did
not learn specific object labels (DeLoache
etal., 2010; Fender, Richert, Robb, & Wartella,
2010; Robb, Richert, & Wartella, 2009).
Vandewater (2011), however, found word
learning from a commercial video over a

longer period of time (3 months). Again,
greater repetition may allow some video
learning in very young children.

Linebarger and Walker (2005) reported a
study that measured language development
in relation to specific programs viewed
over 2 years starting at 6 months old. Some
programs were associated with increased
language development (Dora the Explorer,
Blue’s Clues, Arthur, Clifford) whereas others
were associated with slower development
(Teletubbies). Yet other programs were
associated with mixed results (Sesame Street,
Barney and Friends). It is important to note
that viewing particular programs involves
self-selection by the infants and their parents.
It could be that families with a greater focus
on language select some children’s programs
in preference to others, or that children
themselves select programs on the basis of
how much language they can understand.

Development in Relation to
Overall TV Exposure

T IS MUCH easier to simply ask parents

how much TV their child watches than

itis to have parents log exposure to spe-
cific programs or kinds of programs. Studies
that take the easier approach have exam-
ined attentional, cognitive, language, and
social development. These large-scale survey
studies follow the strategy of statistically con-
trolling for parent and family differences in
trying to determine the association of media
use with developmental outcome. The big-
gest problem in interpreting these studies is
that they usually lump educational content
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Grandparents are connecting with their grandchildren over long distances via video
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with entertainment content in addition to
background TV exposure.

These studies generally report either a neg-
ative relationship or no relationship between
media exposure and healthy psychological
development. One line of research reported an
association between early overall TV exposure
and attention deficit symptoms (Christakis,
Zimmerman, DiGiuseppe, & McCarty, 2004;
Landhuis, Poulton, Welch, & Hancox, 2007). A
subsequent study reported that this relation-
ship was due to noneducational TV exposure
(Zimmerman & Christakis, 2007). Other
researchers have found no meaningful rela-
tionship between attention deficit symptoms
and early TV exposure (Foster & Watkins,
2010; Obel et al., 2004; Stevens, Barnard-Brak,
& To, 2009; Stevens & Mulsow, 2006).

Early TV exposure predicts poorer
cognitive development, including language.
Zimmerman and Christakis (2005) found
that TV exposure before a child reached
3 years old was negatively related to 3-year-

old performance on tests of pre-reading skills.

A Canadian research group found that TV
exposure at 212 years old negatively predicted
4th-grade classroom engagement and math
achievement (Pagani, Fitzpatrick, Barnett, &
Dubow, 2010).

Zimmerman, Christakis and Meltzoff
(2007) found that video viewing by babies
up to 16 months old negatively predicted
language development, but viewing by
children older than 16 months had no
relationship. In a study conducted in
Thailand, it was reported that children
who began viewing TV before they were 12
months old had more language delays than
children who began later (Chonchaiya &
Pruksananonda, 2008). The question has

been raised as to whether TV itself somehow
slows language development or another factor
associated with TV is the real cause. When TV
is on, both home observations and laboratory
studies have found that parents’ language
directed toward their toddlers is relatively
impoverished compared to when the TV is

off (Lavigne etal., 2011; Pempek et al., 2010;
Zimmerman et al., 2009); parents speak less,
use shorter sentences, and use fewer new
words. As it is known that parent language
directed at children is extraordinarily
important for language development (Hoff

& Naigles, 2002), these findings suggest that
TV influences language development because
itinfluences and distracts parents. This
interpretation is supported by the finding that
when parents’ language directed to the child
is statistically taken into account, the negative
effects of TV viewing on child language are
eliminated (Zimmerman et al., 2009).

In addition to cognitive and language
development, there are some indications
that TV may influence other aspects of early
development. Early TV exposure is associated
with later victimization by peers, soft drink
consumption, less physical activity, and
greater body mass index (Pagani et al., 2010).

Conclusion

HE DOZEN YEARS of research since the

Anderson and Evans (2001) review

has greatly increased the understand-
ing of infant and toddler TV viewing and its
impact. Consistent with their hypothesis, it is
important to distinguish between foreground
and background TV. Background TV is a neg-
ative influence on very young children. In
contrast, research on foreground TV yields
mixed findings. Although toddlers have dif-
ficulty understanding and learning from TV
content, experience with interactive video
and adult social support can produce some
learning. As of yet, however, it is clear that
producers have not demonstrated that they
can produce effective educational videos for
children less than 2 years old.

Researchers’ understanding of the long-
term impact of toddler foreground video
viewing s still incomplete, particularly
because most outcome research has failed to
distinguish child-directed from other kinds of
video exposure (essentially treating exposure
to an adult horror movie as being equivalent
to watching Sesame Street). That critical
point made, the research gives a view that
the impact of toddler video viewing is mostly
negative.

There are an ever-growing number of
new media technologies and applications,
from tablet computers to online video chats,
which undoubtedly have the potential to
influence learning from media. We speculate
that, similar to TV, these new technologies



hold both perils and potentials for young
children. Many new media features, such as
touch screen technology, have the potential
to facilitate learning by capitalizing on
strategies known to promote learning among
infants and toddlers, such as interactivity and
contingent feedback. In addition, new media
have the potential to foster relationships and
development. For example, grandparents

are connecting with their grandchildren over
long distances via video chat applications.
These kinds of video interactions, in turn,
have been shown to facilitate toddler learning
from normal video.

The peril as well as the promise remains.
For example, researchers know that
background TV exerts a negative influence
in part because it distracts parents from

high-quality interactions with their children.
As parents text on smart phones and check
social networking web sites, our own
observation is that they become even more
distracted. The consequences for their
children remain to be understood, but we
would guess that they are not positive. §
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Toddlers, Electronic Media, and
Language Development

What Researchers Know So Far

LISA GUERNSEY

New America Foundation
Washington, DC

ore than 10 years ago, Child Development published a
study on young children and media that contained a
surprising finding. The study tracked what children
watched on TV and how their language skills grew
over 3 years, looking at differences in children’s
learning from educational programs designed for
children versus TV made for adults. Known as
the Early Window Study, its conclusions probably would not surprise
those who have read studies on Sesame Street: Yes, the researchers found,
educational content helps children learn and noneducational content does
not. But one tidbit was especially noteworthy. The children who started
watching at the youngest ages—2 and 3 years old, not 4 and 5—were the
ones who benefited the most. Frequent watchers performed better on tests
of early literacy than those who hardly watched at all (Wright et al., 2001).

While that research was underway, a
separate group of researchers, in the United
States and New Zealand, were completing

experiments with children of slightly younger

ages. Is it possible to test, they wondered,
how much infants and toddlers remember
and use information they see on video or TV?
How does their learning compare to face-
to-face interactions? The results showed

that very young children learn more from
in-person demonstrations than from the
very same demonstrations shown on video,
paving the way for coinage of a new term:

the video deficit. (Anderson & Pempek, 2005;
Barr & Hayne, 1999; see box, Explaining the
Video Deficit). Something about watching on
screen, they concluded, is not as powerful for
young children as watching in real life.

Abstract

Electronic media—whether child-
oriented videos and games or
background television—is increasingly
embedded in young children’s lives,
raising questions of its impact on
children’s language skills. New
research presents a multitextured
picture of how different types of
e-media—depending on content,
context, and a child’s age—can

help and hurt. Research is mixed on
whether children can learn words from
video demonstrations alone before
they are 2 years old. Between 2 and 3
years, more evidence emerges of the
positive impact of video and interactive
games designed for young children.
Meanwhile, background television

and adult-directed TV are associated
with reduced language development
starting from infancy.
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MAKING CHOICES ABOUT

EXPLAINING THE VIDEO DEFICIT

Exploration of the real world is crucial for young children’s learning. But mothers and fathers
who have seen their babies imitate them—whether it's the movement of putting a cell phone
to one’s ear or sweeping the floor—know that young children learn by simply watching, too.
Which begs the question: Do babies and toddlers have to watch those actions live and in
person to learn them? Or could they learn to imitate—or speak a word, or follow directions—
just as easily if they watched those actions on TV or through a touch-screen tablet's video
screen?

E-MEDIA: THE THREE C’S

Taken together, research shows that
parents and caregivers should focus on
three interrelated factors when choosing
whether to use electronic media with their
children: content, context, and the
individual child.

Studies so far show that learning from a screen is certainly possible under certain
conditions—with differences showing up depending on a child's age and what task or word
the child is asked to learn—but that very young children learn best from in-person
demonstrations.

Content: Choose engaging content
designed to be comprehended by toddlers
and preschoolers. Try to find out if your
children can follow the story by watching
with them and asking questions about
what they think might happen next. Don't
leave the TV on as background noise. Avoid
any media that displays violence or
aggression.

One early example of this research comes from a study by Rachel Barr and Harlene Hayne of
276 children who were 12 months, 15 months, and 18 months old. Barr and Hayne designed
a couple of “imitation tasks” that they performed in front of the children face-to-face and via
video. The tasks involved simple but unusual actions that would be novel to infants and
toddlers (to eliminate the chance the children had seen them before). One, for example,
involved a puppet with a paw covered by a tiny mitten, with a bell stitched inside the mitten.
The experimenters would position the puppet at the child’s eye level, remove the mitten
from the puppet’s paw, and shake the mitten three times to ring the bell inside. When
12-month-olds and 15-month-olds were shown this task in real life, most of them imitated it
immediately after viewing. But when they saw exactly the same thing on video, only one of
them did so. The 18-month-olds were a different lot. They appeared to retain something
from the video performance and could imitate the task (Barr & Hayne, 1999).

Context: Consider how and whether
electronic media has a place in the day
given a child's other needs that day—from
naps to gross-motor exploration and
playground romps to quiet playtime. Pay
attention to how you interact with your
child when the media is on and off. Just as
you would with books and music, look for
e-media moments that can be jumping off
points for joint engagement and joyful
interaction with your child.

Since then (and before then as well, in a few studies from the 1970s), scientists have tested
this phenomenon with different ages of children and different tasks. They have labeled the
phenomenon the video deficit—a situation in which modeling or teaching something via the
screen is not as conducive to learning compared to showing children something in person.
As Marina Krcmar of Wake Forest University wrote in a recent report, “the television image
seems less real and vital compared to real experience” (Krcmar, 2011).

Child: Be aware of your child's stage of
development and what content is
meaningful to him at his age. Tune in to
what he is interested in and pay attention
to the questions he asks about what he is
seeing or playing. Avoid media that makes
him upset or seem out of control. If your
child is not yet 2 years old, make sure that
screen time includes social interactions

But researchers also stress that the existence of this deficit does not mean that children at 1,
2, and 3 years old cannot learn from a screen at all. Success is possible with repeated
viewings as well as if the video features characteristics that give toddlers a sense of having a
“social partner” in the person or character they see on screen. Those findings are launching
new questions about what very young children learn from interactive and two-way media.

Two lines of research; two seemingly
contradictory findings that could have—
and in some quarters already have
had—significant bearing on how parents and
teachers think about the impact of media on
the very young.

As TVis nowaccompanied by interactive
tablet computers, questions about what very
young childrenlearn from these forms of
media—or whether they learn anything at
all—are as hot as ever. Language development
often tops the list of concerns. Parents,
teachers, and caregivers want to know
whether electronic media will cause their
children to learn words less quickly, develop
language skills at a slower rate, orbeata
disadvantage when it comes time to learn
toread. On the flip side, anecdotal evidence
makes them wonder whether electronic
media might, in fact, playarole in developing
their child’s vocabulary and other pre-literacy
skills. Could media and e-games actually help?

Answers aren’t black and white. And
contrary to the mainstream media’s fixation
on the number of hours of “screen time” that
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children experience per day or per week, the
implications of the quantity of children’s
media consumption are overshadowed by
more complicated questions of what, how,
when, where, and why children are watching.
Science is pointing to the complex interplay
between the content on screen, the context
surrounding the watching or playing, and
the developmental needs of the individual
child. (See box Making Choices About E-Media:
The Three C’s.) Furthermore, just as young
children go through myriad stages of
development, building new abilities as they
age and experience new things, researchers
are finding that a child’s ability to understand
the multifaceted aspects of electronic media
follows a developmental trajectory, too.

So far, debate has circled around the
age of 2 years. This where the American
Academy of Pediatrics has drawn aline in
the sand. Its recommendation, released in
1999 and reiterated in 2011, is plain: “The
AAP discourages media use by children
younger than 2 years.” (AAP, 2011). Yet, the
bookisn’t closed on the 2-year-old mark.

with you or other caring adults.

Adapted from Screen Time: How Electronic
Media—From Baby Videos to Educational
Software—Affects Your Young Child (p. xv-xx),
by L. Guernsey, 2012, New York: Basic Books.
Copyright © 2012 by Lisa Guernsey.

Inquiring minds around the country are now
closely examining what is happening within
children’s minds during this critical period of
toddlerhood—both just before and after 24
months old. While the case for learning from
certain types of media at and after 24 months
is gaining strength, the evidence from the 6
months just before that second birthday is
mixed. A multitextured picture is emerging
of how different types of e-media, in different
contexts and at different ages, can help and
hamper the growth of children’s language
skills. What’s more, the importance of the
quality of children’s interactions with what

is on screen—as well as the impact of their
parents’ interactions with them prompted

by what is on screen—is coming into sharper
focus.



Learning New Words

HEN PARENTS GET excited about
their toddlers gaining language
skills, they often focus on word

learning. It can feel extraordinary and almost
miraculous to hear a child, who months ago
could only gesture or babble in the face of a
parent’s requests, start to utter recognizable
words in return. When my children were
babies and toddlers, I remember wondering
what sparked some of the new words in their
vocabulary. Could they have come from
watching something on the video screen?

Or did they learn those new words from
simply being around me, my husband, and
their other caregivers? In truth, I had an even
more basic question: When is a baby’s brain
developmentally prepared to learn this way
in the first place? What is the youngest age at
which a baby might learn a word by watching
video?

Some early answers of word learning via
video came from a 2007 study using a version
of Teletubbies. It showed that it is not until
children are about 21 months old that they
provide any evidence of being able to learn
words via a screen without help from alive
person (Krcmar, Grela, & Lin, 2007). Buta
couple of years ago, the age for that possibility
moved down to 18 months. A study led by
Elizabeth Vandewater at the University of
Texas at Austin showed that 18-month-olds
who were introduced to a crescent shape on
video (with a voiceover labeling the shape as a
“crescent”) were later able to point correctly
toa crescent when tested using a book with
the same image (Vandewater etal., 2010).
The study adapted clips from Brainy Baby,
acommercially produced video aimed at
children from1year and older, and compared
nonviewing babies and toddlers to those who
had watched the videos in their homes over
2weeks.

Still, researchers caution that parents
may give videos too much credit for new
vocabulary. It’s possible that parents see their
children learning words from video when
what’s really happening is that their children
are in the throes of the phenomenon known
as the “word spurt,” uttering an avalanche
of new words, seemingly within weeks. “It
would be easy for parents to misattribute
their children’s sudden linguistic advances to
recent video experience,” Judy S. DeLoache,
adevelopmental scientist at the University
of Virginia, and other researchers recently
reported (DeLoache et al., 2010, p. 1570).

To find out whether misattribution occurs,
DeLoache and her colleagues (2010) designed
an experiment with many similarities to
that of Vandewater’s for testing what level
of word learning might come from video
watching before children were 2 years old.
The experiment included 72 children between

When parents get excited about their toddlers gaining language skills, they often focus

onword learning.

12 and 18 months old. The parents were
randomly assigned to participate in one of
four groups over a 4-week period. Researchers
asked one group to show a baby DVD in their
homes and interact with their children while
doing so (without any particular instructions
onwhat that interaction should look like). A
second group showed the DVD but did not
interact with their children while watching. A
third group did not use the DVD and instead
was asked to teach up to 25 words “in whatever
way seems natural to you” (these 25 words
were the same words featured in the video).
And a fourth group—the control group—was
not given any assignment but allowed their
children to be tested on which of the 25 words
they may have learned in those 4 weeks.

The children in each group took tests of
their word knowledge before the experiment
began and at the end of the four weeks. The
tests were one-on-one assessments by adults
who asked children to point at objects that
matched the words featured in the videos,
such as a clock, table, and tree. (In the case of
large objects, like a tree, a representation of
the tree was shown to the child.)

The test results showed that children in
the group whose parents taught them the
words answered nearly 50% of the questions
correctly, while all the other groups answered
fewer than 40% correctly. The performance
of the two DVD groups was not statistically
different from that of the control group. In
short, children learned more words from
their parents teaching them directly without
aid of the DVD (though evidently, with
only 50% of their answers correct, even the

parents weren’t perfect teachers or perhaps
the children weren’t ready to be taught).
The viewing of the DVD—which totaled 10
or more hours aweek in 20 or more video
episodes—had essentially no effect, good or
bad, on children’s word learning.

Diary entries from the parents who had
used the DVDs, however, showed that the
parents thought their children had learned
asubstantial amount by watching, just
as DeLoache had predicted. Parents took
their cues from how engaged their children
seemed to be: “She was practically glued to
the screen today,” wrote one. “She was very
quiet today—stared intently at the screen and
ignored me when I asked her to talk,” wrote
another (DeLoache et al., 2010).

Similar results came from studies
conducted by Michael Robb and Rebekah
Richert that examined the impact of the Baby
Wordsworth video from the Baby Einstein
series on children from 12 to 25 months
old (Richert, Robb, Fender, & Wartella,

2010; Robb, Richert, & Wartella, 2009).

The children made some “general gains in
word knowledge attributable to time and
age.” (Richertetal, 2010, p. E4). But, they
concluded, “children who viewed the DVD at
home over 6 weeks did not demonstrate new
knowledge of the DVD-highlighted words.”
(Richertetal., 2010, p. E4).

To recap, evidence from two experimental
studies showed toddlers learning words
viavideo around 18 and 21 months old, and
two others showed no evidence of children
learning words via video at about the same
ages.
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Parents can point to and label fixed
objects to help their children learn
nouns.

What accounts for the discrepancy? Maybe
it was the way the children were tested. Or
perhaps there were subtle differences in
how images were displayed and words were
expressed on screen. Another possibility lies
in the difference between teaching shapes
and teaching objects—could one be easier
than another? Scientists have uncovered
evidence, for example, that some words—
such as verbs—are more difficult to learn
than others, on screen and off (Roseberry,
Hirsh-Pasek, Parish-Morris, & Golinkoff,
2009). Parents can point to and label fixed
objects to help their children learn nouns, but
helping children learn the words for various
actions requires children to see a full range of
similar actions in different contexts before
their brains can match verb to action. Studies
from Temple University showed that children
around 30 months old can only learn verbs
from video if their watching is followed by a
live demonstration whereas older children
canlearn verbs from video alone.

The bottom line for parents and teach-
ers of 18- to 24-month-olds looking for clear
answers on word learning from video alone:
The possibility exists if the person or charac-
ter on the screen is very direct in its teaching
approach, but it certainly is not guaranteed.

What about even younger children? If
it’s unlikely that videos, on their own, are
much benefit to babies, could it be that they
might, in fact, do some harm? There is still
much researchers don’t know. Outside of the
realm of experimental research, one study
based on parental reports and survey data
is often cited as evidence that baby videos
are not simply benign but could actually
reduce language development when watched
heavily by children in the range of 8 months
to 16 months old. Conducted by Frederick
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Zimmerman, Dimitri Christakis, and Andrew
Meltzoff (2007), the study was based on a
telephone survey of approximately 1,000
parents on what kind of videos or television,
if any, their babies and toddlers watched. The
survey also asked parents to respond yes or
no to an inventory of 9o common words that
babies may know, such as cup or fast. Results
revealed that 17% of parents said their babies
watched 1 hour or more of baby videos a
day—and that those babies appeared to know
significantly fewer words than the other
children in the study.

But educators and parents should be
careful not to assume that this means that
video viewing caused children to have smaller
vocabularies, only that there is alink between
these two characteristics. One possibility is
that the parents who played the videos for an
hour or more at these very young ages were
less likely to talk to their babies than those who
played them for less time or didn’t use them at
all. It’s certainly plausible that less talk from
parents could cause less word learning in their
babies. But be aware that the study was based
not on vetted tests of word knowledge but on
parents’ reports of the words they thought
their children already knew, and some parents
may be less in tune with what their children
know—or, conversely, more apt to exaggerate.
And no such word gap was found among
parents who reported on children from 17
months to 24 months old. Given these caveats
and the limitations of survey data, Zimmerman
and his colleagues (2007) have argued for
more experiments and more studies that track
children over time.

‘When the Media Is Interactive

NTIL A FEW years ago, screen media

for infants and toddlers meant tele-

vision and DVDs. The passive nature
of the technology—all the babies can do is
watch—triggers worry among child develop-
ment experts. Two big factors in children’s
healthy growth and development—active
exploration and social interaction—are miss-
ing. It was these concerns that drove the AAP
to put out its recommendation to avoid screen
media for children less than 2 years old.

But what happens when a child under 2
years old uses screen media that do enable
her to explore and interact socially? That’s
the question hastened by the emergence
of interactive apps on devices like tablet
computers and video-phone or videochat
technology. Scientists are keen to learn which
features of interactive technologies could be
helpful to children and which ones are a waste
of their time. This is inspiring a new round of
experiments on video deficit, the tendency of
young children to learn more or more quickly
from a live in-person demonstration than a
demonstration on video.

In a study at Vanderbilt University,
researchers wondered whether 24-month-
olds might be able to overcome the video
deficit if they felt they had a personal con-
nection with or engaged in conversation
with a person or character on the screen.
They set up an experiment in which chil-
dren used information presented via video
to find a toy hidden in a nearby room. Which
would be most helpful, they wondered: inter-
active video (in which children were seeing
aperson give hints onvideo inreal-time, as
if viaa webcam), participatory but noninter-
active video (in which the person on video
faced outward and acted as if she was talking
to the children), or alive demonstration? The
results showed that the interactive webcam
video and the live demonstration promoted
the most learning. The participatory video was
not helpful, except in the cases of the few chil-
dren who were most engaged and responded
to the character on the screen, a discovery
that delighted makers of TV shows like Blues
Clues that try to elicit those kind of reactions.
(Guernsey, 2006; Troseth, Saylor, & Archer,
2006).

Marina Krcmar of Wake Forest University
took the questions a step further by test-
ing whether a child seeing his own mother
onvideo would be more likely to learn from
the video. She and her research team shot
video of mothers showing actions (e.g., clap-
pinghands) and teaching new words as if they
were talking directly to their babies. They also
recorded similar videos with strangers acting
out the parts. The researchers then played the
videos for the babies and toddlers assigned to
age groups (6-12 months, 13-20 months, and
21-24 months old). The children in the mid-
dle age group responded by imitating actions
they saw on the videos of their mothers but
not of the strangers. But the learning of new
words was difficult for them even with their
mothers on screen. Only children in the old-
est age group showed signs of knowing the
words that their mothers had taught on video
(Krcmar, 2011). In short, even when the per-
son on screen is as familiar and meaningful as
a parent, younger toddlers appeared to have
difficulty recalling words taught via video.
But the results do suggest a window of oppor-
tunity for older toddlers to benefit from
real-time video conversations.

Then there’s interactivity of a different
kind: interactions stimulated by games on
touch screen tablets and other child-friendly
computers. Babies and toddlers are being
regularly exposed to interactive games
and apps, as any search online for pictures
or videos of “babies and iPads” can attest.
Anew generation of researchers—not to
mention parents—want to know the impact
of these interactive games on cognitive
development. No independent, published,



and peer-reviewed research has provided
answers yet for the very young, but one study
from Georgetown University does raise the
possibility of 2}4-year-olds gaining something
from these games. In an experiment with

30- to 36-months-olds using a touch-based
interface and a computer, researchers showed
that an interactive computer game could
rival face-to-face learning and was more
useful in helping children learn than passive
video (Lauricella, Pempek, Barr, & Calvert,
2010). “When faced with a cognitively
challenging task, both developmental

factors and interactivity are important for
children’s success” (p. 367) wrote Alexis
Lauricella, the lead author. But experts

agree that much more research is necessary
to assess the educational value of different
types of touch screens and apps, especially
when unaccompanied by parental input or
guidance.

Developing Language Skills of All
Kinds

HE FOCUS OF most research so far

might leave you mistakenly think-

ing that word learning is the end-all,
be-all of language development. Not at all. It
merely happens to be one of the easiest fac-
tors to measure. Multiple factors within a
child’s environment, building upon each
other over time in the first few years of a
child’s life, have enormous bearing on how
well children learn to understand language,
express themselves, and ultimately learn to
read and write. (National Research Council &
Institute of Medicine, 2000). There is a huge
amount of research to do to unpack what
video and interactive media means to lan-
guage development from the earliest months
of life, as babies start to recognize different
sounds in speech and segment into words, to
the preschool years, when children are put-
ting thoughts together in complex sentences.

Take storytelling, for example. Being able

to comprehend the content of abook and
follow a narrative is crucial to understanding
what that book is about and being able to talk
about it. Studies of preschool TV indicate that
the same is true for video. Video programs
that contain flashbacks, dream sequences,
or quick cuts between scenes are difficult for
ayoung child to follow, while video stories
that follow a linear sequence—taking a
character from point A to point B—may be
more comprehensible and therefore more
potent as learning tools. One longitudinal
study led by Deborah Linebarger of the
University of Pennsylvania, who is known for
her work evaluating the reading show Between
the Lions, showed that some children gained
early literacy skills from watching certain
educational TV shows from when they were
12 months to 30 months old. The Nick Jr.

Scientists are keen to learn which features of interactive technologies could be helpful
to children and which ones are a waste of their time.

show Dora the Explorer, whose simple plot
lines were designed to enable 2-year-olds to
follow them, was among them (Linebarger &
Walker, 2005).

Studies of book-reading with preschoolers
have shown that children are more likely to
gain early literacy skills if adults not only
read the books but also ask questions about
characters, images, and what might happen
next in the story. Such back-and-forth
interactions are key to fostering language
development. Yet preliminary findings from
studies of children’s e-books are troubling.
By observing how parents interact with their
children when using e-books, researchers
have discovered that instead of talking about
the story, parents issue directives (e.g., “Click
here. Don’t click there. Touch this!”). Early
tests of children’s comprehension show them
less likely to recall elements of the story than
children whose parents read the same books
in print form (Chiong, Ree, & Takeuchi, 2012;
Parish-Morris, Hirsh-Pasek, Golinkoff, &
Collins, 2011; Robb, 2010).

Language learning may be most hampered
by a more nefarious kind of screen time: TVs
that are on when children aren’t watching
or that show adult-oriented programs
children aren’t paying any attention to.

This background television—dubbed in
aUSA TODAY article as “second-hand

TV” (Toppo, 2011, p. A1)—is ubiquitous in
many households, with 39% of parents with
children up to 4 years old reporting that

they left the TV on most or all of the time
(Vandewater et al., 2005). A recent study
showed that infants are exposed to much
more of it than preschoolers (Barr, Lauricella,
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Zack, & Calvert, 2010). There’s evidence that
background TV may have a significant impact
on the parent-child interactions that are so
critical to language development. Researchers
at the University of Massachusetts have made
careful observations of how children and
parents interact in aroom with the TV on,
and they have found a significant decrease in
the quantity and quality of the conversation
between parent and child compared to cases
in which the TV is off (Kirkorian, Pempek,
Murphy, Schmidt, & Anderson, 2009).

Other researchers have found ill effects
of adult-directed TV programs—including
the nightly news, sitcoms, police dramas,
and other programs that likely qualify as
background television for the very young—
on early language development. One
longitudinal study of 60 children found alink
between heavy exposure to adult-directed
TV at1year old and poor cognitive outcomes
at 4 years old, including lower vocabulary
scores, compared to children without such
exposure (Barr etal., 2010). Similar bad
news arrived with a study of 259 children
starting even earlier—at 6 months old. In
that study, Suzy Tomopoulos and her team
(2010) found that by 14 months old, children
exposed to adult-oriented programs tested
lower on measures of cognitive development
and received lower language scores than
children with less exposure. Here the sheer
amount of time watching TV did matter; the

more total TV time, the worse the scores. The
lowest performance showed in babies who
were “watching” more than 6 hours of TVa
day. But content mattered, too: Aside from
quantity issues, no significant adverse effects
were found for infants exposed to educational
programming designed for young children.

With background television, researchers
continue to search for the culprit of lower
language development. Is it the way an
always-on TV lessens parents’ interactions
with their children, the noise from the
television, the content or pace of what is on
screen, or all of the above? Alan Mendelsohn,
apediatrician who researches the effect of
TV on very young children, has found that
encouraging parents to communicate with
their infants and toddlers about what they
see on TV can lessen the negative effects
(Mendelsohn etal., 2010).

All told, the best advice gleaned from
electronic media studies so far is that which
encourages parents to communicate with
their young children in general—whether it
is during watching or playing, after watching
or playing, or not connected to media use
atall. As parents come under pressure
from marketers and hear claims about new
interactive games and electronic toys for
their children, and as TV and interactive
games continue to become ubiquitous in
young families” households, they may need
reminders of the positive power they can have

on their children’s development by being
careful about content and simply talking
and interacting with their kids. And most of
America could use a nudge on background
TV as well: If the tots aren’t watching, turn
it off. §

Lisa GUERNSEY is the director of the Early
Education Initiative at the New America
Foundation, a nonpartisan think tank in
Washington, DC, where she focuses on how to
scale up high-quality learning environments for
young children, birth through 8 years old. A jour-
nalist by training, Lisa has been a technology and
education writer at the New York Times and the
Chronicle of Higher Education and has writ-
ten about technology, education, and social science
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ing Newsweek, Time.com, Consumer Reports,
Ladies Home Journal, The Washington

Post, the Los Angeles Times, The American
Prospect, and others. She edits the Early Ed
Watch blog, which focuses on policy and research
in early learning, and she also blogs occasionally
at The Huffington Post. Lisa’s most recent book
is Screen Time: How Electronic Media—From
Baby Videos to Educational Software—Affects
Your Young Child (Basic Books, 2012). The book
is an update to Into the Minds of Babes: How
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Age 5, published in 2007.
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The Media Environments and
Television-Viewing Dicts of
Infants and Toddlers

Findings From a National Survey of Parents
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Annenberg Public Policy Center, University of Pennsylvania

esearchers, physicians, and child advocates have expressed

growing concern about screen media in the lives of infants

and toddlers. This concern has risen with the number of

media products targeted to this age group (Fenstermacher

etal., 2010; Garrison & Christakis, 2005). Many credit the

commercial success of Teletubbies and Baby Einstein in the mid-

1990s with the explosion of infant- and toddler-targeted videos
and DVDs in the marketplace (Anderson & Pempek, 2005; Christakis, 2008;

DeLoache et al., 2010). In 2006 an entire premium cable channel was launched for

viewers in diapers; BabyFirstTV became the first channel to air round-the-clock

programming for children less than 2 years old. The channel became standard fare

for families with regular cable subscriptions to Dish Network in 2012.

Most of the video/DVD and television pro-
grams available for infants and toddlers carry
seductive claims of educational or develop-
mental benefits (Fenstermacher et al., 2010;
Garrison & Christakis, 2005). These claims
are often displayed on video packaging, prod-
uct web sites, and in the opening segments
of the programs themselves, and may be
implicit or directly stated (Fenstermacher
etal.,2010). Several large-scale surveys have
indicated that parents with young children
often believe that television, videos, and
other screen media products can be benefi-
cial for infants’ and toddlers’ development. A
study by the Kaiser Family Foundation found
that 58% of parents surveyed felt that educa-
tional television programs were important for
the intellectual development of children less
than 6 years old, and 49% felt this way about
educational videos (Rideout, Vandewater, &
Wartella, 2003). In additional research, more
than 70% of parents of 6- and 18-month-olds
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felt that baby videos had the “potential to
stimulate brain development,” while more
than half felt that baby videos “teach con-
cepts” to their children (Courage, Murphy,
Goulding, & Setliff, 2010).

Unfortunately, the existing research does
not support the educational marketing claims
that accompany these products. In fact, the
majority of academic studies that have been
conducted in this area to date suggest a video
deficit effect (Anderson & Pempek, 2005),
whereby infants and toddlers do not learn as
readily from video sources as they do from
live presentations of the same information.
This trend has been found across a number of
different types of learning, including problem-
solving (Richert, 2007; Schmitt & Anderson,
2002), language development (DeLoache
etal., 2010; Krcmar, Grela, & Lin, 2007; Kuhl,
Tsao, & Liu, 2003), and behavioral imitation
(Barr & Hayne, 1999; Hayne, Herbert, &
Simcock, 2003).

What is more, several studies have shown
thatinfants’ and toddlers’ television and video
viewing can be associated with a variety of
unfavorable outcomes. For example, more
time in front of the screen is associated with
alater bedtime and less overall time spent
sleeping among young children (Evans &
Linebarger, 2010; Taveras, Rifas-Shiman,
Oken, Gunderson, & Gillman, 2008).

Others studies have indicated that young
children engage inless overall interaction

Abstract

High rates of infant and toddler screen
media use coupled with research
indicating no benefit to this viewing
have led the American Academy of
Pediatrics (AAP) to advise against
any screen media use with children
less than 2 years old and less than

2 hours per day of entertainment
programming for children 2 years and
older (AAP, 2011). Our survey of 297
parents with children birth to 3 years
old confirms that young children are
growing up immersed in media-rich
homes, and that most view more than
the AAP recommends. Particularly
high viewing rates occur among older
children (2-3 year olds), children with
a bedroom television, and those whose
parents believe in various benefits of
viewing.



with caregivers and toys when the television
setis on,and when they do interact those
interactions tend to be of lower quality
(Courage et al., 2010; Kirkorian, Pempek,
Murphy, Schmidt, & Anderson, 2009; Masur &
Flynn, 2008; Nathanson & Rasmussen, 2011).
These trends and findings have caught the
attention of pediatricians and other health
care professionals. The lack of research
indicating benefits of early childhood screen
media use, as well the concern that time with
media would supplant babies’ and toddlers’
time spent in other beneficial activities
(e.g., playing, reading, and interacting with
caregivers), has spurred the American
Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) to advise parents
against showing their children any screen
media before they are 2 years old, and less
than 2 hours a day of non-educational media
for children 2 years and older (AAP, 2001,
2011). Although a 2004 survey showed that the
majority of pediatricians are at least somewhat
aware of (78%) and endorse the AAP’s policy
(96%), only 33% pediatricians “almost always”
or “often” discuss the guideline with parents
during well-child visits (Gentile et al., 2004).

Patterns of Screen Media Use

HIS ARTICLE PRESENTS areport of the

patterns of screen media use with

infants and toddlers among a diverse
national sample of U.S. parents with the goal
of providing parents and caregivers with a
comprehensive set of strategies that would
reduce infants’ and toddlers’ exposure to
screen media. We examine the media envi-
ronments in which the youngest children
are currently immersed, the extent of their
daily screen media exposure, and the con-
textual factors related to varying rates in that
exposure. Given the range of seductive edu-
cational claims accompanying many media
products for infants and toddlers, this study
also investigates parents’ beliefs regarding
possible favorable and unfavorable child out-
comes associated with screen media use.

The sample on which this article is based
includes 297 parents with children 3 years old
or younger. These parents represent a subset
of parents included in a larger, nationally
representative study of 1,550 parents with
children from birth to 17 years old. Parents
reported on the media in their homes, their
beliefs about the effects of media use on young
children, and their child’s media use during an
online survey conducted in Spring 2012.

Description of Respondents

The survey respondents were parents or
caregivers of children between birth and 3
years old. The sample was 47.5% female, and
their ages varied between 19 and 69 years, with
an average of 32.7 years old. Of this sample,
13.1%had a child less than 1 year old, 26.9%

Parents with young children often believe that television, videos, and other screen
media products can be beneficial for infants’ and toddlers’ development.

had a 1-year-old, 31.6% had a 2-year-old, and
28.3% had a 3-year-old child. Just over half
of all children were girls (51.2%). Parents
reported an average of 2.1 children less than 18
years old in the home, and 38.4% of the target
children' in this sample were only children.
Parents in the sample were quite diverse
with regards to their socioeconomic
characteristics. Three quarters of parents
were White/non-Hispanic (74.1%), nearly
14% were Hispanic (13.8%), 8.1% were Black/
non-Hispanic, and the remaining 4% of
participants reported a different or mixed
race/ethnicity. Just over a quarter had a high

' All questions were asked specifically about a “target
child” because media behaviors and parents’ attitudes
may vary from child to child in instances with more
than one eligible child per household. The interviewer
randomly selected the younger or the older of the two as
the target child, or, in the case of three or more children
the respondents were asked about the child who had the
most recent birthday.

school diploma or less education (27.3%),
about a third had attended some college or
had an associate’s degree (32.3%),a quarter
had abachelor’s degree (25.3%), and 15.3% had
amaster’s degree or higher. About a quarter
of participants reported a total household
income within the following ranges,
respectively: less than $30,000 (25.3%);
$30,000-$59,999 (27.6%); $60,000-$99,999
(23.5%); and $100,000 or more (23.6%). The
majority of participants were married or living
with a partner (92.6%).

Media in the Homes of Infants and
Toddlers

The young children in this sample of
families live in homes replete with various
media technologies. Figure 1 shows the
percentage of families that own at least one
of the media devices we queried. Virtuallyall
families have at least one television set in their
home (97.6%), and most have cable or satellite

Figure 1. Household Media Technology Access
E-reader device 21.9
Tablet computer 25.9
MP3 player 32.0
Handheld videogame 32.3
Portable DVD player 34.3
Digital video recorder 36.7
Videogame console 69.0
Internet 83.2
Computer 85.9
Cable/satellite 85.9
DVD player 89.2
Television 97.6
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100
Percentage of families that own at least 1
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access as well (85.9%). The vast majority of
families also have one or more DVD players
(89.2%). Video game consoles are somewhat
less ubiquitous, but still present in well over
half of allhomes (69.0%). Most families also
have alaptop or desktop computer (85.9%) as
well as internet access (83.2%).

Although not quite as common, newer
media technologies can be found in the homes
of many infants and toddlers as well. Among
the families in this sample, 36.7% have a digital
video recorder. More than a third own at least
one handheld video game player (32.3%), and
about as many own an MP3 player (32%) ora
portable DVD player (34.3%). Finally, just over
aquarter of parents report access to a tablet
computer in their home (25.9%), and more
than a fifth have an e-reader device (21.9%).

Infants’ and Toddlers’ Exposure to
Various Screen Media

Despite access to so many diverse media
technologies in the home, the majority
of infants and toddlers have media diets
that consist of mostly television and DVD
content.> Figure 2 shows the reported daily
exposure to videogames, computers, and
television content among children less than 2
years old and 2- to 3-year-olds. Although the
older children (2- to 3-year-olds) are starting
to be exposed to videogames and computers,
they spend an average of only 27.6 minutes
per day with the computer (SD =116.4) and
4.8 minutes with video games (SD =34.7).
Furthermore, 95.7% of children less than
2years old and 78.3% of 2- and 3-year-olds
reportedly use no videogames or computer
atall,and 92.2% of those less than 2 years old
and 76.6% of 2- and 3-year-olds do not use the
computer at all. Because of the low reported
rates of non-television media among children
in this sample the remaining analyses in this
article will focus solely on their television and
DVD viewing.

The mean time spent viewing television
and DVDs among the children from birth
to 3 years old in our sample is 2.23 hours per
day (SD =2.65). On average, 2- and 3-year-
old children in this sample spend more time
watching television/DVDs (M = 2.90 hours/
day, SD =2.38) than those less than 2 years old
(M=1.25hours/day, SD = 2.47). As shown in
Figure 3, 43.6% of children less than 2 years
old have television/DVD-viewing estimates
reflecting the AAP’s guidelines for their age
group (i.e., noviewing), compared to 41.1%
of 2- and 3-year-olds whose viewing diets
adhere to the AAP’s guidelines (i.e., less than

2The survey asked parents about their child’s viewing of
television, movies, and DVDs as one entity, regardless
of platform. Specifically, parents were asked about their
child’s estimated “television viewing” and told “When
we say TV we mean TV shows, DVDs, or movies that you
watch on a television set or a computer.”
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Figure 2. Children’s Time Spent With Screen Media
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Figure 3. Children’s Daily Television/DVD-Viewing by Age
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*Note: AAP guidelines recommend that children less than 2 years old watch no television/DVDs, and that
children 2 years and older watch less than 2 hours per day.

2hours per day). Parents in this study were
not asked about their familiarity with the
AAP’s guidelines, therefore it is uncertain
whether these parents are knowingly or
unwittingly allowing their children to exceed
the suggested limits.

Television/DVD Viewing Rates
Depending on Family-Level Factors
Children’s television/DVD viewing
estimates were examined for potential
differences depending on various family-level
characteristics. Trends in the sample suggest
that Black/non-Hispanic children spend more
time viewing on average (M =3.43 ours/day,
SD =3.22) than do their White/non-Hispanic
(M =2.12hours/day, SD = 2.56) and Hispanic
peers (M =2.56 hours/day, SD = 2.67). However,
because there is high variability within each
of the racial/ethnic groups, the differences
between children’s viewing by race are not
statistically significant. Viewing time among
the children in this sample does vary slightly
depending on the participating parent’s
level of education and household income. In
particular, children’s viewing time declines on
average as parental education level increases

(r=-0.27),and when household income levels
are higher(r=-0.23). Given that all measures
were self-reported by parents, itis not
possible to determine whether these are true
differences or may reflect a propensity among
more educated and affluent parents to under-
report their young children’s television/DVD
viewing. No differences were found on the
basis of the number of children in the home or
parent’s age.

Contexts of Television-Viewing

Parents were asked about numerous con-
textual factors related to their young child’s
television/DVD-viewing. In this sample, 22.2%
of all children 3 years old and younger have a
television set in their bedroom. What is more,
about 40% of children watch television/DVDs
in the hour before bedtime either “often”
(15.5%) or “sometimes” (23.6%). Nearly a fifth
(18.5%) live in homes where a television is on
“most of the time” even if no one is watching,
and 36% live in homes where the television is
on “some of the time” when no one is watch-
ing. More than 40% of parents reported that
the television is on in their home during meals
“most of the time” (21.9%) or “some of the



time” (20.9%). Finally, just over half of all par-
ents say they “often” watch television/DVDs
with their child (i.e., “co-view”, 50.5%), com-
pared to 27.3% who sometimes co-view and
21.5% whorarely or never do. As depicted in
Figure 4, each of these contextual viewing fac-
tors is more common among 2- to 3-year-olds,
compared to children less than 2.

Figure 5 shows that each of these con-
textual factors is associated with more time
spent viewing among infants and toddlers.
The strongest predictor is bedroom televi-
sion access; children with no television set in
their bedrooms spend less time viewing tele-
vision each day on average, compared to those
with abedroom television. Similarly, infants
and toddlers who “rarely” or “never” watch
television in the hour before bed have lower
viewing times on average compared to those
who “often” or “sometimes” watch television/
DVDs before bed. Children who live ina more
television-heavy home (i.e., have a television
setonin the home “most” or “some” of the
time when no one is watching) view television
more hours per day on average compared
childreninless television-heavy homes
(i.e., “rarely” or “never” have a television set on
in the home when no one is watching). Infants
and toddlers whose parents report the televi-
sion is on during family mealtime “most” or
“some” of the time have higher average daily
television-viewing times than those whose
families have the television on during meals
“alittle of the time” or “never.” Finally, those
children whose parents report that they co-
view with their children “often” tend to spend
more hours per day watching television/DVDs
compared with those whose parents do not co-
view atall or as often.

Analyses also show a relationship between
young children’s daily television/DVD viewing
and parents’ own time spent watching
television. Parents’ time and their child’s time
are moderately correlated with one another
(r=0.59), indicating that parents who spend
more time watching television also tend to
have infants and toddlers who spend more
time watching. Children of parents in this
sample who watch more than 3 hours of
television per day are 5.1 times more likely to
exceed the AAP’s viewing guidelines.

Parents’ Beliefs About Television
Viewing

We asked parents four questions regarding
their beliefs about positive outcomes of young
children’s television/DVD-viewing (e.g., view-
ing could increase children’s positive social
behaviors, or increase knowledge of the world)
as well as four questions regarding their beliefs
about negative outcomes (e.g., television/DVD
viewing could increase children’s material-
ism, or decrease their time spent reading). For
each question, parents indicated the extent to

Figure 4. Contexts of Children’s Television/DVD-Viewing
Child age

"l ess than 2 years old

#2-3years old

Percentage of children

Television in child's  Television on in Watch television
bedroom home even when in the hour before
no one watches bed

Television on during  Parent co-views
meals often

Figure 5. Children’s Average Television/DVD-Viewing Based on Contextual Viewing
Factors
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Figure 6. Parental Beliefs About Young Children’s Television/DVD-Viewing
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which they agreed with each statement along
a5-point scale from “strongly disagree” to
“strongly agree.” For the present analyses, par-
ents were coded as “agreeing” with a belief if
theyresponded with a 4 (“somewhat agree”)
oras (“strongly agree”).

As depicted in Figure 6, parents of 2- and
3-year-olds are more likely than parents of
childrenless than 2 years old to perceive both
benefits and drawbacks to young children’s
television/DVD-viewing (i.e., they agree more
with positive and negative beliefs). Overall,
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Today’s infants and toddlers are growing up immersed in homes in which media are

ubiquitous.

parents are more likely to agree with positive
beliefs, compared with negative beliefs. This
istrueregardless of children’s age, though it
is most pronounced among parents of older
children, who were particularly likely to
perceive benefits of children’s viewing.

Two scales were created from these
beliefs to represent the parents’ general
level of agreement with the positive and neg-
ative beliefs, respectively. Each scale was
created by taking the average of the appropri-
ate four items, yielding a possible score for
each scale between 1 (if a parent disagreed
strongly with all 4 beliefs) and 5 (if the par-
ent agreed strongly with all 4 beliefs). Parents
were deemed to generally “disagree” with the
items if their score on the scale fell below 3,
they were considered neutral if their score
was at least 3 but not quite 4, and they were
coded as agreeing if their score on the scale
was 4 or above.

Analyses using these scales showed that
parents who largely agree with the positive
beliefs about television/DVD-viewing for
infants and toddlers have children who
generally spend more time viewing (M = 2.88
hours/day, SD =2.68), compared to children
whose parents are neutral (M =1.62 hours/
day, SD =2.24) or disagree (M = 0.81hours/
day; SD = 0.99). On the other hand, children’s
time spent viewing television/DVDs does not
vary substantially by parents’ overall level of
agreement with the negative beliefs. Children
with parents who agree with the negative
beliefs view television/DVDs on average only
slightlyless (M =1.94 hours/day, SD = 2.07),
compared with children whose parents are
neutral (M =2.35hours/day, SD =3.17) or
generally disagree with these beliefs (M =2.35
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hours/day, SD = 2.04); a difference thatis not
statistically significant.

Conclusions

HIS SNAPSHOT OF media in the lives of

I young children indicates that today’s

infants and toddlers are growing
up immersed in homes in which media are
ubiquitous. Not only do most children have
access to traditional media like television,
videos, and videogames; increasingly they live
in environments with newer media such as
MP3 players, tablet computers, and e-reader
devices. Our findings add to others which
suggest an infiltration of these cutting-edge
technologies into homes (Rideout, 2011).
Although our results show that infants and
toddlers still devote the bulk their screen
time to television and DVD content (i.e.,
compared to time using videogames or
computers), we did not differentiate where
or how they viewed this television and DVD
content. Future research should explore the
extent to which this viewing takes place on
newer, mobile technologies. Furthermore,
young children’s time viewing television/
DVDs is substantial and contrary to the
guidelines set by the AAP. Although time
spent with television/DVDs increases with
age, even children less than 2 years old
spend on average 90 minutes a day watching
television/DVDs.

Although other studies have uncovered
differences in young children’s television-
viewing rates based on demographic factors
(e.g., race/ethnicity or education level; Anand
& Krosnick, 2005; (Zimmerman, Christakis,
& Meltzoff, 2007), our findings suggest the
contextual factors associated with children’s

viewing constitute an additional set of impor-
tant factors. The presence of a television set
in the child’s bedroom is the most important
contextual predictor of higher viewing esti-
mates among children in this sample. The
mere presence of abedroom television is
associated with nearly 2 additional hours of
viewing time on average. Children in this sam-
ple who more frequently watch television in
the hour before bed and during meals also
spend more time viewing television each day.

Itis notable that half of all parents in this
sample reported that they watch television
with their children, or “co-view”, often.
Furthermore, children of parents who co-view
with them have higher television-viewing
diets on average. This is particularly alarming
given the positive emphasis traditionally
placed on parent-child co-viewing, which
is believed to mediate young children’s
viewing in helpful ways (Barr, Zack, Garcia, &
Muentener, 2008; Lemish & Rice, 1986). The
benefits of co-viewing may be washed away if
those who co-view most also allow their young
children to spend more time with television.
As this study relies solely on parent-report,
we cannot determine whether some of these
parents may be over-reporting their frequency
of co-viewing due to social desirability.
Furthermore, as we did not measure the
actual content of what parents and children
typically view we cannot tell from these data
whether this co-viewing reflects largely time
spent watching child-targeted programming
or adult-targeted programming.

The extent to which parents endorse
positive beliefs about young children’s
television-viewing is also predictive of
children’s average viewing time. This is a par-
ticularly important finding in light of the
number of parents—particularly those of
2-and 3-year-olds—who believe that televi-
sion-viewing is beneficial for young children.
Parents in this sample are less likely to agree
with the negative beliefs about television-
viewing, and children’s television-viewing
isless impacted by parents’ perceptions of
these possible drawbacks. It may be that there
are parental beliefs not captured in our sur-
vey that are more applicable for children in
this age group and more predictive of their
viewing time. For example, parents may have
greater concerns about the impact of televi-
sion use on infants’ and toddlers’ health and
development, such as vision, motor skills,
or social skill development, compared to
concerns about television’s influence on ste-
reotyped or materialistic values. Given the
findings regarding parents’ positive beliefs
and recent controversies regarding the per-
vasive and seductive educational claims on
infant- and toddler-targeted media products,
more research is needed to determine how
parents make sense of marketing statements



and other messages they encounter regarding
young children’s media products.

Strategies for Reducing Use of Television

Although the present study offers justa
snapshot of the television-viewing context
among a national sample of 297 infants and
toddlers, the findings point to numerous
strategies that practitioners could offer to
parents in an effort to reduce young children’s
time spent viewing television. In particular,
parents should be encouraged to:

o Take television sets out of children’s
bedrooms, or to resist putting them in
children’s bedrooms to begin with.

o Be aware of their own television-viewing
and the extent their children are in the
room while they are viewing.

o Turn the television set off when no one is
watching.

o Turn the television off during mealtimes.

e Keep the television turned off in the hour
before children go to bed.

e Remember that co-viewing with a parent
contributes to more television time.

o Stay informed about research findings
and recommendations, which largely
indicate that television is not beneficial
for infants and toddlers.

There is some overlap between the
suggestions above and those recommended
by the AAP (2001, 2011). In particular, the
guideline documents provided by the AAP
suggest that pediatricians discuss the value of
play and other activities over children’s screen
time, and recommend that parents keep
television sets out of children’s bedrooms
and limit parents’ own viewing time. It is
notable that the AAP also advises physicians
to encourage parents to “view television
programs along with children” (AAP, 2001,

p- 424). Our findings suggest that such a
prompt should also be accompanied by a
reminder that even co-viewed programming
should be limited.

Looking Forward
N OcToBER 2011, a YouTube video titled
“Amagazine is an iPad that does not
work” was posted and promptly went

viral. The video shows an infant as she is
seated and interacting with an iPad, then cuts
to the same child trying to “swipe” the pic-
tures in a magazine using the motion that
had worked so well with the iPad. The con-
tent of the video is not merely an adorable
example of innocent confusion by a baby; it
also demonstrates the ever-increasing num-
ber and diversity of media in young children’s
lives. At nearly the same time this video went
viral, the “Vinci” tablet entered the US mar-
ketplace. The first tablet computer created
solely for infants and toddlers, the Vinci is
named for famous artist, inventor, and scien-
tist, Leonardo da Vinci. Its web site declares
that the Vinci “taps into Windows of Oppor-
tunity” in early childhood education in order
“to ensure your children get the best start in
life.” Paralleling the educational marketing
of its television and video programming pre-
decessors, the Vinci’s tagline is “Inspire the
Genius,” and its motto is “Do the best today,
to be in the best place for tomorrow.”

While research regarding the role and
implications of television in the lives and
development of infants and toddlers is
lacking, it is nearly nonexistent for newer
technologies such as smartphones, MP3
players, and tablet computers. One prominent
exception is a 2011 report from Common
Sense Media which found that many infants,
toddlers, and young children have begun
using mobile technologies, but in limited
time quantities compared to time spent
viewing television/DVDs on television screens
(Rideout, 2011). This study also suggested
the presence of an “app gap” in which young
children from higher-income families are
much more likely to have access to new mobile
technologies and associated “apps” compared
to their peers from lower-income families.

Amidst a cacophony of conflicting
messages from many diverse sources, parents
must decide what constitutes an appropriate
“media diet” for their young children—
including the amount and content of exposure
aswell as the type of screen through which it
is delivered. Now, more than ever, there is a
need for speedy, innovative, and high-quality
research which provides more practical
information to offer them in this regard. §
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Trusting the Tube

Current Information About an Established Technology

GEORGENE L. TROSETH
KATHERINE O’ DOHERTY
GABRIELLE A. STROUSE

Vanderbilt University

favorite plaything of many young children today is their
parent’s smartphone or tablet computer. While the use of
new screen devices and educational game applications,
or “apps,” proliferates, TV still remains children’s
number one media source. More than 70% of children
from birth to 3 years old watch TV daily (Gutnick, Robb,
Takeuchi, & Kotler, 2011), despite guidelines from the
American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP; AAP, 1999; 2011) recommending that
parents not allow children any screen time before they are 2 years old. This
discrepancy between expert opinion and parental behavior has persisted
across the past decade. There must be a good reason why parents are
disregarding pediatricians’ warnings about their children’s TV watching.

As it turns out, there are two reasons.

Why Do Parents Let Their Babies
and Toddlers Watch TV?

IRST, TV AND DVDs play an important
role in the lives of many families. One

mother, interviewed as part of a focus

group on families’ media habits, offered com-

monly mentioned, practical reasons for her
choice: “Media makes my life easier. We’re
all happier. He isn’t throwing tantrums. I can
get some work done.” (Henry J. Kaiser Fam-
ily Foundation [KFF], 2006, p. 4). Science
reporter Lisa Guernsey (2007) described
her introduction to baby videos when, in a
“moment of panic” (p. xi) as a new mother,
she was encouraged by a friend to use Baby
Mozart to soothe her colicky 5-week-old.

With the insertion of every DVD, I felt guilty.
With every statement about the videos stimulat-
ing my children’s brains, I felt I was being taken
for a vide. And yet with every minute of quiet, I
couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief (p. xif).

Guernsey voiced the ambivalence that
many parents feel toward video while
continuing to include it as part of their daily
routine.

A second reason for parents’ failure to
heed the AAP’s anti-TV message is that the
organizationis “preaching” to the Sesame
Street generation. Today’s young parents
fell in love with Big Bird and learned the
“Letter of the Day” on that familiar street.

They express alevel of trust in screen media.
Guernsey’s (2007) interviews make it clear
that parents’ own positive feelings about
media directly influence their choices for
their children. One mother bluntly stated:
“Ilove reading—and Ilove television.”
Guernsey summarized:

I heard from movie buffs, sports nuts, soft-
ware designers, Web-news junkies and parents
of all stripes who revel in well-written televi-
sion shows that make them think deeply about
the world. Nearly all of them grew up watching

Abstract

TV and DVDs serve an important

role in the daily life of many families.
Parents introduce their infants to
video to keep them busy while the
adults attend to chores. As members
of the “Sesame Street Generation,”
parents also trust TV as a source of
learning for their very young children.
Research indicates that, in some
cases, this trust may be misplaced.
However, research also suggests how
to maximize learning from screen
time while minimizing harm.
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Children’s word learning from video is tested by asking them to put anamed object

down the chute.

Sesame Street; nearly all harbored the belief
that television can do good (p. 235).

Many such parents are selective regarding
their children’s media diet. A mother from
the KFF’s focus groups stated, “Ilike my
kids to watch PBS because it’s more of a
learning thing instead of the cartoons. I have
no problem with them watching PBS for
two hours straight. They have all those good
learning shows.” (KFF, 2006, p. 23).

The Effect of TV on Family Life
and Child Development

ARENTAL INSTINCTS TO be selective
P about TV are wise. A TV set that is

always on in the background may
serve as a distraction that can negatively
affect children’s development. When
infants and children played with toys in alab
playroom with a TV on in the background,
they exhibited less focused attention,
their parents were more distracted, and
both the quantity and quality of parent-
child interaction decreased (Kirkorian,
Pempek, Murphy, Schmidt, & Anderson,
2009; Schmidt, Pempek, Kirkorian, Lund, &
Anderson, 2008; Setliff & Courage, 2011). In
an observational study of 22- to 4-year-old
children at home (Christakis et al., 2009),
every hour of audible TV to which a child
was exposed was associated with less talk by
both children and parents—factors known
to be related to young children’s vocabulary
development (Huttenlocher, Haight, Bryk,
Seltzer, & Lyons, 1991).

Research has also indicated that being
selective is important when choosing
programs that children actively watch.
Whether TV has a positive or negative effect
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appears to depend on the program’s contents.
In early studies, researchers raised concerns
of across-the-board harm from TV watching:
Inlarge-survey studies, the amount of TV
viewingat1and 3 years old predicted parents’
reports of attention problems at 7 years old
(Christakis, Zimmerman, DiGiuseppe, &
McCarty, 2004) and the amount of TV viewing
before 3 years old was negatively associated
with early reading skills at 6 and 7 years old
(Zimmerman & Christakis, 2005). Later
studies focused on the particular content that
children were watching. According to parents,
half of the video viewing of infants up to 2
years old consisted of educational programs,
and the rest was a combination of children’s
entertainment TV, baby videos, and grown-up
TV (Zimmerman, Christakis, & Meltzoff,
2007b). Watching educational TV before a
child was 3 years old was not related to later
attentional problems, but watching violent
or nonviolent entertainment programming
(e.g., cartoons, children’s movies, situation
comedies) was related (Zimmerman &
Christakis, 2007). In another study, for every
hour of babyvideos that infants (8-16 months
old) watched, they understood an average
of six to eight fewer words (Zimmerman,
Christakis, & Meltzoff, 2007a). In contrast,
parents reading and discussing stories with
children was related to increases in vocabulary.
The previous studies involved parents’
reports of their children’s video viewing,
vocabulary, and attention problems.
Barr, Lauricella, Zack, and Calvert (2010)
asked parents to keep 24-hour TV diaries
when their children were 1and 4 years old,
but then the researchers directly tested
children’s school readiness skills at 4 years
old. Children who had been exposed to

high levels of adult-directed programming
showed poorer cognitive outcomes, whereas
exposure to child-directed programming

had no effect—neither positive nor negative.
Other researchers broke children’s video
exposure into specific genres of child-directed
programs: cartoons and Disney movies,

baby videos such as Teletubbies, interactive
programs such as Dora the Explorer, and
narrative story programs such as Arthur and
Dragon Tales (Linebarger & Walker, 2005).

In this analysis, exposure to language-rich,
interactive programs and to those with a
strong story line was related to better language
outcomes, whereas exposure to programs with
poor language models (e.g., Teletubbies) was
related to worse outcomes. Exposure to broad
categories of programs such as Disney movies
had no measurable effect, positive or negative,
in these analyses (probably because of the
variety of individual programs within these
categories). Thus, the effect of videosand TV
onvery young viewers was not consistently
negative; rather, it depended on program
contents.

What about the most influential children’s
TV program of all time? In the late 1960s, the
creators of Sesame Street proceeded on the
assumption that low-income preschoolers
would learn letters and numbers from TV
as easily as they learned advertising jingles
(Davis, 2008). Research has demonstrated
that the program actually worked as planned.
Not only did children love the show, but they
learned, too. Child development experts at
the Children’s Television Workshop designed
the curriculum from the beginning, and
in-house researchers tested what worked and
what did not (Davis, 2008; Fisch, Truglio,

& Cole, 1999). In several studies, outside
researchers found that watching Sesame Street
promoted school readiness, especially for
low-income kids (Bogatz & Ball, 1971; Wright
& Huston, 1995). Independent of the parents’
education level, children who watched the
show tended to have bigger vocabularies
(Rice, Huston, Truglio, & Wright, 1990).
Tracking the same children over a decade

and beyond, researchers found impressive
long-term outcomes. Kids who watched
Sesame Street in preschool had higher grades
in English, mathematics, and science in high
school. They reported using books more
often and having higher academic self-esteem
(Anderson, Huston, Schmitt, Linebarger,

& White, 2001). This was true across all
socioeconomic classes and after accounting
for parent involvement and education.

With the success of Sesame Street,
educational TV became a hit. It makes sense
that the “Sesame Street Generation” has been
eager to embrace new programming for their
own children, even for babies and toddlers.
One effect of this trust was introducing



increasingly younger children to Sesame Street.
A surprising result in Linebarger and Walker’s
(2005) study was that watching broadcasts
of Sesame Street from birth to 22years
old—when children were younger than the
program’s original intended target audience
of 3 to 5 years—was related to worse language
development. The fast pace and magazine-
style format (many short clips with separate
story lines) evidently was not conducive
to toddlers’ learning. Around the time that
the Nickelodeon cable channel began to
broadcast toddler-friendly, “interactive-
style” programs such as Blue’s Clues, Sesame
Workshop developed Elmo’s World, a slow-
paced, interactive, and extended segment of
Sesame Street with a coherent story line.
Another wrinkle in the story was that
toddlers who watched episodes of Sesame
Street over and over (on DVDs or videotapes)
had better language outcomes than those who
watched the TV broadcast of the program
(i.e., saw each episode only once; Linebarger
& Vaala, 2010). This study highlighted
one way to promote very young children’s
learning from video—giving repeated
experience with the same challenging
content. Similar good results of repetition
have been found with lab-developed teaching
videos (Barr, Muentener, Garcia, Fujimoto,
& Chévez, 2007; Strouse & Troseth, 2008).
Repeated exposure to the same content gives
children multiple opportunities to learn
the new information, notice and store more
details, and make connections to what they
already know (Strouse, O’Doherty, & Troseth,
inpress).

What About Baby Videos?

N THE MID-1990s, video products for
I infants began to be advertised and to
appear on store shelves. Although they

were given names such as Brainy Baby and
Baby Einstein and were originally marketed as
educational, the development of these pro-
grams was not based on any sort of research.
At this point, a substantial body of academic
research already suggested that toddlers

did not easily learn from video (see Ander-
son & Pempek, 2005, and Troseth, 2010, for
reviews). In 2006, out of concern that cor-
porations such as Disney (owner of Baby
Einstein) were making misleading educational
marketing claims, a consumer group (Cam-
paign for a Commercial-Free Childhood,
2006) filed a complaint with the Federal
Trade Commission (FTC). As aresult of pres-
sure from the FTC, Disney voluntarily chose
to remove educational claims from its Web
site and offered refunds to parents (Lewin,
2009). In addition, a recent FTC filing against
the video product Your Baby Can Read has
resulted in a discontinuation of production
(FTC, 2012). Nevertheless, media aimed at

In the lab, a parent watches the storybook video with her child, using dialogic
questioning techniques to support her daughter’s learning.

infants and toddlers remains extremely pop-
ular. Researchers have continued to examine
whether very young children learn from TV
and video.

Some studies have been conducted in
labs using self-created videos. For instance,
9-month-olds were repeatedly exposed to a
non-native language (Mandarin) by a person
who either sat in front of them (in person)
or appeared on video to determine whether
this experience would prolong infants’
sensitivity to nonnative speech sounds (Kuhl,
Tsao, & Liu, 2003). After amonth’s exposure,
the infants who watched the DVD showed
no evidence of having been exposed to the
language; only the infants who listened to
the person face-to-face could distinguish
the Mandarin sounds. The same difference
inlearning from real experience and video
exposure was found with imitation tasks.
Between 14 and 36 months old, young children
imitated a behavior (e.g., ringing a bell hidden
ina puppet’s mitten or assembling a rattle
from several parts) much more often if they
had watched a person who was present
demonstrate the actions (Barr & Hayne, 1999;
Hayne, Herbert, & Simcock, 2003). Given
the same demonstration on a video, children
learned slowly and inefficiently; they needed
more repetitions of the demonstration to
learn (Barr et al., 2007; Strouse & Troseth,
2008).

Other studies have used commercial
video products that children watched at
home. Robb, Richert, and Wartella (2009)
exposed children 12 to 15 months old to
Baby Wordsworth, avideo designed to
teach vocabulary, for 6 weeks. There was

noincrease in the children’s expressive

or receptive language beyond that of a
control group during that time; rather, the
strongest predictor of vocabulary skills

was the amount of time adults read to the
children. DeLoache etal. (2010) had 12- to
18-month-old children watch a best-selling
commercial DVD for infants 12 months and
older. The children watched alone or with
parents five times a week for a month. Other
parents were given a list of words from the
DVD instead and were asked to teach the
words to their children in any way that came
naturally. Only the parent-taught children
learned more words than a control group;
the children who watched the video did not.
More recently, Vandewater (2011) found that,
3 months after a month-long exposure to the
video, children demonstrated a significant,
although relatively small, increase in receptive
vocabulary (i.e., in words they understood).
Thus, exposure to a video specifically
designed to teach vocabulary was relatively
ineffective with young toddlers when
compared with learning from their parents,
but some learning did occur over time.

The “Video Deficit”

HE ORIGINAL AAP recommendation
I (AAP,1999) against early TV exposure

was released just as abody of research
began to accumulate suggesting that video
was not an effective teaching medium for
toddlers. In the following decade, a consis-
tent pattern of research results documented a
“video deficit” in toddler learning, compared
with learning from direct experience (Ander-
son & Pempek, 2005).
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As described earlier, infants do not glean
information about speech sounds from a per-
son on video the way they learn from a person
who is present (Kuhl et al., 2003). They imi-
tate less after watching the demonstration
of aperson on video compared with a per-
son sitting in front of them (Barr & Hayne,
1999; Hayne et al., 2003; Strouse & Troseth,
2008). In addition, in a study by Suddendorf,
Simcock, and Nielsen (2007), children failed
to recognize a life-sized live video image of
themselves for at least a year after they recog-
nized themselves in a mirror.

Several studies have used a finding game
in which children watch on video as a toy
ishidden in an adjoining room, and then
they are asked to find the toy (Schmitt &
Anderson, 2002; Troseth & DeLoache, 1998).
Two-year-olds have a great deal of trouble
with this task, finding the toy only about 40%
of the time. However, if they watch the same
hiding event directly through a small window

between the rooms, they always find the toy,
showing that the game itselfis easy for them.
The problem seems to be getting information
from video.

Children did better at the finding game
when the experimenters hid the fact that the
information came from video. To accomplish
this, they put the TV behind a window and
told children that they were watching the
hiding event through a window (Troseth &
DeLoache, 1998). This result suggests that
very young children think of events on TV
as separate from their own experiences,
which isa good insight to have at an early
age! Children’s TV often includes events that
contradict what children know about the real
world (e.g., animals talk and wear clothes,
objects violate the law of gravity, and people
on screen are not responsive to the viewer).
Adults know that some video can represent
real events (e.g., the nightly news or a weather
report). In another study, giving 2-year-olds
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experience with video that clearly reflected
reality helped them to figure out that video
could provide information. Specifically, we
had parents connect their video cameras

to their TV sets, and children got to watch
themselves “live” on the screen. After about
an hour’s cumulative experience with this
new kind of video, children successfully used
information from the video in the lab to find
the hidden toy (Troseth, 2003). These results
support the idea that the video deficit occurs
atleast in part because children are smart;
because of their experiences watching TV,
they have deduced that events on TV are
disconnected from reality and, therefore, are
conservative about applying what is ona TV
to the real world. However, given a different
experience (with reliable video), they can
learn from it.

Social Interaction and Video

ART OF THE original rationale in the

AAP (1999) guidelines against early

TV viewing was the concern that
time spent watching TV would replace time
spent in social interaction with parents, a
venue in which much early learning takes
place (Baldwin & Moses, 1996; Tomasello,
Carpenter, Call, Behne, & Moll, 2005). Recent
studies provide evidence that time spent
in social interaction around a video or TV
program actually is an opportunity for very
young children tolearn.

A couple of laboratory studies of video
involved social interaction. In one study
using a closed-circuit video system, a woman
ona TV screen talked to parents and played
“Simon Says” with their 2-year-old children
for 5 minutes. Then she gave the children a
verbal cue of where a toy was hidden inan
adjoining room (e.g., “Piglet is behind the
chair”). The children who had interacted
as social partners with the person on video
used the cue and found the toy, but children
who watched a pretaped video (in which
the same person was nonresponsive) did
not (Troseth, Saylor, & Archer, 2006). In
adifferent lab, the same kind of result was
found with an interactive person on video
promoting children’s imitation (Nielsen,
Simcock, & Jenkins, 2008). One factor that
may have improved children’s learning was
the responsiveness of the person on video;
another was the fact that the parent treated
the person on video as a social partner.

In other research, as the parent and
child watched the video together, the parent
directly supported the child’s learning from
the screen. For instance, 2-year-old children
saw a pair of new toys on avideo and a woman
(“Greta”) on the video named one of them.
Children did not learn the word, even if they
had played with the toys moments before
and held them during the video. However, if



parents held the toys in front of the screen
and commented on the similarity (“Look,
these are just like the ones Greta has!...These
are the same as the ones on the TV”), children
learned the word from Greta (Strouse &
Troseth, 2012). In another study, children
less than 3 years old failed to learn a verb used
several times in a voiceover to describe the
repeated actions of a Muppet or person on

a Sesame Beginnings video; they learned only
if the experimenter first labeled the action

as she enacted it in person with a puppet

or doll and then showed and labeled the
action onvideo (Roseberry, Hirsh-Pasek,
Parish-Morris, & Golinkoff, 2009). In all of
these studies, live social interaction helped
children to learn from video.

In arecent study, a group of parents was
trained to use dialogic reading techniques
while watching video storybooks at home
with their 3-year-old children (Strouse
etal.,in press). The techniques included
asking children open-ended questions
and gradually, across multiple viewings,
encouraging them to tell more and more
of the story (Whitehurst et al., 1988). The
children of parents who were trained in the
dialogic techniques understood the story
better and learned more story vocabulary
than did children whose parents were entirely
untrained or who were asked to sit with their
children and simply point out what was going
onin the stories. The key for learning was
that parents needed to engage in a particular
kind of social interaction with their children
focused on the video: asking questions and
getting children to talk about the story.

In afinal condition of this study, the
“conversational partner” was an actress on
the (pretaped) video who asked viewing
children the same kinds of questions at
about the same frequency as parents had
done. The actress asked simpler questions
onafirst version of the video (to be played
during the first few home viewing sessions),
and added more challenging questions ona
second version (played during later sessions).
Children learned almost as much vocabulary
and story content after being questioned by
the actress on the video as children in the
other group had learned from watching the
video with their parents and being questioned
by them.

This study has implications for the kind

of “co-viewing” of video that helps children
learn and for the design of educational video.
Merely sitting with children and pointing out
events on the screen did not lead to substantial
learning; actively questioning children and
getting them to talk was necessary. Pausing
avideo and asking questions about it is not
something that parents do spontaneously
(parents in the nontrained groups virtually
never did so). During the study, parents
learned and effectivelyused dialogic
questioning methods. Parents also reported
finding themselves using these skills during
other daily activities. However, given that a
major role of video in the lives of families is to
keep children occupied while parents take care
of chores, it might be difficult to get parents

to engage in this kind of active mediation
(Nathanson, 2001), no matter how effective
itis.

Itis, therefore, of interest that the
on-screen actress turned out to be an
effective questioner who elicited children’s
comments and promoted their learning.
(Tovisualize this, imagine the human
protagonist of Blue’s Clues in a picture-in-
picture frame, asking questions about a
storybook video—similar to the stories from
Reading Rainbow—while the story image is
momentarily paused in the background.)
Videos including graduated questioning
(from easy to difficult) might both promote
young children’s learning and teach parents
how to use the dialogic questioning method.
A possible outcome would be to encourage
disadvantaged parents, who traditionally talk
less to their children in ways that promote
school readiness (Hart & Risley, 1995), to
adopt these methods of conversing about
stories.

Conclusion
HE AAP STATEMENTS on video (AAP,
1999, 2011) may be the most ignored
recommendations ever offered by
pediatricians. However, as Vandewater (2011)
pointed out, the need for blanket condemna-
tion depends on whether all video watched
by very young children has been shown to
be harmful (it has not; the content matters)
and whether any learning occurs (it does).
Research has indicated that young children’s
learning from video is not very efficient but
that watching the same video more than once

is helpful (fortunately, something children
like to do). Also, parents can support their
children’s learning by active mediation, such
as dialogic questioning. In the same way that
reading picture books has traditionally been
ashared parent-child activity in middle-class
Western culture, watching video together can
be an opportunity for interaction. However,
that outcome would require a change in par-
ents’ thinking about the role of video in their
family’s life. In addition, video that incorpo-
rates a dialogic questioner holds promise to
promote very young children’s talking, think-
ing, and learning. §
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Toddlers and Touch Screens

Potentialfor Early Learning?
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oung children spend increasing amounts of time with
interactive screen media such as tablet computers
and smartphones (Common Sense Media, 2011), and
purportedly educational products for toddlers are becoming
pervasive (Shuler, Levine, & Ree, 2012). Yet researchers
know almost nothing about the potential impact of these
newer technologies on children. Research demonstrates
that traditional videos are not educationally valuable for children less than
3 years old (Anderson & Hanson, 2010; Barr, 2008, 2010; DeLoache et al.,
2010; Troseth, 2010), but some studies have suggested that toddlers can
learn from screens when the experience is interactive (Lauricella, Pempek,
Barr, & Calvert, 2010). It is possible that touch screen devices have the
potential to succeed at benefiting very young children where traditional
videos have failed. If interactive games are educationally valuable for
toddlers, they may have the same potential to reduce education gaps for
at-risk children that educational television programs such as Sesame Street
have had for older preschoolers by fostering early learning and school
readiness (Anderson, Huston, Schmitt, Linebarger, & Wright, 2001; Wright,
Huston, Scantlin, & Kotler, 2001). The purpose of this article is to summarize
existing research on educational screen media for toddlers, to generate
hypotheses about the potential of interactive screens, and to outline
immediate needs for future research.

Exposure to Interactive Screen by Common Sense Media (2011) reported

Media that three out of four children birth-8 years
ODAY A CONSIDERABLE proportion of old use some form of screen media in a typi-

I young children’s leisure time is spent cal day. Those who reportedly use these media

with screen media, including televi- do so for more than 3 hours per day on aver-

sion, computers, handheld and console video age. Even the youngest children are regular

game players, and interactive mobile devices media consumers, with infants less than 1 year

such as smartphones and tablet computers. old consuming media for nearly 2 hours daily.

One recent national survey commissioned Although television remains the most com-
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monly used medium for young children, the
Common Sense Media survey found that half
of children birth-8 years old have access to at
least one interactive screen device (e.g., video-
game console, tablet computer, smartphone
with touchscreen), more than one out of every
four parents have downloaded mobile apps
for their children, and one quarter of all child
screen time is spent with interactive media.

Abstract

As interactive screens (e.g., tablet
computers, smartphones) continue
to enter the homes of young children,
it becomes increasingly important

to understand the impact of these
technologies on development. Some
studies suggest that while traditional
television and videos hold little
educational value for toddlers, young
children may be able to learn from
interactive screens. Thus itis possible
that touch screen devices have the
potential to succeed at benefiting
toddlers where traditional videos
have failed. This article summarizes
existing research on educational
screen media for toddlers, generates
hypotheses about the potential of
interactive screens, and outlines
immediate needs for future research.



The increase in young children’s use of
interactive media is accompanied by a steady
increase in interactive media produced
forayoungaudience, in terms of both the
number of titles available and the number of
publishers developing and distributing these
products. The Joan Ganz Cooney Center
at Sesame Workshop recently published
their second analysis of educational games
available in Apple’s App Store (Shuler
etal.,2012). This report showed tremendous
increases in mobile applications targeting
young children relative to the first report,
published just 3 years earlier (Shuler, 2009).
Researchers found that the majority (58%)
of apps for education targeted toddlers and
preschoolers. Educational apps represented
109 unique publishers, more than a 5-fold
increase since the 2009 report. Not only have
recent years seen tremendous increases in
the number of titles and publishers targeting
very young children, they have also seen an
increase in the devices that specifically target
this audience. For instance, 2011 ushered
in VINCI, the first touch screen device
developed specifically for babies. Other new
products enable infants to use their parents’
touch screen devices, such as Fisher-Price’s
Laugh & Learn Apptivity cases for iPhones,
iPods, and iPads. Moreover, at the Consumer
Electronics Show held in January 2012,
Microsoft and Sesame Workshop (producers
of children’s programs such as Sesame Street)
announced that they were partnering to
develop the first-ever, truly interactive
television show. The interactive Sesame Street
program capitalizes on Microsoft Xbox Kinect
technology that detects viewers’ physical
movements, allowing on-screen characters to
respond to children’s actions (e.g., catching
objects that children pretend to throw at the
screen; Waxman, 2012). No doubt the coming
years will continue to introduce innovations
for interactive screen media, and if recent
media use trends suggest anything about the
future, very young children will spend a great
deal of time with these devices.

Mixed Messages for Caregivers

ESPITE THE DRAMATIC increase in
D interactive media targeting young

children, researchers know almost
nothing about the impact of these media
on children (for good orill). In response to
the gap between interactive media produc-
tion for young children and research on the
potential impact of these products, the 2012
Cooney Center report concluded with a call
for better standards for products marketed
as educational for children and for academic
research addressing what they called “digi-
tal age learning” (Shuler et al., 2012). Similar
calls were made in a recent policy statement
from the American Academy of Pediatrics

Young children spend increasing amounts of time with interactive screen media

(e.g., tablet computers, smartphones).

(AAP;2011) and a joint position statement
(2012) between the National Association for
the Education of Young Children (NAEYC)
and the Fred Rogers Center for Early Learn-
ing and Children’s Media (FRC).

In the absence of research to guide their
decisions, parents, teachers, and policy-
makers are left to make their best guesses
regarding the potential impact of interactive
screen media. On the one hand, organiza-
tions invested in early childhood education
take a cautiously optimistic approach to early
media use. The recent joint statement from
the NAEYC and the FRC (2012) encouraged
educators to integrate interactive screen
media into the early childhood curriculum.
The statement authors recommended that
early childhood educators learn the pros and
cons of technology in the classroom and make
informed decisions about the use of technol-
ogy in light of their own knowledge of positive
child development. Their official position was
that interactive media can promote learning
and development when they are “used inten-
tionally by early childhood educators, within
the framework of developmentally appro-
priate practice..., to support learning goals
established for individual children” (NAEYC
&FRC, 2012, p.5).

On the other hand, the medical community
(AAP,1999, 2011) discourages screen expo-
sure of any kind for children less than 2 years
old and recommends only limited amounts of
age-appropriate, educational screen media for
children older than 2 years. In addition to the
apparent lack of educational benefit for very
young children (described in the next sec-
tion ), the AAP statements pointed to research

on potential effects of early television expo-
sure on sleep disturbances (Thompson &
Christakis, 2005), obesity (Nunez-Smith,
Wolf, Huang, Emanuel, & Gross, 2008), atten-
tion disorders (Christakis, Zimmerman,
DiGuiseppe, & McCarty, 2004; Zimmerman &
Christakis, 2007), language delays (Linebarger
& Walker, 2005; Zimmerman, Christakis, &
Meltzoff, 2007), and reductions in focused
toy play and parent-child interactions when a
television is on in the background (Kirkorian,
Pempek, Murphy, Schmidt, & Anderson,
2009; Schmidt, Pempek, Kirkorian, Lund, &
Anderson, 2008).

Unfortunately both the cautious discour-
agement of screen media use by AAP and the
conditional encouragement of classroom use
by NAEYC and FRC are speculative because
of anear absence of rigorous scientific
research on the impact of interactive screen
media on young children. The authors of the
most recent AAP (2011) statement acknowl-
edged that the recommendations addressed
only traditional television/video because of
alack of research on newer technologies.
Moreover, much of the existing research
focused on children more than 2 years old
is limited to correlational studies, making
it difficult to establish a cause-and-effect
relationship between early screen media
exposure and later outcomes. For example,
while it is possible that early television view-
ing causes language and attention problems,
itis equally plausible that parents use televi-
sion in an attempt to educate young children
who exhibit early language delays or to calm
children with preexisting attention prob-
lems. Finally, not all studies find a negative
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The vast majority of research on the
impact of screen media on young
children’s learning is limited to
traditional, noninteractive media such
as television programs and DVDs.

association between early television expo-
sure and negative outcomes, such as the case
of attention disorders (Foster & Watkins,
2010; Stevens & Mulsow, 2006), while other
studies find that the impact of early television
viewing depends on the particular program
content viewed (Linebarger & Walker, 2005;
Zimmerman & Christakis, 2007). In short,
there is no consistent body of evidence to
suggest that screen exposure early in life uni-
formly poses a threat to healthy development;
however, it is clear that scientifically rigorous
research is greatly needed to inform par-

ents, teachers, and policymakers about the
potential impact of newer technologies on
development.

Current Research: Traditional
Video

N ADDITION TO concern over potential

negative effects of early screen exposure,

there is also concern over the apparent
lack of educational benefit for very young
children. As with most developmental
outcomes, the vast majority of research
on the impact of screen media on young
children’s learning is limited to traditional,
noninteractive media such as television
programs and DVDs. Though many infant-
directed video products claim educational
value (Fenstermacher et al., 2010; Garrison &
Christakis, 2005), a growing body of research
suggests that commercially produced
videos do not facilitate learning until a child
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isabout 3 years old. For instance, unlike
older children, infants and toddlers learn
better from real-life experiences than they
do from comparable video experiences, a
phenomenon known as the video deficit
(Anderson & Pempek, 2005). The video
deficit effect, which has been replicated in a
number of domains (e.g., imitation, object
retrieval, social referencing, word learning,
perceptual narrowing), peaks around 15
months old and then declines until about 36
months old, depending on the task (Anderson
& Hanson, 2010; Barr, 2008, 2010; DeLoache
etal., 2010; Troseth, 2010).

Now that many researchers have estab-
lished that the video deficit exists, some
researchers have turned to trying to under-
stand why it exists. One explanation may
be that television precludes the possibility
of social interaction. In fact, several stud-
ies have indicated that social relevance is an
important factor underlying the video deficit.
For instance, toddlers may learn better from
familiar television characters than from unfa-
miliar ones (Krcmar, 2010; Lauricella, Gola,
& Calvert, 2011). Furthermore, social inter-
action (such as that established in live video
chat) produces greater engagement with,
comprehension of, and learning from video
material (Neilson, Simcock, & Jenkins, 2008;
Roseberry, Hirsch-Pasek, Richie, & Golinkoff,
2011; Troseth, 2003; Troseth, Saylor, & Archer,
2006). Itis important to note that this bene-
fit to learning is not observed when on-screen
interactions are not truly contingent on the
children’s behavior (Roseberry etal., 2011;
Troseth etal., 2006). In other words, the cir-
cumstances under which toddlerslearn
from screens (i.e., with adaptive, reciprocal
social interactions) do not reflect toddlers’
real-world experience with supposedly educa-
tional, prerecorded video that does not foster
true interactivity (Richert, Robb, & Smith,
2011).

Another reason for the video deficit may
be an inability of very young children to
transfer learning across two-dimensional
and three-dimensional displays because of
perceptual differences between them. For
example, one study found that toddlers were
more likely to transfer learning within sources
(either 2D-to-2D or 3D-to-3D) than across
sources (2D-to-3D or 3D-to-2D; Zack, Barr,
Gerhardstein, Dickerson, & Meltzoff, 2009).
In other words, young children demonstrated
learning from touch screens when they were
also tested with touch screens but not when
they were asked to transfer that information
toareal-life, 3D object. Because of studies
like this one, Barr (2010) proposed that the
video deficitis in fact a transfer deficit due
to representational inflexibility: In order
for children to transfer learning froma 2D
screen to a 3D object, they must first ignore

the perceptual differences and recognize

the overlap between the two. Moreover, Barr
suggested that the lack of social contingency
in most videos may be an important cue for
distinguishing between 2D (on-screen) and
3D (in-person) objects, resulting in decreased
transfer from screens to real-life problems.

The Potential of Interactive
Screen Media

T IS REASONABLE that reciprocal social

interaction fosters learning from video

as it would in real-life, but this finding
has had little potential for application given
that true social interactions are nearly impos-
sible to replicate using traditional screen
media such as TV and DVDs. However, newer
technologies, such as those that incorpo-
rate touch screens, do afford the potential
for contingently responsive video. Even very
young infants are able to detect contingency
in both social and nonsocial domains, and
contingency influences learning and subse-
quent behavior (Lohaus, Keller, Lissmann,
Ball, Borke, & Lamm, 2005; Rovee & Rovee,
1969; Watson, 1985). It remains to be seen
whether contingency in and of itself (i.e.,in
the absence of adaptive, reciprocal interac-
tion with an on-screen social partner) can
foster learning from screens. If so, interac-
tive screen media may revolutionize early
learning during toddlerhood in the same way
that educational children’s television pro-
grams have had a positive impact on school
readiness in older preschoolers (Kirkorian,
Wartella, & Anderson, 2008).

There is some scientific research suggest-
ing that even nonsocial contingency does
enable learning from screens during early
childhood, allowing children to overcome
the video deficit. Three studies are partic-
ularly relevant. First, unpublished findings
by Kuhl (2009) suggested that infants main-
tained their ability to perceive speech sounds
from non-native-languages that were heard
onvideo only when infants were required to
touch the screen to replay the video, not when
the video replayed automatically. Second,
Zack etal. (2009) demonstrated that toddlers
are capable of imitating an experimenter’s
actions using a touch screen (repeating the
experimenter’s actions more often than did
children without a demonstration). However,
it remains unclear whether the same children
would be able to learn information presented
on the screen alone without demonstra-
tion from a real-life experimenter. Finally,
Lauricella and colleagues (2010) reported that
toddlers performed better at a hide-and-seek
task when they played an interactive com-
puter game to see the hiding spots of each
object than when they watched a noninter-
active, traditional video showing the same
hiding spots. Although this task holds promise



for young children’s learning from interac-
tive digital media, practical application is
limited given very young children’s relative
difficulty using traditional computer input
devices (e.g., keyboard, mouse) without help.
Indeed, children in Lauricella and colleagues’
study required special training and custom-
ized equipment in order to play the computer
game successfully.

Integrating findings from these three
studies, it seems that touch screens may pro-
vide greater opportunity for young children’s
learning from video given the contingency
that touch screens afford and the relative ease
with which even very young children can mas-
ter the direct correspondence between their
actions on the screen and changes in screen
content. In addition, although there is no pub-
lished scientific evidence demonstrating that
touch screen devices alleviate fine-motor
skill obstacles often faced by young children
when using computers (e.g., the inability to
effectively manipulate a computer mouse),
anecdotal evidence from parents suggests that
this may be the case. For instance, YouTube
videos, blog posts, and news articles on this
issue abound, highlighting parents’ amaze-
ment both at their young children’s intense
fascination with touch screens and the ease
with which theylearn to use them. Thus, it is
plausible that touch screen devices may prove
to be a useful learning tool for infants and
toddlers when paired with appropriate educa-
tional content. Research is needed to establish
whether interactive touch screen devices do
in fact facilitate toddlers’ learning from screen
media. We have only begun to explore these
questions in our own research labs, comparing
toddlers’learning from traditional, nonin-
teractive video versus video presented on a
touch screen that enables children to have
some agency over the viewing experience.
Preliminary findings suggest that this inter-
active video may in fact facilitate learning by
very young children (Choi & Kirkorian, 2013;
Kirkorian, Choi, & Pempek, 2013). However,
much more research is needed to establish
the educational value of commercially avail-
able apps and other digital media products for
toddlers.

In addition to understanding whether tod-
dlers can learn from interactive screens, it is
also important to understand how toddlers
learn. Decades of research on older chil-
dren’s attention to noninteractive video have
demonstrated the importance of cognitive
processes, such as attention and engagement,
during television viewing for comprehen-
sion and subsequent learning (Kirkorian &
Anderson, 2008). Moreover, the most success-
ful educational television programs for older
preschoolers, including Sesame Street (Fisch
& Truglio, 2001) and Blue’s Clues (Anderson,
2004), have capitalized on this research to

Researchis needed to establish whether interactive touch screen devices do in fact
facilitate toddlers’ learning from screen media.

maximize comprehension and learning. If
interactive screens do hold potential for early
learning, the benefit may be mediated, at

least in part, by cognitive processes. It will be
imperative to understand how and why young
children learn in order to better inform the
production of these media to maximize edu-
cational benefit.

Directions for Future Research

T IS CLEAR from the existing literature

that interactive touch screen devices may

hold potential to be educationally valu-
able for very young children. However, there
are many unknowns, and much research is
needed to establish whether and how this
new technology has an impact—for good or
ill. Drawing from key findings from decades
of research on the impact of television on
older children, the following list, though not
exhaustive, provides some important ques-
tions that should be asked by researchers,
child care professionals, and parents alike:

e Do interactive screen devices hold poten-
tial for toddlers’ learning? That s, can
toddlers overcome the video deficit when
engaging with interactive video? Prelimi-
nary findings from our own research labs
suggest that the answer may be “yes”;
however, more research is needed.

e Iftoddlers can learn from interactive
screens, how flexible and enduring are
the benefits? Can toddlers transfer
screen-based information to help them
solve real-world problems? Is there
evidence for any long-term benefit,
such asincreased school readiness or

enthusiasm toward learning?

e How can creators develop interactive
touch screen applications that maximize
learning? What kinds of information
are well-suited for this platform? What
features (e.g., game designs, feedback,
production features) enable learning?

e How can caregivers and teachers
facilitate learning? How, if at all, should
touch screen devices be integrated into
early childhood curricula?

o Is there any evidence of long-term
harm when children use these devices
extensively during the first fewyears of
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life (e.g., attention disorders, language
deficits, health-related outcomes such as
obesity or sleep disorders)?

e Are some children more engaged
with new technology than with more
traditional techniques? For whom are
touch screens most beneficial? Do
interactive media devices hold unique
potential for children with special needs
(e.g.,autism, ADHD)?

e Current research finds that children in
lower-income families are less likely
tohave access to and spend less time
using newer interactive technologies
(Common Sense Media, 2011). Does
this “app gap” lead to inequities during
early childhood? For example, are lower-
income children less well prepared to
enter school because of limited access
to educational technology during early
childhood? If so, will school readiness
gapslessen if all children are given equal
access to high-quality interactive media?

Conclusion
ERY YOUNG CHILDREN are using inter-
active screen media at increasing
rates. Also increasing are the dif-
ferent types of platforms, the number of
titles, and the number of publishers target-

ing this youngaudience. Yet almost nothing
is known about the potential impact of these
new media. It is imperative that research-

ers understand whether and how toddlers
learn from interactive screens and whether
there are long-term impacts. Some studies
have suggested that young children maylearn
better from interactive video than from tra-
ditional, noninteractive video, and it may be
that newer technologies will succeed where
traditional video has failed to foster early
learning with the potential to better prepare
children for school. However, scientifically
rigorous research is greatly needed to estab-
lish whether and how interactive touch screen
devices influence development throughout
early childhood. §
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Does Culture Matter in Early
Childhood Media Uses?
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esearchers have found many surprising facts about

the television exposure of very young children, among

them: (a) Babies as young as 9 months are watching

up to an hour of TV daily (Zimmerman, Christakis, &

Meltzoff, 2007); (b) 65% of children less than 8 years

old watch TV every single day; and (c) almost one third

of children less than 3 years old have a TV in their
bedroom (Rideout & Hamel, 2006). When average viewing time is
examined by age group, the numbers show startling increases across
infancy and early childhood: every day children from birth to 1 year old
watch around 53 minutes of TV, children 2-4 years old watch 2 hours 18
minutes of TV, and children 5-8 years old watch 2 hours 50 minutes of

TV (Rideout, 2011).

Placed in the context of everyday life, the
average amount of time that a young child
spends watching TV is almost 3 times the
amount of time spent with other activities
including listening to music or reading, and
playing computer or video games (Christakis,
Ebel, Rivara, & Zimmerman, 2004; Rideout,
2011). Overexposure to TV in early child-
hood, as well as exposure to programs
aimed at adults rather than children, has
been alongstanding concern of parents,
teachers, clinicians, and child developmental
researchers, as increased viewing has been
linked to a variety of risk factors including
poorer executive functioning, decreased
parent—child interaction, impaired sleep, and
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increased aggression (American Academy
of Pediatrics, 1999; Anderson & Evans, 2001;
Barr, Lauricella, Zack, & Calvert, 2010).

The data from these recent national stud-
iesis not only of concern, but also highlights
the growing use of media as an activity con-
suming young children’s waking hours. As
these dataillustrate, children less than 5 years
old have liberal access to multiple types of
media technology including TV’s, videos/
DVDs, computers, and even newer technol-
ogy such as tablet computers, smartphones,
and the like. This breadth of use has encour-
aged investigation around how young children
are interacting with these various forms
of media technology. Researchers are just

Abstract

Despite recommendations by the
American Academy of Pediatrics for
limited media use in childhood, chil-
dren are watching increasing amounts
of television. Ethnically and racially
diverse children are watching more TV
than their Caucasian peers. While there
has been intense debate regarding
rates of TV viewing and the concomi-
tant risks or benefits, there has been
less discussion about why ethni-

cally and racially diverse children are
watching more TV. This article cov-

ers some of the theories behind the
increase in viewing time overall, and

it presents some interesting explor-
atory findings highlighting similarities
and differences in the viewing program
choices of preschool-aged children and
their families from several racial and
ethnic backgrounds. Finally, the arti-
cle suggests recommendations for
researchers, clinicians, educators,
and others working with families with
young children to make more informed
recommendations on early childhood
viewing.



beginning to address questions like: What spe-
cifically are children watching? With whom
are they watching? Where are they watch-

ing? Who makes the decisions about program
choices? Do cultural and gender differences
exist in program choices? Is language a con-
sideration in program choices? These are the
important questions that will help research-
ers understand the complex relationship
between media use, culture, and developmen-
tal outcomes.

Cultural Differences in Media Use

ATCHING TV orR DVDs, playing
video games or computer games,
and using innumerable other

forms of media technology is a part of chil-
dren’s everyday lives, and a part of culture.
(Tudge, 2008) Several theories have focused
on how children learn from early viewing
experiences, through imitation as well as
interpreting what they see on screen (Ban-
dura, 1994; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998).
Research has shown that children’s envi-
ronments shape their expectations, beliefs,
and attitudes. Related work has also shown
that culture plays an important role in devel-
opment and that cultural practices and
expectations shape young children’s devel-
opment (Gauvain, 2001; Rogoff, 1998, 2003;
Vygotsky, 1978). With the rapid increase in
prevalence and amount of media use in early
childhood, as well as the diversity of program-
ming options, understanding more about the
impact of media on child development is an
increasing imperative.

African-American and Latino children
have historically been found to watch more
TV than do Caucasian children (Comstock,
1991), and recent national studies continue to
highlight disparities in early childhood media
viewing, with ethnically and racially diverse
children consuming more media technology
than their Caucasian peers (Anand &
Krosnick, 2005; Certain & Kahn, 2002; Gentile
& Walsh, 2002; Rideout, Vandewater, &
Wartella, 2003). In the United States, African-
American children top the list, spending an
average of 4 hours 27 minutes daily interacting
with media, followed by Latino children, who
spend 3 hours and 28 minutes, and Caucasian
children who spend 2 hours and 51 minutes
per day interacting with media (Rideout,
2011). Although many studies have shown
evidence of racial and ethnic disparities in
media use, few have begun to address why
these disparities exist, especially in light
of many years of research on the potential
adverse impact of heavy early viewing.

Why Are Kids Watching?

Media use, and more specifically television
viewing, in early childhood has always been of
interest to those of us working with families

The average amount of time that a young child spends watching TV is almost 3 times the

amount of time spent with other activities.

and young children. Apart from the entertain-
ment value, parents report using TV as a tool
“in order to get chores done”, “to quiet down
theirkids”, and because of its perceived edu-
cational potential (Rideout & Hamel, 2006;
Rideout et al., 2003; Zimmerman et al., 2007).
Parents or caregivers who are recent immi-
grants may have other motivations too, such
as promoting English learning (Shivers & Barr,
2007).

Studies have also found both consisten-
cies and variability in the TV rules families
use, including rules about the amount of TV
that can be watched and the specific programs
thatare allowed. One study on TV view-
ingininfants 6 to 18 months old (majority
Caucasian sample) revealed that, while 56%
of parents had rules about the amount of time
their infant could spend watching TV and 8%
had an explicit no-TV policy, neither of these
rules was associated with the actual amount
of time that infants spent watching TV. In
contrast, 20% of parents had rules about the
types of programs their infants could watch
(restricting to only child-directed program-
ming or avoiding violent programming), and
rules of this sort were associated with infants
viewing a higher proportion of child-directed
programming (Barr, Danzinger, Hilliard,
Andolina, & Ruskis, 2010).

Socioeconomic factors also interact with
family TV rules to influence TV use in infancy
and young childhood. In a national survey of
parents of children 6 months to 6 years old,
67% of parents reported having rules about
TV time, and even more (88%) had rules about
which programs their children could and could

not watch. Parents with higher levels of educa-
tion were more likely to have either type of rule
than parents with lower levels of education,
and parents with higher family incomes were
more likely to have rules about program con-
tent. Children whose families had rules about
TV time watched less television than children
whose families did not have such rules, and
children whose families had rules about TV
content watched more TV than children whose
families did not have such rules (Vandewater,
Park, Huang, & Wartella (2005). Looking
specifically at low-income families, parents

of children 3-5 years old (majority African-
American sample) were more likely to place
restrictions on their children’s TV use than

to watch TV together or explain events hap-
pening on-screen. This is consistent with data
from parents of other socioeconomic back-
grounds, but it is important to note that these
rules were tied to parents’ attitudes about the
negative influence of media in terms of poten-
tial exposure to violent or sexual content,
rather than a general approach for all children
at this age (Warren, 2005).

In fact, the 2011 Common Sense Media sur-
vey found low-income children watch more
educational TV than their higher-income
peers (Rideout, 2011). Parental rules and
restrictions on programmatic content, as well
as basic demographic factors like age, pres-
ence of siblings, and socioeconomic status do
matter, as they are all associated with actual
outcomes including children watching greater
amounts of child-directed programming com-
pared to the amount of time spent watching
TV (Barkin et al., 2006; Barr, Danzinger,
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Children whose families had rules about TV time watched less television than children

whose families did not have such rules.

etal, 2010; Vandewater et al., 2005). Given
that concerns around media use in young
childhood include both time spent and con-
tent viewed (Friedich-Cofer, Huston-Stein,
Kipnis, Susman, & Clewett, 1979; Moses, 2008;
Wright, 2001) looking at cultural differences
in parents’ views about media use in young
childhood—including what they think about
early TV viewing and the possible benefits of
developmentally appropriate, educational,
and prosocial viewing—is essential to under-
standing cultural disparities in actual media
consumption. Parental rules and regulations
around media use for their young children

are influenced by their views toward TV

(i.e., whether they believe it is a positive or
negative influence on child development;
Warren, 2003, 2005). However, very few stud-
ies have gone beyond race and ethnicity or
socioeconomic status to examine how culture
and media intersect in terms of their potential
impact on early child development.

What Are Kids Watching?

Research has shown that, although young
children watch a great deal of TV, parents can
have a positive impact in terms of what they
watch. Although there is a robust body of liter-
ature highlighting differences in educational
versus noneducational viewing or develop-
mentally appropriate versus inappropriate
viewing on developmental outcomes, less
work has focused on the possibility or impact
of young children watching programming that
reflects themselves, their families, and their
communities (including their languages) ver-
sus programming that is a mismatch on any
of these factors. Parents do endorse the belief
that certain types of TV can be beneficial for
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early childhood development, but group dif-
ferences do exist in regards to that belief
(Barr, Danzinger, et al., 2010; Njoroge,
Elenbaas, Garrison, Myaing, & Christakis, in
press; Rideout et al., 2003). More specifically,
many parents find viewing diverse program-
ming to be an important introduction to
diversity for their children that may not be
present in their home communities (Rideout
& Hamel, 2006). Furthermore, research has
shown that the quality of a child’s social rela-
tionship with a TV character influences the
child’s likelihood of learning from an educa-
tional program (Richert, Robb, & Smith, 2011),
and when a character more closely resem-
bles a viewer, emotional investment with a
program increases, and the likelihood that
viewers will learn educational content also
increases (Fisch,2004). If children are to
benefit from the educational aims of certain
programs, it is important to ask not only what
the lesson of the program is, but perhaps also,
who is teachingit.

Who Are Kids Watching?

Using data from a larger community-based
study looking at media viewing in children
3to5years old (n for the subset examined
here = 600), we explored links between the
race and ethnicity of participating children
and the racial and ethnic demographics
of their chosen TV programs as a way of
initially assessing both the racial and ethnic
diversity of popular programs and the extent
to which the preschoolers in our sample
were watching shows with characters who
resembled them (at least phenotypically).

All parents who participated in the larger
study completed a survey that assessed child
and family characteristics including: media
use, household income, parental education,
child’s race and ethnicity, number of adults in
the household, marital status, number of TV
sets in the household, and presence ofa TV
in target child’s bedroom. The families also
completed a 1-week media diary by recording
daily how much screen time (including TV
and DVDs or videos) their child watched and
the names of specific programs or films.

When looking at the ethnically and racially
diverse children’s media diaries, we saw some
similarities in the top programs across the
groups, which included African-American
(n=62),Latino (n =34), and Asian-American/
Pacific Islander/Hawaiian children (n = 95).
Many of the most popular programs (by
proportion of the sample who reported
watching them during the 1-week media diary
recording period) were appropriate for the
ages of the children studied (3-5 years old),
and many had educational or pro-social aims
(e.g., themes or overt lessons about letters,
numbers, caring for others, helping). Many
of the top programs also had diverse lead
characters or a diverse cast. Table 1 presents
alist of the top four most popular diverse
programs (by proportion of the sample who
reported watching them on the 1-week media
diary) for the four racial and ethnic groups
examined. Diverse programs were defined
as those with at least one main character of
aracially or ethnically diverse background.

Table 1. Most Popular Diverse Programs in Each Group and Percentage of Group Who Watched

African-American
(n=62)

Asian-American/
Pacific Islander/
Hawaiian
(n=95)

Latino/a
(n=34)

European-American
(n=409)

Dora the Explorer
(37%)

Dora the Explorer
(20%)

Sesame Street (18%)

Sesame Street (29%)

Sesame Street (19%)

Sesame Street (18%)

Dora the Explorer
(15%)

Dora the Explorer
(18%)

Go, Diego, Go! (18%)

Ni Hao, Kai-lan (14%)

Super Why (15%)

Sid the Science Kid (15%)

Super Why (15%)

Handy Manny (9%)

Sid the Science Kid (14%)

Super Why (15%)

Note: Diverse programs were those with at least one main character of a racial or ethnic minority background.




Both similarities and differences emerged
with respect to the program choices that
families from different racial and ethnic
backgrounds made. Across the four groups,
the programs Sesame Street and Dora the
Explorer were consistently the two most
popular programs with a diverse cast. Super
Why also appears on the top-four list for three
groups, and Sid the Science Kid appears twice.
Other popular choices included Go, Diego, Go!
and Ni Hao, Kai-lan.

Figure 1uses the top 10 most popular
programs overall for each group (by
proportion of the sample who reported
watching them on the 1-week media diary)
and presents a count of the number of
programs from each group’s top-10 list
that were diverse in terms of their main
characters. Diverse programs were defined
again as those with at least one main
character of aracially or ethnically diverse
background. Because many programs for
the preschool age group have animal or
other nonhuman main characters, a count of
animal-only programs is included as well. Of
the top 10 most popular programs for each
group, 40-50% were classified as diverse.

Although this data suggests interesting
trends, it is important to note secondary to
the small numbers of racially and ethnically
diverse children included in this sample
that these findings while interesting are
exploratory. Taken together, they do indicate
that young children watch programs witha
diverse cast of characters, and the choices
that parents make regarding diversity could
be a function of intentional choice and
availability of programs (e.g., many children’s
programs have Caucasian main characters,
butless have main characters of other races
or ethnicities).

Conclusion

ULTURE MATTERS FOR early child-

hood media use. Parents have many

reasons for allowing their young chil-
dren to watch TV, diverse attitudes about the
impact of television on child development,
and varied rules and regulations around how
much TV is too much and which programs are
okay to watch. Television use is a part of chil-
dren’s dailylives and a part of culture, and
much more research is needed in order to
understand the reciprocal influence of TV and
culture on child developmental outcomes.
The literature reflects parents are extremely
concerned regarding the different types of
programs their children are watching and that
this concern is completely warranted (Vande-
water et al., 2005). Research on variability in
media use to date has outlined the ways in
which media consumption in young childhood
varies by race and ethnicity and socioeco-
nomic status, but thus far very little work has
examined the reasons for these demographic
differences. Research addressing how parents
from different racial and ethnic and socioeco-
nomic backgrounds regulate their children’s
media intake (in terms of time and content)
has begun to address the question of why
viewing disparities exist, but again, very lit-
tle work has assessed the reasons that parents
make the rules that they do for their young
children’s TV use. Increasingly, TVis alarge
part of young children’s everyday lives and is
incorporated in the customs, habits, and daily
decisions of children and families. Although
ithas not always been viewed as such, TV is
apart of culture and therefore susceptible to
cultural variability. Examining cultural vari-
ability in parents’ views about TV use in early
childhood and its relation to developmen-
tal outcomes may help shed light on observed

=
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Number of Programs
from Each Group’s Top Ten
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African-
American

Figure 1. Racial/Ethnic Diversity for Popular Programs

Asian-American/
Pacific Islander

Child Race/Ethnicity

Note: Diverse programs were those with at least one main character of a racila/ethnic minority
background. Animal-Only programs were those that had no human main characters.

Latino/a

European-
American

" Diverse

® Animal-Only

Every day children from birth to1year
old watch around 53 minutes of TV.

racial and ethnic and socioeconomic viewing
disparities, and answer the questions of why
parents make the decisions they do for their
young children’s TV viewing—both in terms
of time and content—and how these decisions
influence child developmental outcomes. §
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Building Literacy With Love
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of Children Birth Through Age §

ITEM: 328-OLB ISBN: 9780943657820

384 PAGES, $29.95

This book offers practical suggestions for
implementing effective, research-based teach-
ing practices in child care settings. It also
includes numerous fun and practical activities
to promote phonemics, phonetic awareness,
alphabetic knowledge, and fluency.

Poems to Learn to Read By
Building Literacy With Love

ITEM: 340-OLB ISBN: 9780943657929

228 PAGES, $22.95

This collection of poems that young chil-
dren can enjoy with parents and teachers
provides tools to support emerging lan-
guage and literacy. Some poems tell stories
while others simply play with sounds and
words. The poems address the interests,
feelings, and questions of young children.
Readers also will find ideas on how to use the poems to strengthen
children’s language, build their literacy skills, help them manage
strong emotions, and enhance their relationships.

Learning Happens DVD

ITEM: V507-OLB  ISBN: 9781934019085

60 MINUTES, $26.99

Learning Happens features 30 video
vignettes on DVD that show parents and
children—from birth to 3 years old—inter-
acting during everyday play and routines.
These vignettes provide rich examples of
how:

Development unfolds from birth to 3
Young children acquire school readiness skills through everyday
interactions and activities
Parents and caregivers support children’s early learning and
development through daily interactions and activities

Getting Ready for School
Begins at Birth

How to Help Your Child Learn
in the Early Years

ITEM: 325-OLB * ISBN: 9780943657875
20 BOOKLETS (12 PAGES EACH), $30.00

ALSO AVAILABLE IN PACKETS OF 20 IN SPANISH!
ITEM: 326-OLB

This booklet helps parents and other care-

givers understand how children from birth
to 3 years old learn the basic skills they
need to be successful in school. It also shows parents and caregivers
how they can nurture the development of these crucial skills.

Before the ABCs

Promoting School Readiness
in Infants and Toddlers

ITEM: 304-OLB
25 PAGES, $17.50

ISBN: 9780943657691

This resource examines the important role
that cognitive and social-emotional skills
play in preparing children for school. The
book also helps infant—family program
leaders and staff understand the many ways
they can support the development of school readiness, including
early literacy and early numeracy, in very young children.

Children’s Play
The Roots of Reading

ITEM: 311-OLB ISBN: 9780943657752

216 PAGES, $39.95

The value of play

for both cognitive

and social develop-

ment is well docu-

mented by scientific

research. Play—

guided by teachers, child care providers,

and parents—can contribute to emerging literacy by motivating a
child to develop critical cognitive and social skills necessary for
success in kindergarten and the early elementary school years.

TO ORDER:

Call 1-800-499-4301
www.zerotothree.org/bookstore
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Investigating the Family Bed

AMBER EVENSON
TRACY E. MORAN

Erikson Institute

Jonathan and Samantha researched and explored co-sleeping options in addition to preparing

By providing a working definition of the

a nursery. The couple had no question that their baby would start out sleeping in their bedroom.
This decision was made despite receiving less than enthusiastic responses from the future grand-
parents. After their infant’s birth, Jonathan and Samantha fell into the room-sharing routine with
baby Logan, and both parents enjoyed having him close. Logan eventually made the transition into
sleeping alongside his parents in their bed, a practice the family happily engaged in until Logan
became a toddler.

Tammy, an excited expectant mother, created a nursery space for her upcoming addition. She

practice, taking into account historical and
present attitudes, and exploring options for
caregivers who engage in co-sleeping, we
hope, through this review, to foster practi-
tioners’ confidence in helping families
navigate sleeping routines.

fully intended on having her baby, Amanda, sleep in her crib from day one. Like Jonathan and T
Samantha’s choice to co-sleep, Tammy’s decision to sleep apart from her baby almost went without
saying. Tammy nursed her baby at bedtime and would wake whenever she heard Amanda’s cries Abstract

over the monitor to walk across the hall and feed or change her. Tammy appreciated Amanda’s
independence and ability to self-soothe from an early age, and felt that her support of solitary
sleeping contributed to the development of those qualities.

Mauvrice and Shannon also went through the process of making space for their new baby,
Dahlia. Within the first few nights of being home, however, Dahlia was frequently brought to
the pavents’ bed for feedings. Shannon often fell asleep while nursing, only to wake up and feed
Dahlia again an hour later. At other times, Dahlia would not go back to sleep in her crib, and the
only method that helped her drift off was to sleep on top of Maurice or Shannon. Co-sleeping with
Dahlia in their bed soon became customary. This change was difficult for both caregivers, who felt
trapped in a sleeping practice that greatly differed from their pre-baby approach to sleep and what
they had envisioned life would be like after bringing Dahlia home.

Familial sleeping practices are influ-
enced by personal conceptions regarding
sleep, cultural norms and beliefs, and infor-
mation provided to caregivers through the
popular media. The goal of this article is to
educate parents and professionals about the
historical and cultural perspectives on sleep-
ing approaches for infants and children and
thereby present current knowledge on best
practices. Families, communities, and cul-
tures around the world exhibit marked

heterogeneity of sleeping techniques. On the
whole, individuals appear to end up healthy
and adjusted in culturally relevant ways,

and no harm or benefit has been associated
with childhood sleeping practices (Cortesi,
Giannotti, Sebastiani, & Vagnoni, 2004;
Okami, Weisner, & Olmsted, 2002). Many
cultural practices that have transcended gen-
erations are at odds with the modern Western
discourse. This conflict is fueled by alack of
understanding of the meaning of co-sleeping.

44 Zero to Three March 2013

Although it remains a contentious
issue, co-sleeping is becoming more
popular in Western, industrialized
societies. This article explores the
practice of co-sleeping in cross-
cultural settings, examining the role
of culture, the dominant Western
discourse regarding sleep, and
changes in policy recommendations
regarding sleeping approaches.
Although debate remains, caregivers
appear most comfortable when they
proactively choose an approach and
implement it consistently, conversely
experiencing dissatisfaction when
sleeping arrangements are made
reactively. On the basis of reviewed
findings from historical and current
literature, the authors provide
recommendations and techniques for
practitioners in supporting families
around sleep practices.



Finding a Working Definition of
Co-Sleep

HEN PEOPLE HEAR the phrase
“co-sleep,” they often assume it
means children and caregivers

sharing a bed during nighttime hours. The
literature commonly defines it as “infants
and young children sharing a bed with

their parents for sleep” (Goldberg & Keller,
2007, p. 331; see also Ball, 2002; McKenna &
Volpe, 2007; Morelli, Rogoff, Oppenheim,

& Goldsmith, 1992). It is interesting to note
that the American Academy of Pediatrics
(AAP) differentiates between co-sleeping
(i.e., child is in the same bed as the caregiver
or in the same room and in close proximity to
the caregiver bed) and bed sharing (i.e., child
and caregiver in a bed together; American
Academy of Pediatrics Task Force on Sudden
Infant Death Syndrome [SIDS], 2005). In
amore general conception of co-sleeping,
McKenna (2007) defines it as:

...The many different ways babies sleep in
close emotional and physical contact with their
parents, usually within arms reach. Whether
it is for protection, warmth, food, or com-
fort, humans and other mammals routinely
sleep side by side, generation after generation.
(“What is Cosleeping?” section, para. 3).

Clearly, researchers and practitioners are
not alone in failing to arrive at a consensus
about what defines collective caregiver—-child
sleeping practices. For the purposes of this
article, we will define co-sleeping as children
and caregivers sleeping in the same room and
bed sharing as children and caregivers sleep-
ing together in the same bed.

The AAP’s Position on
Co-Sleeping

s oNE oF the leading voices for safety
A standards for infants, the AAP is

responsible for widely disseminating
information to medical professionals, families,
child care facilities, and child practitioners
about optimal caregiving techniques.
Because of the vast amount of research and
publications that come from the AAP, their
messages fall under the dominant Western
medical discourse, often considered the
standard against which all caregiving should
be held. In providing recommendations
related to infant sleeping practices, the AAP
hasbeen extremely clear on its stance about
sleep position and location. A primary cause
of infant death during sleep is SIDS, defined as
“the sudden death of an infant under 1year of
age, which remains unexplained after thorough
case investigation, including performance
of acomplete autopsy, examination of the
death scene and review of the clinical history”
(Willinger, James, & Catz, 1991, p. 681). In
1992, following investigations of unexplained

Familial sleeping practices are influenced by personal conceptions regarding sleep,
cultural norms and beliefs, and information provided to caregivers through the popular

media.

infant deaths in Europe and Australia, the
AAP adopted the recommendation that
infants be placed only on their backs for

sleep (i.e., the supine position; Kattwinkel,
Brooks, Myerberg, & the AAP Task Force on
Infant Positioning and SIDS, 1992). Since the
inception of the “Back to Sleep” campaign

put forth by the National Institute of Child
Health and Human Development in 1994, the
incidence of SIDS has decreased but continues
to be one of the leading causes of death for
infantsless than 1year old (AAP Task Force on
SIDS, 2005).

In addition to advocating that caregivers
place infants in the supine position for sleep,
the AAP has consistently recommended that
parents refrain from the practice of bed shar-
ing with their infants (AAP Task Force on
SIDS, 2005, 20113, 2011b). More recently, the
AAP has cited the occurrence of sudden unex-
pected infant death (SUID), “a term used to
describe any sudden and unexpected death,
whether explained or unexplained (including
SIDS), that occurs during infancy” (AAP Task
Force on SIDS, 2011a, p. 1030). In relation to
sleep, they note,

The distinction between SIDS and other
SUIDs, particularly those that occur during
an observed or unobserved sleep period (sleep-
related infant deaths), such as accidental
suffocation, is challenging and cannot usually
be determined by autopsy alone. Scene investi-
gation and review of the clinical history are also
required. A few deaths that are diagnosed as
SIDS are found...to be attributable to metabolic
disorders or arvhythmia-associated cardiac
channelopathies. (AAP Task Force on SIDS,
2011b, p. 1342)

Inits newest set of recommendations, the
AAP maintained that the optimal approach to
sleep in the first year of life entails

The arrangement of room-sharing without
bed-sharing, or having the infant sleep in the
parents’ room but on a separate sleep surface
(crib or similar surface) close to the parents’
bed...[is] most likely to prevent suffocation,
strangulation, and entrapment, which may
occur when the infant is sleeping in the adult
bed. (AAP Task Force on SIDS, 2011b, p. 1350)

Not only does the AAP advocate for room
sharing as a potential safeguard against SIDS,
the organization also touts the benefits of
room sharing as a method for caregivers to
streamline breastfeeding and monitor their
baby throughout the night (AAP Task Force
on SIDS, 2005).

Examining Sleeping Practices
Across Cultures

LTHOUGH THE AAP tends to represent
A American sentiments regarding

sleeping, there is much cultural
variance in the United States and elsewhere
around the world. Culture is an elusive and
difficult construct to define. For the purposes
of this article, culture is considered “a
complex system of common symbolic actions
(or scripts) built up through everyday human
interaction by means of which individuals
create common meanings and in terms of
which they organize behavior” (Edwards,
Knoche, Aukrust, Kumru, & Kim, 2005,
p. 141). Because everyday interactions are not
stagnant, culture is fluid, whereby “adults
and children negotiate and re-negotiate
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Some common cultural beliefs indicate that sleeping together or in close proximityis a
maladaptive, inappropriate, and forbidden practice.

meanings through social interaction...[which
leads]...to unceasing heterogeneity and
variability” in how community members
understand and instill socialization norms
and ideals in younger generations (Edwards
etal., 2005, p. 141). Related to the topic of
co-sleeping, cultural beliefs dictate familial
preferences for bedtime arrangements and
can be considered a reflection of implicit,
often difficult-to-articulate moral attitudes
about child rearing and family relationships
(Shweder, Jensen, & Goldstein, 1995).
Despite having a historical, worldwide
presence, the child-rearing practice of co-
sleeping is an exceptionally controversial
topic in some Westernized societies, such as
the United States, the United Kingdom, and
Western Europe (Goldberg & Keller, 2007;
McKenna, 2007; Sobralske & Gruber, 2009).
Specifically within the United States, pedi-
atricians are the first source of information
for new caregivers. They are responsible for
providing parents information about co-
sleeping and bed sharing, and are largely
influenced by the AAP. Even though the dom-
inant Western medical discourse indicates
that bed sharing is dangerous but room shar-
ingis protective, the literature suggests that
families from Western, industrialized societ-
ies do engage in the practices of co-sleeping
and bed sharing (Abbott, 1992; Ball, 2002;
Blair & Ball, 2004; Brazelton & Sparrow, 2003;
Lindgren, Thompson, Haggblom, & Milerad;
1998; Lozoff, Wolf, & Davis, 1984; McKenna &
Volpe, 2007). Brazelton and Sparrow (2003)
noted that “co-sleeping is on the rise in the
United States [because of ] women at work
...the cost of living has gone up much faster
than wages...and solo parenting....Parents
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are turning to co-sleeping as an adaptation to
these new pressures” as time with their chil-
dren has been greatly reduced (pp. 64-65).
For example, Willinger, Ko, Hoffman, Kessler,
and Corwin (2003) surveyed samples of more
than 1,000 American caregivers every year
between 1993 and 2000 to establish patterns
in bed-sharing practices. Rates of reported
bed-sharing habits with adults more than dou-
bled from 5.5% to 12.8% over the course of
the investigation. In addition, survey results
revealed that rates of bed sharing significantly
increased in populations of mothers 18 years
and older, and with an identified ethnicity as
“white or Asian/other,” a shift from the begin-
ning of the study (Willinger et al., 2003, p. 45).
Caregivers from Southern, Midwestern, and
mid-Atlantic states expressed a statistically
significant increased rate of bed sharing over
the course of the study, and were doing so
with infants 8 weeks or older (Willinger et al.,
2003). While co-bedding rates were higher for
younger mothers with annual incomes less
than $20,000, these findings show that care-
giver demographics and child characteristics
of those who were bed sharing changed. These
findings were supported by Lahr, Rosenberg,
and Lapidus (2007) in their study of a diverse
sample (N =1,756) that showed bed sharing
rates of 23.4% “never”, 41.4% “sometimes”,
14.7% “almost always”, and 20.5% “always”
(p. 280). Taken together, more than 76%
(N =1,335) of mothers co-bedded at least
sometimes. It is possible that U.S. caregiver
reports of co-sleeping rates were lower than
actual practices because of the prevailing rec-
ommendations put forth by the AAP.
Although the findings presented by
Willinger et al. (2003) as well as the AAP’s

recommendations to room share indicate
that the dominant Western discourse related
to sleeping techniques is shifting, cultural
concerns remain about co-sleeping and bed
sharing. Beyond health-related concerns,
some common cultural beliefs indicate that
sleeping together or in close proximityisa
maladaptive, inappropriate, and forbidden
practice, filled with the potential to over-
sexualize and psychologically damage
children (Brazelton & Sparrow, 2003;
Lozoff et al., 1984; McKenna, 2007; Morelli
etal.,1992; Shweder et al., 1995; Sobralske

& Gruber, 2009). Shweder and colleagues
(1995) indicated that White, middle-class
Americans are predominantly “prone to

the view that parent-child co-sleeping is
pathological and perhaps even criminal”

(p. 24) and that caregivers may experience
fears about “sexuality, excessive dependency,
and the exploitation of children” because of
the dominant beliefs in Western societies
(p- 25).

Another culturally embedded belief con-
tends that co-sleeping and bed sharing are
considered possibly harmful to the quality of
caregivers’ relationships and marriages. In
comparing the practices of U.S. and Highland
Mayan mothers, Morelli et al. (1992) found
that no participating Americans reported reg-
ularly bed sharing with their child and the
baby’s father, sometimes because of worries
about “loss of privacy and associated con-
cerns about sexual intimacy,” whereas the
Mayan mothers routinely co-bedded with
their infants and toddlers (p. 611). In addition,
Shweder et al. (1995) compared the sleep-
ing practices and viewpoints of middle class
Anglo-Americans and high-caste families in
India. When participants were given the task
to arrange a hypothetical family of seven into
varying room configurations (e.g., one room,
two rooms, and up to seven rooms), the way
in which Anglo-American families separated
the family members aligned with three cul-
turally embedded beliefs: incest avoidance,
care for the sacred couple, and autonomy for
the children (Shweder et al., 1995). Similar
to the findings from Morelli and colleagues
(1992), Shweder et al. suggested that “when it
comes to co-habiting adults, emotional inti-
macy, interpersonal commitment, and sexual
privacy require that they sleep together and
alone” (p. 32), illustrating a cultural belief
that honoring the adult bed and instilling
independence in the child may be compro-
mised when children sleep alongside their
caregivers. Through these examples and via
the implicit influential nature of a culture’s
impact on behaviors and beliefs, it is evident
that many caregivers’ conceptualizations of
“appropriate” familial sleeping arrangements
exist within the family’s self-identified cul-
tural practices. It is possible that with the



recent evidence of shifting viewpoints in
Westernized settings, a similar investigation
conducted today may yield different results.
Along with underlying cultural codes
stating that parent-child co-sleeping and
bed sharing is detrimental and taboo, the
literature has raised concerns that these
practices will hinder children’s indepen-
dence and autonomy (Germo, Chang, Keller,
& Goldberg, 2007; Morelli et al., 1992; Sadeh,
Mindell, Luedtke, & Wiegand 2009). Morelli
etal. (1992) found that U.S. mothers’ choices
were rooted in a cultural desire to “train
babies to be independent and self-reliant
from the first few months of life,” as it would
be challenging to break an established habit
of sleeping together (p. 611). A practice such
as solitary sleeping is thought to support an
infantin attaining independence, a Western
cultural ideal that instills helpful qualities
in a child throughout the lifespan (Keller &
Goldberg, 2007). Likewise, an exploration of
sleeping patterns and parental strategies used
by American and Canadian families revealed
that when caregivers engaged in consistent
preparatory rituals and routines (e.g., sing-
ing, nursing, or reading) that encouraged
independent behavior, such as solitary sleep-
ing and self-soothing, babies exhibited longer
and more concentrated amounts of sleep
(Sadeh etal., 2009). In his examination of
Western infant sleeping behaviors, St. James-
Roberts (2012) discussed the implications of
expecting infants to sleep for long durations
throughout the nighttime hours. Decreased
or absent night wakings by babies around
the age of 3 months is actually a result of
“the ability to resettle back to sleep by them-
selves without crying out”; thus, most babies
do awaken at night, but may not require the
support of their caregivers to settle back
into sleep (Chapter 5, Section 2, para 5). As
aconsequence, some infants may respond
to tactics like those initiated by caregivers
in Sadeh et al. (2009) better or differently
than others, but are most likely not sleeping
through the night, a common misconception
about infant sleep (St. James-Roberts, 2012).
Sleep satisfaction likely drops off when babies
“continue to cry out or otherwise ‘signal’
their parents when they wake at night,” rather
than demonstrate the ability to indepen-
dently fall back to sleep (St. James-Roberts,
2012, Chapter 5, Section 2, para. 5). Germo
etal. (2007) discovered that in a sample of
U.S. mothers and fathers of solitary sleepers,
the choice to have their child sleep solitarily
was made to increase the development of
independence. Caregivers in both samples
exhibited similar satisfaction regarding their
decision to sleep separately from their baby.
Similar to solitary sleeping, the practice of
co-sleepingis influenced by cultural beliefs.
Although itis evident that practices are

shifting in Western, industrialized societies,
itis highly common in other countries and
communities for babies and children to room
share or bed share with members of their
family (Caudill & Plath, 1966; Morelli et al.,
1992; Whiting & Edwards, 1988). For example,
in 11 of the 12 communities in their longi-
tudinal study spanning the 1950s to 1980s,
Whiting and Edwards (1988) observed that
infants consistently shared a bed with their
parents until they were done nursing. Their
sample consisted of numerous communities
located in 12 different countries (e.g., Liberia,
Kenya, India, Mexico, the Philippines, Japan,
and the United States), and the authors stud-
ied approximately 20-50 households in
eachlocation. The findings revealed that no
American families across 24 households co-
slept or shared a bed. Similarly, Caudill and
Plath (1966) uncovered a high rate of bed
sharing in urban Japanese families. In their
selection of families across three cities in
Japan (N =323), this custom began in infancy,
and participants indicated that they rarely
sleptalone, a practice carried well into adult-
hood. Caregivers reported that sleeping with
their children was an important precursor for
the development of interpersonal relation-
ships, a culturally salient belief. In addition,
Morelli et al. (1992) found that all partici-
pating Mayan mothers in their study slept
alongside their baby throughout the child’s
first year and well into their second. More
than half of the Mayan toddlers also shared a
bed with both parents, a practice that Morelli
and colleagues attributed to the embedded
cultural belief that children should not be left
alone.

Inamore recent study of 253 families
in the United Kingdom, Ball (2002) found
that caregivers with higher educations and
incomes made a

conscious and pre-planned decision to bed-
share ... [and] expressed their opinions that this
‘family bed’ ideology set the tone for a relaxed
and intimate family relationship, and reflected
a permissive parenting style that some educated
and well-off parents in our sample wished to

promote (p. 217).

These children were always welcome
in their parents’beds, even in the presence
of other siblings or pets. McKenna and
Volpe (2007) conducted an Internet-based
survey study (N =200) of White, middle-
class women from the United States,
Canada, the United Kingdom, and Australia.
Besides indicating that bed sharing was
helpful and convenient for nursing, “the
respondents ... felt strongly that bedsharing
enhanced or strengthened the emotional
connection with their infant,” using such
words as “comforting, peaceful, loving,
[and] protective, and a mechanism by which
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Commonly cited reasons for co-sleeping
and bed sharing include the ease

with which parents can promote
breastfeeding and respond to their
child’s sleeping patterns.

those emotions could be sustained and/

or enhanced” (McKenna & Volpe, 2007,
Pp.367-368). Similar to parents in other
investigations (Abbott, 1992; Ball, 2002;
Caudill & Plath, 1966), mothers in this
inquiry experienced pleasure from bed
sharing with their infant, as it “allowed them
to compensate for daytime separation by
promoting attachment and bonding through
nighttime contact and affection” (McKenna
& Volpe, 2007, p. 368).

In comparing the Western and non-
Western literature regarding sleep practices,
we find a notable lack of importance placed
onincest avoidance and the adult bed as
sacred place in non-Western literature. It
appears that incest avoidance and the sacred
bed are not central to the implicit cultural
codes in non-Western societies, and may
therefore not be considered by researchers
or addressed by participants. This difference
in perspective may be a result of space
constraints, beliefs in more collectivist
practices, or general sentiments that the
baby is not an intrusion in the adult space.
The findings of Shweder et al. (1995) appear
to be an exception, as both American and
Indian participants placed the hypothetical
family into configurations that adhered to the
incest avoidance preference. In an interesting
departure from previous practices, obvious
shifts away from avoiding co-sleeping are
occurring in Western, industrialized settings,
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possiblyindicating lessened concern or
focus on incest avoidance, or the sacred

bed, or both. Trends have emerged in more
recent research whereby working parents
and—especially—affluent caregivers are
increasingly likely to include the baby in their
room overnight (Ball, 2002; Brazelton &
Sparrow, 2003; McKenna & Volpe, 2007).

Co-Sleeping by Choice or Default

THER COMMONLY CITED reasons
O for co-sleeping and bed sharing—

beyond cultural customs and
the desire to bond—include the ease with
which parents can promote breastfeeding,
respond to their child’s sleeping patterns,
and provide close and watchful care for their
baby. For example, Ball (2007) examined
the link between breastfeeding and bed
sharing in 66 mothers from the United
Kingdom. Ball determined that, across the
entire sample, prevalence of breastfeeding
declined with the infant’s age and that the
proportion of infants bed sharing on a week-
by-week basis throughout the 6-month
study also decreased. Morelli et al. (1992)
found that Mayan mothers commonly cited
breastfeeding as areason to bed share, as it
made the process of nursing and sleeping
easier for the entire family. In addition,
McKenna and Volpe (2007) proposed that
sleeping practices are changing because
of “the re-emergence of breastfeeding in
western societies which is rapidly becoming
the new western cultural feeding norm”
(p-364). This change was echoed in the
narratives provided by the respondents in
their study, many of whom indicated that,
although they had initially endorsed solitary
sleeping, nursing in the adult bed was easier
for the mothers (McKenna & Volpe, 2007).
Co-sleeping and bed sharing appear to
improve the quality of sleep for families and
make the process of consistently feeding an
infant more manageable.

When Bed or Room Sharing Is Not
aChoice

T IS IMPORTANT to address the literature
I on families stating that bed sharing or

room sharing is a reactive approach to
their child’s sleeping patterns or problems.
Reasons for engaging in reactive sleeping
practices may be a result of space constraints,
separation from the child during the day,
child illness, or behavioral issues related to
sleep or sleeping solitarily (e.g., inability to
remain asleep, occurrence of night terrors).
Brazelton and Sparrow (2003) discussed the
issue of bed sharing in response to children’s
sleep problems and parental guilt from being
separated while at work:

.1t is likely that many parents, as worn out

as ever or more so, are also suffering because
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they haven’t seen their child all day. When the
child wakes up at night, many parvents really
aren’t sure whether they want to put him back
to bed or stay up and play with their child.

(. 649)

In a study by Ramos, Youngclarke, and
Anderson (2007) exploring parental atti-
tudes of 139 families related to their child’s
propensity to co-sleep or sleep solitarily, the
authors determined that 67% of the 44 reac-
tive co-sleeping families expressed some level
of dissatisfaction with their arrangement.
Similarly, Ball (2002) reported that of the 47
non-breastfeeding bed sharers in their sam-
ple of 253, 26 (55%) did so because of their
child’s sleep problems. In addition, 18 (69%)
of those 26 families reactively engaged in the
practice because of their babies’ protesting.
In the study conducted by Sadeh and col-
leagues (2009), parents who reported poorer
quality of child sleep were also bed sharing as
areactive approach to address their child’s
sleep problems.

Germo etal. (2007) found similar
satisfaction levels for those who made
a proactive choice to sleep solitarily or
together, rather than reactively. The
retrospective questionnaire data obtained
from male and female caregivers revealed
that “a similar, highly satisfied, stable pattern
was apparent for mothers of solitary sleepers
and early bed sharers and for fathers of
solitary sleepers and early co-sleepers”

(p. 451), with satisfaction decreasing only

in the case of families with children who
stopped and started co-sleeping or bed
sharing throughout their early years. This
finding corroborates results from Lozoff et al.
(1984), who compared the sleeping practices
of Euro-American and African American
families. The authors suggested that, in

their Euro-American sample, it may not

have been the act of bed sharing that caused
interpersonal discord and dissatisfaction;
rather, inconsistent practices may have been
the reason for the Euro-American parents’
ambivalence toward co-sleeping. In addition,
African American families were more likely
to proactively engage in bed sharing practices
than were their Euro-American counterparts,
and they noted higher levels of satisfaction
with their sleeping arrangements.

Similarly, Taylor, Donovan, and Leavitt
(2008) examined the association between
infant sleeping arrangements and the qual-
ity of mother-child interactions in a sample
of 70 Euro-American infant-mother pairs.
The authors found that “mother-infant dyads
who experienced consistent sleeping arrange-
ments...at 6 months displayed more positive
play behavior at 9 months” (i.e., more sen-
sitive responding in the mothers and more
positive play in the infants), when compared

with those who engaged in inconsistent, reac-
tive sleeping practices (Taylor et al., 2008,

p. 87). For avariety of reasons, it appears that
sleep satisfaction levels decrease when bed
sharing or room sharing isnota choice.

How to Proceed: Future Directions
for Practitioners

HE LITERATURE WE have presented
I highlights a multifaceted debate

of how caregivers should and do
approach sleeping practices in their house-
holds. Although the Western viewpoint is
shifting, there remains a common beliefin
Western culture that bed sharingis a poten-
tially harmful or taboo practice. Within the
Western dominant discourse, both historical
and current cultural perceptions related to
room sharing or bed sharing suggest concern
for the development of a child’s indepen-
dence and autonomy (Germo et al., 2007;
Morelli et al., 1992; Sadeh et al., 2009). Sim-
ilarly, there are Western cultural codes that
suggest the adult bedroom is a sacred place
with little room for children (Morelli et al.,
1992; Shweder et al., 1995). More recently,
contributors to the dominant Western medi-
cal discourse have recommended that parents
should room share with their infants, primar-
ily those younger than 6 months, in an effort
toreduce the occurrence of SIDS (AAP Task
Force on SIDS, 2011a, 2011b; [UK] Depart-
ment of Health, 2009).

In contrast, other research implies that
caregivers in Western, industrialized coun-
tries engage in co-sleeping and bed sharing
for awide range of cultural and practi-
cal reasons. In some communities, parents
sleep alongside their children to perpetuate
implicit cultural ideals that are a normative
part of the environment in which they live
(Abbott, 1992; Ball, 2002; Caudill & Plath,
1966; Morelli et al., 1992). Other caregivers
have articulated the importance of sleeping
proximally to their children, indicating that
such practices improve closeness, bonding,
and time together when parents are gone at
work during the day (Ball, 2002; Brazelton &
Sparrow, 2003; Lozoff et al., 1984; McKenna
& Volpe, 2007), as well as help to streamline
the process of nighttime feedings (Ball, 2002,
2007).

Finally, another group of caregivers finds
themselves reactively co-sleeping or co-
bedding. In many cases, parents experience
dissatisfaction when they end up room shar-
ing or bed sharing (Ball, 2002; Germo et al.,
2007; Ramos et al., 2007; Sadeh et al., 2009;
Taylor et al., 2008). For better or for worse,
actively or reactively, many families co-sleep
or co-bed with their infant or child. In addi-
tion, as highlighted in the research reviewed
here, many families are sleeping with their
children in some capacity. Although there



isnotas much clear support for bed shar-
ing, for the many parents that do, here are
suggestions for best practice (adapted from
Brazelton & Sparrow, 2003; McKenna, 2007;
Sobralske & Gruber, 2009):

o Aninfant should always be placed in the
supine position.

o Sleeping surfaces should not include
loose or sagging bedding, and should be
free of stuffed animals or toys.

e Mattresses should be firm (i.e., no water
beds or sleeping in chairs or couches)
with tightly fitting sheets, light blankets,
and firm pillows (one per adult).

e Families should not bed share if any
member of the family smokes or if the
mother smoked during her pregnancy.

e Families should not bed share if any
caregiver is significantly overweight or
obese.

o The bed should be away from the wall
and placed in the center of the room,
with the box spring on the floor, in order
to avoid any type of infant entrapment
between the bed and wall, bed frames, or
other close objects, such as dressers or
nightstands.

o The bed should also include at least a full
or queen-size mattress.

e The bedroom should be keptata
cool temperature during the night
(while keeping the baby warm enough
with pajamas). Although the exact
temperatures at which families
should sleep are rarely outlined in
the literature, the UK Department of
Health (2009) provides a guideline for
protection against SIDS: “Babies do
not need hot rooms; all-night heating
israrely necessary. Keep theroomata
temperature that is conformable for you
at night. About...65°F is comfortable”
(P-4)-

e Do not bed share if any caregiver has
consumed alcohol or taken drugs.

e Do not bed share if any other people or
pets in the household may get into the
bed where the infant is bed sharing, or
ifa pet sleeps in the same room as the
adult(s) and infant.

After this review of the literature and a
consideration of best sleep practices, we can
reconsider the implications of the vignettes
posed at the outset. Jonathan and Samantha
made a proactive decision to room share and
then bed share with their baby, Logan, a deci-
sion compatible with their household culture
and one that brought them much satisfac-
tion. Similarly, Tammy was content with her
choice to have Amanda sleep solitarily from

the time she brought her home, and was com-
fortable going to her during the nighttime
hours. Maurice and Shannon experienced
the most challenging transition to nighttime
sleep with a new baby. They made a conscious
decision to sleep separately from Dahlia, but
often struggled to maintain their intended
sleeping approach. As noted previously, reac-
tive approaches often lead to dissatisfaction
and poorer sleep quality. Beyond their imme-
diate family, trusted friends, and physicians,
many families turn to Web sites, blogs, books,
and television programs for information
about “best practices” in parenting. Where
else can tired and frustrated caregivers, such
as Maurice and Shannon, turn?

Child practitioners can support care-
givers who may feel anxious or uncertain
about sleeping choices. Some caregivers may
not think twice about the choice they make
regarding sleeping arrangements in their
home, and there is no need for them to decon-
struct the basis of their decisions. For parents
who do experience uncertainty, guidance
from their pediatrician or child care practitio-
ner may be beneficial. In order for caregivers
to make sense of the differing messages and
their own apprehensions, it is imperative that
they understand their cultural beliefs and
critically analyze the messages they receive
from family members, friends, doctors, child
practitioners, and the media. It may be help-
ful to encourage parents to examine their
own views, practices, and perceptions about
appropriate sleep patterns. This may include
reflecting on childhood experiences with
sleep, considering what the parents are cur-
rently doing for their child, or reflecting,
“What would I do as a caregiver of a young
child when it comes to sleep?”

Infant and family practitioners can sup-
port parents in decision making. Health care
providers and community agencies can sup-
port parents’ decision making by collectively
thinking about their team’s beliefs regard-
ing sleeping practices, taking time to consider
what views of sleep are held within the team
or agency, and examining how these view-
points are shared with families, explicitly or
implicitly. Additional questions for agencies
to consider:

e How does our agency address the recom-
mendations put forth by the AAP?

e Should the recommendations be part
of our team’s mission in supporting
families?

e Does our team adhere to alarger
message of encouraging caregivers to
simply abstain from co-bedding rather
than provide strategies that make the
practice safer for families?

e In considering the suggestions for
best practices and safety precautions,
how does our team address unsafe
co-sleeping practices? How do we make
families aware of the safety precautions
to take when co-bedding with infants
and young children?

e How does our team attempt to under-
stand the values and beliefs, and the
subsequent concerns and issues, that
families present?

Overall, it may help parents to reflect
on their personal values and beliefs, and to
come to some consensus about a practice that
works and can be sustained over time. This
process can be supported by child develop-
ment agencies that work with caregivers and
their infants. Assisting caregivers in ques-
tioning whether certain pieces of advice or
overarching messages coincide or clash with
their personal culture, ideals, and aspirations,
in addition to reducing their ambivalence
and improving their confidence regarding
their choices, will ultimately help them feel
empowered in their practices and override
uncertainty related to sleep arrangements. §
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Perspectives

Reflectionsof aZERO TO
THREE National Training
Institute Neophyte

TANIKA SIMPSON

Minding the Baby, Yale Child Study Center, New Haven, Connecticut
Connecticut Association for Infant Mental Health New Haven, Connecticut

The ZERO TO THREE National
Training Institute (N'TT) has been some-
what of a professional “holy grail” to me
for the last 5 years. Each year, as I received
a “Save the Date” email I would yearn des-
perately to attend only to realize sadly that
work, financial, and family demands (par-
ticularly having two small children of my
own during those years) made attending
the NTI prohibitive for me on many lev-
els. Fast track to September 2012 when I
receive yet another “Save the Date” for
the 2012 NTIto be held in sophisticated
downtown Los Angeles, CA. T have the
wonderful revelation that: 1. Thave earned
enough professional development funds
for my place of employment to help finance
my attendance. 2. The themes and topics
offered are perfectly matched to my cur-
rent professional role as an infant mental
health specialist which includes the titles
of: home visitor, reflective supervisor and
consultant, and trainer. 3. My little ones are
finally school-aged and big enough to sur-
vive for aweek in the sole care of their very
laid-back father!

Immediately I submit my request to my
employer for professional development
funds and begin anticipating this cov-
eted opportunity to convene and connect
with the foremost cutting-edge experts
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ininfants, toddlers, and families! I relish
being a witness to the latest discoveries in
policy, research, and practice matters that
matter most for this very complex popula-
tion. After months of such excitement and
anticipation, let me just say that the expe-
rience was so much more than I could have
ever imagined!

My week began in beautiful Redondo
Beach, CA, with a 2-day pre-NTIretreat
convening a national league of state
Infant Mental Health Associations that
are intensely committed to the work of
implementing Michigan’s Infant Mental
Health Endorsement (IMH-E®) in their
home states. The Michigan Association of
Infant Mental Health has been a national
leader in building an organized profes-
sional development system that recognizes
and documents the work, education, learn-
ing, and training experiences of the infant
and family workforce with emphasis on
professional preparation that demon-
strates competency in culturally sensitive,
relationship-based, high-quality infant
mental health service delivery (Michigan
Association for Infant Mental Health,
2013). As a brand new endorsement coor-
dinator for my own home state’s Infant
Mental Health Association, being able to
participate in this retreat was like adding an

extra dollop of whipped cream to an already
delectable slice of pie!

The experience of connecting with like
minds, not to mention being in the presence
of such wisdom and brilliance felt truly trans-
formative. In the frenetic chaos of daily life,
the privilege of taking pause to think more
deeply about the work done by those of us
in the infant mental health field, and how
and why we work the way we do, is a rarity.
Those 2 days really set the tone for the mind-
set I took with me into the NTIL. As a group of
retreaters, we pondered and debated about
the future of our league of states, how modern
technology and the advent of social market-
ing will impact the infant mental health field,
the importance of cultivating new leader-
ship to carry the torch into the future, and the
growing challenge of operationalizing reflec-
tive supervision in measurable terms; while
still protecting the integrity of an intimate,
transformative experience that yields immea-
surable benefits.

We grappled with finding ways to allow
the concepts of “knowing for sure” and “not
knowing at all” to coexist peacefully within
the infant mental health profession with the
realization that “sometimes not knowing may
be the vehicle to becoming the wisest we can
ever be” (Weston, 2012). We asked ourselves
and each other in raw, honest ways what we



hoped both our individual and collective
work would accomplish for babies, families,
and the people who care about them not
just nationwide but worldwide. Colleagues
felt safe enough to be truly vulnerable in
sharing their earliest experiences as young
professionals entering a field for which
formal schooling had left them ill-prepared.
There was consensus among the group that
for all we cannot know, what we all know
for sure is that there are no “experts” in

the infant mental health field; for we are
always students with much to learn from
our experiences, our colleagues, and, most
important, the babies and families who touch
our lives. Finally we challenged one another
to think about what sort of legacy we want
to leave to this still very young, yet rapidly
developing field called infant mental health.

It was this experience of thinking deeply
aligned with passionate debate and discussion
in a safe, warm, trusting environment of
kindred spirits that created the mindset I
carried into the ZERO TO THREE NTI—one
of wonder and curiosity. I checked into the
very urbane, sophisticated JW Marriot located
at Downtown Live LA and wandered around
the conference market place like a wide-eyed
child in Wonderland. The images of beautiful,
cherubic, young children smiling back at
me with pure exuberance and the scores
of programs from all over the country each
offering their unique insights into what babies
need gave me reassurance that I was in exactly
the right place!

The Opening/Welcome Plenary featured
awarm welcome and introduction by ZERO
TO THREE’s executive director Matthew
Melmed. The one and only Rob Reiner’s pre-
sentation of the Reiner Award for Advocacy
on Behalf of Young Children to Robert Duggar,
founder of ReadyNation—a nonprofit orga-
nization dedicated to partnerships with the
business community on behalf of invest-
ingin young children and families—marked
apowerful beginning to the next 3 days. The
takeaway message was simple and clear: a
national investment in the development of
very young children and their families is not
optional...it is the key to a prosperous soci-
ety (Dugger, 2012; Reiner, 2012). This notion
became my mantra as the days continued
tomeld into one another. The overarching
themes of this year’s NTI provoked its par-
ticipants to think more broadly about the
concept of development: that is, the essential
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Matthew Melmed, Robert Duggar, and Rob Reiner (1to r) at the presentation of the
Reiner Award for Advocacy on Behalf of Young Children.

ingredients of healthy development, the pain
and tragedy inherent in development gone
awry, and how we as helpers and healers can
calm and regulate ourselves and others when
challenging behaviors and dangerous situ-
ations are the by-products of compromised
development.

I found myself mesmerized when, dur-
ing his morning science plenary session,

Dr. Pat Levitt so simply yet so eloquently
asserted that motor development is every bit
arelational, transactional process as com-
munication and language development. Itis
the give-and-take exchange in the caregiver—
infant relationship—and the assurance of
safety—that provides the contextual envi-
ronment for rich developmental experiences
and optimal early brain architecture (Levitt,
2012). I have heard explanations of early brain
development, its importance, and the role of
relationships and experiences many times,
but Dr. Levitt’s style of integrating every
aspect of how we become who we will be at a
cellular level within the context of the primary
relationship left me in awe!

Dr. Alan Sroufe’s (2012) keynote presenta-
tion on the impact of early relationships and
experiences on development reaffirmed for
me what I have always so strongly believed:
howwe become who we are is neither nature
nor nurture but rather a complex, intricate

interplay of both. Broadening the message
and understanding that traumatic expe-
riences like disruptions in attachment,
illness, violence, and loss are absorbed into
the mind and body long before we develop
language or memory holds powerful impli-
cations not only for how we make sense

of human behavior, but for how we make
decisions at the policy level about educa-
tion, social welfare, and criminal justice.
Becoming enlightened with the knowledge
that early experience is so very critical to
human development at every level can be
afrightening revelation when those early
experiences are compromising or rife with
danger and chronic stress. Yet the role of
repair and conviction in its power conveys
the message that no matter what happens,
healing is always possible.

For many of us who are direct service
professionals in the field, developing a
sense of one’s purpose as that of a “healer”
is almost therapeutic in and of itself.
Reconstructing an identity as a “healer”
rather than a problem solver, teacher,
fixer, or expert frees us from the burden of
having to know or predict what cannot be
known, or to “fill holes that perhaps may
never be filled” (Jones-Harden, 2013). As
healers we can “be with,” “think through,”
“accept,” “contain,” and “bear witness” in
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Perspectives

The 2012 NTT accomplished its goal to connect, fortify, and revitalize a nation of people
passionately dedicated to making life better for our country’s youngest citizens.

arelationship-based context (Lieberman,
2012). Infactitis being “in relationship”
that may be the best thing we can do,

even if we never fix or solve. An afternoon
panel discussion moderated by Rebecca
Shamoon-Shanock, and featuring Alicia
Lieberman, Cheryl Polk, and Howard C.
Stevenson, reminded us how often our
world underestimates the value of walking
through a turbulent, troubled storm with a
“pocket full of calm” (Shamoon-Shanock,
2012). Armed with a pocket full of calm,
we are secure in the knowledge that we
may not be able to battle the storm, fight
it, or end it but we can contain the fears,
feelings, and reactions that come with the
storm. The panel participants beautifully
illustrated in sharing their own stories that
carrying a “pocket full of calm” enables
deeper thinking about what important

messages and emotions underlie behavior,
creates the capacity for openness to
another’s mind and inner life, and sharpens
our awareness of the power we have as
potential healers to uplift or denigrate the
most vulnerable.

It seems to me that the 2012 NTI
accomplished its goal to connect,
fortify, and revitalize a nation of people
passionately dedicated to making life
better for our country’s youngest citizens,
who have no voice or lobbying power in
Congress, and for the people who care
for them. True there is much work to be
done, there always will be. I am inspired
and fortified though at how much has been
accomplished in arelatively short time
in our nation for infants, toddlers, and
families. ZERO TO THREE has always been
at the forefront of this incredibly important

movement and it was such a privilege for me
to finally....finally be at the party!

AsIconclude myreflections on this
amazing experience, I recall economist
Rob Grunewald’s stunning assertion in
his morning policy plenary session that
every person in attendance at the NTI
needed to change their professional
identity and personal mission statement!
Those of us who commit ourselves, be it
professionally, personally, or both, to caring
for and about people at the earliest and most
precious time of human life are not simply
babysitters, parents, educarers, therapists,
doctors, nurses, teachers, researchers, and
policymakers; we are the drivers of a future
globally competitive, national workforce
(Grunewald, 2012).

We are not just raising and working with
babies. We are national economic developers;
and the outcome of our efforts is essential
to business development, job market
growth and productivity, and a healthier
more humane society. What could be more
patriotic? §

TANIKA SIMPSON, LCSW, IMH-E®, is a home
visitor for the Yale Child Study Center’s Minding
the Baby Program. She is also the endorsement
coordinator for the Connecticut Association for
Infant Mental Health. Tanika has worked in

the field of infant mental health in Connecticut
for the past 15 years. In her work at Minding

the Baby, she provides home-based parent—
infant psychotherapy, reflective supervision

and consultation, and professional training.

As the endorsement coordinator for CT-AIMH
she manages the state’s infant mental health
competencies and workforce development system.
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Jargon Buster

Given the multidisciplinary nature of our work with infants, toddlers, and families, we often come across words or acronyms that are
new or unfamiliar to us. To enhance your reading experience of this issue of Zero to Three, we offer a glossary of selected technical words
or terms used by the contributing authors in this issue. Please note that these definitions specifically address how these terms are used
by the authors in their articles and are not intended to be formal or authoritative definitions.

Phrase

What it means

Background and
Foreground Television

Dialogic Reading
Techniques

Sudden Unexpected
Infant Death (SUID)

Video Deficit Effect

Background television refers to a television set that is in use when the child’s primary activity

is something other than watching television, such as playing with toys, eating, or socializing.
Foreground television consists of programming that is of interest to toddlers and which may be
comprehensible. In general, it consists of programs that are specifically designed for very young
children. (Find it in Anderson & Hanson, page 4)

“Dialogic reading” are techniques used when reading picture books to children to involve them in
the story. The techniques include asking children open-ended questions and encouraging them to
tell more and more of the story. Research has shown that children of parents who were trained in
dialogic techniques understood the story better and learned more story vocabulary than did the
children whose parents were entirely untrained or who were asked to sit with their children and
simply point out what was going on in the stories. (Find it in Troseth, O'Doherty, & Strouse, page 25)

SUID is “a term used to describe any sudden and unexpected death, whether explained or
unexplained (including sudden infant death syndrome; SIDS), that occurs during infancy”
(American Academy of Pediatrics Task Force on Sudden Infant Death, 2011, p. 1030). SUID can be
caused by numerous reasons, such as metabolic disorders, hypothermia or hyperthermia, neglect
or abuse, poisoning, or accidental suffocation. Some SUIDs are attributed to SIDS. (Find it in
Evenson, page 44)

The “video deficit” refers to the phenomenon that children learn less from televised demonstrations
than they learn from live face-to-face interactions. (Find it in Anderson & Hanson, page 4; Guernsey,
page 11)

American Academy of Pediatrics Task Force on Sudden Infant Death. (2011). Policy statement: SIDS and other
sleep-related infant deaths: Expansion of recommendations for a safe infant sleeping environment.
Pediatrics, 128,1030-1039.
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