COMMUNICATIONS

SCREEN TIME, QUALITY TIME
5 ﬂps ][or picLing the rigkt media ][or your child.
By Bobbie Hisenstock, Ph.D.

Even before summer arrives, most children are already spending more time every day using TV
and other media than cloing almost anything else. Add up the hours for the week and the amount is
equivalen’t to a full-time jol) with overtime! At least that's what the recent Kaiser Family Foundation
study found when Jchey surveyecl more than 2,000 8- to 18—year—olds about their media use.

That's a lot of TV Watclnng, music listening, Web surfing, Vicleo—game playing, magazine and
book reading. Chances are that some things children are expose(l to via these media are valuable for
their clevelopment, while others are not. Parents can make a difference in how media affect their
children l)y helping them make good media choices.

There are a lot of quality media choices, but how do you piclz good media that’s rigl'l’c for your
child? Finding media that your child will benefit from and enjoy just takes a little patience, previewing,
and planning. Summer vacation is an ideal time to sift through the media clutter and make a media

plan that is appropriate for your child for all seasons.

TAKE THE FIRST STEP

When it comes to picleing the right media choices, the first step is to become a media-literate
parent. Know what media your kids are using and help them understand and question what ’clley view,
hear, and read. Watch the TV shows and movies Jchey Wa’tch, play the video games they play, surf the
Web sites t}ley surf, and listen to the songs they download. This takes a little time, but a few minutes of
screening is well worth the effort.

Think of it this way: you would not let a complete stranger Whisper into your child’s ear or show
your child images without 1istening in or 1oolzing over his shoulder. Yet, that’s precisely what you allow
media to do when you don’t know what programs your kids are wa’cching or Web sites they’re surfing .

The best way to check out your kids’ media is to use it with them. Help them interpret media
messages and share your values alongsicle those of their favorite characters or online pals. When you
can’t use media with your child, Videotape or TiVo an episocle and watch it yourse1£, or check the
history on your browser to see where your child has been and visit the sites.

Once you're savvy about the media 1andscape, you and your child can decide together which
selections are goocl ones and talk about why. You may even find some storylines that provide the

Springboard to talk about a sensitive issue with your child.

BE A PICKY PARENT

Parenting in a media-saturated culture is a chaﬂenge. The bottom line is, be a piclzy parent.
Don't let kids just turn on the TV or the computer. Don’t just assume that a PG-rating is olzay for a
child, or that fantasy violence should always be off-limits. Don’t count on your V—Cl’lip to block
everything you deem inappropriate, and don'’t rely on Internet filtering software to 12eep kids safe online.
Ratings and ]olocleing technology are good starting places, but don’t stop there.  Go ]oeyond the
ra’cings—reacl reviews and recommendations to find quali’cy media. And most important, remember that

there’s no substitute for parental supervision.
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How TO CHOOSE THE RIGHT MEDIA FOR YOUR KIDS

1. PIcK TV sHOWS AND WEB SITES THAT MATCH YOUR CHILD'S AGE AND STAGE OF
DEVELOPMENT. The best children’s media are clevelopecl for a specific age group. At different ages,
children use, understand, and react to media in different ways. A 5-year-old and an ll-year-old may
enjoy Watching the same TV program or surﬁng the same Web site, but they don’t get the same
meaning out if it. Consider your child’s emotional nature and stage of development. A show with a
TV-Y7 rating labeled FV may contain action too intense for young viewers, especiaﬂy under the age of
seven, because they can’t tell the difference between what is real and what is make believe. Character
por’crayals, special eﬁects, and techniques such as flashbacks may make a story more confusing or
upsetting to a younger child or a more sensitive chil(l, regarcuess of age. Check that the language, story
structure, and messages are appropriate for your child’s 1earning 1evel; Web site features are clearly
labeled and easy to navigate; and the amount of information is not overwhelming. When children of
different ages use media together, make sure the content is appropriate for all of them.

2. PICK MEDIA CONTENT THAT YOUR CHILDREN CAN TRUST. Children generaﬂy accept as true what
they see in the media. They trust advertising claims, Web pages, and online strangers. Kids can be
easily exploitecl by advertisers if they don’t understand that the purpose of a commercial is to get them
to ]ﬁ)uy the procluct, or that procluct placement in a TV show or video game is a form of aclvertising.
They are par’cicularly vulnerable to online requests for personal information in contests and quizzes,
deceptive e-mail spam and phishing scams, pop-up screens, and people they meet online who may not
be who they say they are. Consider whether children have the maturity and abili’cy to deal with certain

content before they see it on TV or encounter it online.

3. PICK MEDIA CONTENT THAT BUILDS ON YOUR CHILDREN’S INTERESTS. Children who watch a
TV show or visit a Web site related to their interests or hobbies are more involved and chaﬂenge(l by
their media experience. A quality program can help them better understand what they learn in school,
encourage them to explore their ideas, and inspire interest in new su]ojects. Many teachers believe that
children learn best when they connect what they are taught in school to what ’they learn outside of
school. Help kids enrich their 1earning by selecting media linked to schoolwork and to fun activities
like art projects, playing an instrument, visiting museums and ZOOS, attencling plays and concerts, even

creating their own media with photographs, home movies, or Web pages.

4. PICK MEDIA STORIES WITH GOOD ROLE MODELS WHO SUPPORT THE VALUES YOU WANT
YOUR CHILD TO LEARN. Children learn L)y imitating what they see. They mimic the actions of
superheroes, princesses, and athletes when they play. They want to dress, talk, and act like their favorite
characters and pop stars. Media personahties can be positive role models, but celebrities who behave
]oa(ﬂy can be negative role models when they engage in unhealthy or rislzy behaviors. Encourage kids to
piclz goocl role models and interpret media messages and images using the values you've taught them.
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5. PICK MEDIA CONTENT THAT ACTIVELY ENGAGES YOUR CHILD AND DEVELOPS CRITICAL-
THINKING SKILLS. Media choices that encourage interactivity can transform your child’s screen time
from a passive to an active experience. Find educational shows and sites that facilitate 1earning
language and reasoning skills ]oy inviting children to participate in sing-alongs, movement, quizzes, and
other activities while viewing. Encourage them to watch shows in which characters solve pro]olems and
evaluate the consequences of their actions. Suggest specific shows and sites that get kids to question
what they alreacly know about issues you want them to think about. Children who can think criticaﬂy
have more confidence in their opinions, more assurance in their abilities to do things, and more control
of their lives.

Bobbie Eisenstock, Ph.D. is an educator and consultant specia/izing n azeve/oping media /iteracy resources

and training worlezops ][or parents, teachers, and healthcare professiona/s.
Reprinte(l from Access Learning magazine, July 2005, Www.ciconline.org/ accesslearning
RELATED RESOURCES

Great Web Sites for Kids ~ Www.ala.org/ greatsites
Tips and recommended sites for kids, categorized Ly topic or searchable, from the American Li]orary

Association.
Cable in the Classroom ~ WWW.CiCOIlOl’lhne.OIg
Searchable 1istings of educational TV programs and Web sites, media 1iteracy information, and the

Media Smart email newsletter for parents.

COITll’IlOl’l Sense Meclia -~ Www.commonsensemedia.org

Parent, 12icl, and expert reviews of broadcast TV, movies, video games, and more.

Kaiser Family Foundation Stuc],y of Entertainment Media & Health ~ www.kff.org/entmedia
Studies on children and media.

Kids First! ~ www.lziclsﬁrst.org

Evaluations and ratings of children's feature films, Vicleotapes, DVDs, software, audio recorclings and

television, })y the Coalition for Quali’cy Children’s Media.

Parents’ Choice ~ Www.paren’ts—choice.org
Reviews of awarcl—winning audio recordings, looolzs, toys, so{:tware, magazines, television programs,

home videos, DVDs, and video games.
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