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	Pediatric Corner: Glued to the Boob Tube

	By Daniel R. Brennan, M.D., F.A.A.P., C.L.C., Special to the Voice 

Strapped in. Restraints secured. Lights dimmed. Eyes wide open and fixed on the rapidly changing images displayed on the screen. Sound like a disturbing scene from the Stanley Kubrick film "A Clockwork Orange"? No, it’s just an infant propped up in his bouncy chair watching a video. 

Once focused on how many hours a day children over the age of two watched television, pediatricians are now concerned about the number of hours a day children under the age of two are glued to the boob tube. 

Survey says… 

Before you put this column down and pick up the remote, please take a look at a recent survey of electronic media in the lives of children. Children under the age of two spend, on average, two hours and five minutes a day watching a television screen. For children three years and younger, 30 percent have a television in their bedroom and 24 percent play video games. Of kids six years and younger, 27 percent have their own VCR or DVD player and 53 percent own at least twenty videos. When parents are surveyed, 43 percent say that TV mostly helps their child’s learning, while 27 percent say it mostly hurts. 

I love Lucy too
To all the TV lovers out there, myself included, this column is not intended to bash television, but rather to have you put the TiVo on pause and examine an interesting trend.
Television, videos and video games are definitely fun ways to relax, de-stress and be entertained. When appropriate programming is enjoyed in moderation, television can be both educational and therapeutic. Excessive time spent watching television can be detrimental and mind-numbing. 

Baby genius?
An infant loves the touch, voice and stimulation of his parents and caregivers. Time spent talking, singing and reading to your infant is the best way to promote development and socialization skills. Using an occasional video as a distraction while a parent is getting ready for work may be appropriate. Despite clever marketing, propping your infant in front of the television screen for hours will probably not produce a baby genius. 

Bring the zoo to you
School-age children can lose entire afternoons watching cartoons. After a long day at school, a snack and a limited amount of television can be relaxing before attacking homework assignments, but there must be predetermined limits. An animal or discovery video can be relaxing and educational. Better than having them exercise only their eye muscles, encourage kids to play outside, burn off some energy and clear their minds so that homework is easier to complete. 

Leaving the remote at home
Personal and portable entertainment devices such as handheld videogames and in-room and in-car television sets can be handy, but easily abused. Consider making the bedroom a quiet and distraction-free zone for studying. Try to keep video games, television sets and computers in the family living areas. In-car DVD players may be perfect for long road trips, but don’t forget that the drive to school is a valuable time to practice multiplication tables, talk with your kids, sing songs and play an old-fashioned game of punch-buggy. 

Obesity connection
A strong connection exists between obesity, lack of exercise and time in front of the television. More time on the couch means more time snacking and less time playing outside. Our current generation of overweight children will be known as the Nintendo generation because of its addiction to video games and lack of exercise. With the current trend of marketing videos for infants, one can only imagine the outcome of our new generation of video-addicted babies. 

Two hours too much
Electronic media can be an amazing source of entertainment, information and education. Watched excessively by children, it may contribute to obesity, boredom and hyperactivity. When combined with appropriate amounts of exercise, family time and reading, the benefits of technology can be maximized. Two hours and five minutes of infant TV time sounds like two hours too much to me. Watching television may not increase your infant’s IQ, but breastfeeding will. I’d rather see our infants attached to the boob than to the boob tube. 

Daniel R. Brennan, M.D., C.L.C., F.A.A.P., is a board-certified pediatrician in practice at the Sansum-Santa Barbara Medical Foundation Clinic, Hitchcock Branch. Contact him at 563-1995.
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