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What can be said today about television and the
child? In the tast decades we have accumulated a
lot of information that can help us discuss and bet-
ter understand the effect of television on children.
Most of this information is negative which com-
pels us to contemplate television’s effects on chil-
dren and also on adults. But it is truc that the dan-
gerous effects are inversely proportional to the age
of the viewers,

The first questions we must ask ourselves are:
What can television really transmit? And how does
it happen? This leads us to the problems related to
technology and there is a third question: Can this
technology be neutral, depending only on how we
use it, or can it interfere with the child’s emotional

-and intellectual growth?

The answers to our questions come from an ex-
amination of the negative characteristics of televi-
sion. These characteristics are:
great reduction of real experience
pathological effects on body and mind
control by the {ew on the rest of the popu-
lation

We will discuss only the first and second points
which are more directly related to the young child.

Great Reduction of Real Experiences

All living creatures, but especially human beings,
come into lifc with a natural potential for gaining

knowledge. The first things to be known are the
environment and the way we can act in it. We need
information (the sensory input) and we need to store
the information in an “ordered way”.

Information comes from the environment and in
order to develop a rich and ordered mind children
need to be in touch with reality. Rescarch has found
that the average child spends a minimum of four
hours a day in front of the television (and much more
on Saturdays and Sundays). This is an average of
two thousand hours per year! All these hours are
subtracted from the hours of direct contact with re-
ality that is possible for each child.

And now we must ask ourselves: Can the exter-
nal world be transmitted {rom the television screen?
Can all the dimensions necessary for knowledge
(and mastery) of reality be perceived through tele-
vision? Can time, space, landscape and context
reach the person watching the screen in the dark of
a room?

In a world in which many important natural ex-
periences are made difficult (or impossible) for chil-
dren, television reduces even more the direct rela-
tionship with reality. Children cannot gain correct
information about the world around them, This lim- -
ited and distorted basic information will influence
all of their life because we need clear and sure points
of reference in order to deal with the world.

When we look at television we do not realize the
absence of three sensory channels and the lack of
concordance between what we sce and what we lis-
ten to. This situation is called “sensory schizophre-
nia”’ because the senses are divided between them-
selves, the mind, and the external world. All the
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messages that need the five senses completely func-
tioning and interacling between themselves cannot
arrive to the viewer because television eliminates
an enormous amount of sensations and so it reduces
our participation and response to the world.

Let us consider a moment the rich and extraordi-
nary complexity of nature that in no way can come
to the television viewer but that could be experi-
enced, cven in a modest form, in any litile garden
or park ncar the house if children did not spend so
many hours in front of the screen. Only direct ex-
perience can produce personal knowledge while if
we depend always on television for information we
detach from reality and losc the capacity to judge
what is really happening.

What we are trying to say is that: “The devclop-
ment of human potential can happen only through
real experiences in a real environment and, in the
first years of life, we need also the help of real per-
sons who have the role of mediators for children.”

Becoming human is a time-consuming task that
needs the participation of other huran beings. This
basic necessity manifests itself from birth when, for
apparently biological and survival reasons, new-
borns must have at least one human being from
whom food and care are received. With food and
care given in the proper way, children gain knowl-
edge of the environment and are given behavioral
models that will be utilized in an active and per-
sonal way. Telcvision is a machine, an object, and
lacks the indispensable qualities needed for help-
ing human development whose goals are self-con-
sciousness and independence.

Sensory information followed by observation,
concentration and repetition arc necessary for learn-
ing. Each child, in his/her uniqueness, needs to be
allowed to stay with the observed object for as long
as it is necessary in order to rcach a complete sen-
sory input of the object. This time brings the con-
centration necessary for establishing a long-term
memory of the collected data, the acquisition of a
new page in our “living library”. Repetition is part
of this process. But television, like all other mass-
media, gives continuous, one-way information with
no possibility of prolonged observation and personal
action or intcraction. Children are deprived of their
natural ability to learn in an active interchange with
the environment (people and objects) and are pushed
10 become passive watchers with no time for pro-
cessing and storing information.

The foundation of Montessori pedagogy is the
discovery of the human being’s inner drive for nor-
mal development, the recognition of the child's need
for activity, the “help me to do it mysclf”, the nced
tfor auto-education through personal work in a pre-
pared environment.

In the first years of life, and I must insist on these
first years because they are very special in our de-
velopment, children must be offered activities that
change according to their motor and intellectual
ability but are the same in the goal of providing a
response to the basic need of knowledge, indepen-
dence and autonomy. The valuable gains of such
an education are a basic faith in one’s sclf, self-con-
fidence and the feeling of personal worth and so-
cial importance. The message absorbed in the mind
of the developing human being is:

“I can, 1 am capable, I have a valuc because my
collaboration is needed by the people with whom |
live, my work is important to others and with this
work I can transform the world”,

When children spend many hours every day in
front of television they are deprived of “learning
by doing’, the experiences necessary for establish-
ing the basic cognitive and psychological growth
that will sustain them throughout all {uture life’s
activity.

It is right to say that television, contrary to what
they want us to believe, is an anti-experience and
an anti-knowledge machine because it scparates in-
dividuals from themselves and from the environ-
ment and makes them believe they are living while
they are only observing passively what other people
decide to make them see. :

The negative effects of television on young chil-
dren show clearly at school time. Primary teachers
report a significant decline in the manual abilities
of five and six year-olds. During the first ycars of
life hand work is crucial for the development of the
brain:~We must ask ourselves if lack of personal
activity in the environment can affect the hand-cye-
brain functions.

When human beings reached erect posture and
began to use their hands to make tools, this activity
promoted the growth of the brain. Realizing what
hand work can achieve, human beings have been
stimulated to think more and more on how to solve
problems. The work of the hands makes possible
solutions: thinking with the brain (having ideas)
and putting them into practice (acting in the envi-
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roniment) help one another.

What happens when children’s hands are not used
during the first ycars of life which are their key de-
velopmental period? Primary teachers complain
also about greater passivity in playing in general;
inability to concentrate on a given task and diffi-
culty in listening to people when they speak.

Television patterns set during early childhood can
greatly influence the children’s educational future.
Parents and all other responsible adults must be-

. come aware of the negative effects that television

can bring into their present and future lifc.™Jt is
important to underline again that three year old av-
erage children spend at least 30-50 hours a week in
front of a television set.

In 1986 Dr. Richard Smith and his colleagues (Pe-
diatric Department of Brockton Hospital, Massa-
chusetts) proposed-to ensure that proper informa-
tion was given to pediatricians about the great dan-
ger of television for young children as the only way
to get the information to parents, but I am afraid
this adyice has not been followed until now.

Pathological Effects on Body and Mind

Now we must bring our attention to the patho-
logical effects of television on the human body and
mind. In order to better understand these effects
we need to recall briefly the relationship between
light and living beings. This relationship is studied
by a new branch of science called photobiology.

The only natural light is sun and moonlight and
we do not know much about the latter. Sunlight
comes from a mixture of seven fundamental colors
in a special proportion. Plants utilize this light for
photosynthesis which enables them to have the bio-
chemical reactions necessary for their growth and
maturation. But if plants are exposed to artificial
light in which all colors are not present or their pro-
portion is changed, plants show a different model
of growth.

Also to be considered is how sunlight regulates
the day-night thythm in mammals. Chronobiology
is the name of the science that studies the response
of body cells to this rhythm.

The Environmental Health and Light Research
Institute in Sarasota, Florida demonstrated that liv-
ing beings are as highly affected by the X-rays ema-
nating from television as they are from artificial
light, especially tfluorescent. Their researches talk

about the double function of light for human be-
ings:
i one is to transmit light, through the optical

nerve, to the occipital cortex where images
are created and understood.

e the other is to send light, through ncuro
chemical paths to the pituitary and pineal
gland which influences the endocrine sys-
tem.

What can happen when human beings ingest,
many hours a day, television x-rays and fluorescent
television light which is composed only of red, blue
and green light rays? Hyperactivity syndrome and
many allergies in children are now seen as having a
relationship with television light plus artificial col-
ors in food. We are just starting to understand and
measure many other physical undesirable reactions
like obesity, high-cholesterol, aggressiveness and
cancer.

At this point we must clarify that what we call a
television image is in reality a composite of many
small fluorescent points which go on and off 30
times per second. It is only through the interpreta-
tion of the visual cortical area that these small points
are composed in an understandable image. The
continuous flash (which can cause a kind of epi-
lepsy called “television cpilepsy”) is not perceived
because our perception is possible at the conscious
level only when there is a transmission of 10 times
per second. This higher speed is used by “sublimi-
nal advertising” because the brain can receive the
message while its conscious part is not aware of it,
but the effects are obtained!

Images on the television screen are produced and
perceived as a constantly moving field of winking
dots and the eyes must not move in order to track
the moving image. As the televisionimages are very
rapid, a continuous effort is necessary to capture
them and this work does not allow any conscious
thinking, personal reflection and criticism. The
mental apparatus is destructured and we have the
same conditions that are present for the trance in
hypnosis: darkness, a still body, intermittent light,
the capture of interest and attention. In this way it
is possible to introduce the instruction (as in hyp-
nosis) or the message (as in advertising).

Without the filter of consciousness and critique,
the television images enter into our brain but can-
not be really integrated into our psychic apparatus
so they become like an undigested material that dis-
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characteristic of any psychotherapy to bring into
consciousness that which is unconscious but alive
and therefore, acting and producing mental distur-
bance in the human being.

The continuous work needed to capture televi-
sion images produces a mental attitude of passivity
that impedes a personal elaboration of what is seen
and makes it possible to accept everything. In or-
der to think about the television images that are
constantly produced in our unconscious, we should
bring them to consciousness; but, this is impos-
sible when we look at television because the ii-
ages continue to come one after the other and there
is not time for awarencss.

An extensive study done in 1975 by the Center
of Permanent Education of the Australian National
University of Canberra came to the conclusion that
when adults look at television “their usual thinking
and selective processes are working at no more than
half their possibility”.

Television gives pieces of information that lack
context and meaning and arc not integrated (pages
of our living library with no order). It is absolutely
different from what happens when reading because
we can choose the book, we can read at our own
speed, we can stop for reflection, or go back to a
particular point. In this way reading becomes a
learning time in which the information can be
united, in an ordered way, with what we already
have inside through the conscious effort and active
participation of the reader.

1 wish to share with you one possible explana-
tion of the increasing number of children with learn-
ing disabilities. Children with long daily exposure
to television lose the capacity of listening, they can-
not pay real attention. What scems attention to the
screen is simply the effort required for following
the change of fluorescent points in order to detect
the image: itis a chase of the image.

This work with images belongs to one hemisphere
of the brain (usually the right one). The same hemi-
sphere specializes in global thinking, synthesis of
many data, etc.

The left hemisphere deals with analytical think-
ing, processing onc datum at a time, doing the step-
by-step work necessary for writing and reading in
our languages. Children who, from the very begin-
ning, have their life filled with images continually
coming and going can develop great viewing com-
prehension (intage, global language) but when con-

fronted with written language that requires the abil-
ity to see and understand letters one after the other,
analytically, they are incapable of this work. Chil-
dren become frustrated and so do not wish to con-
tinue the effort. Thisis a great problem. Poor read-
ers will face a very serious handicap in cducation
and in society and these human beings will be kept
at an inferior level of understanding of all that gocs
on in the world. Lack of sufficient vocabulary will
prevent them from entering into the knowledge of
their time. This means also less participation in life
and less joy.

Television as a Model of Behavior

All television images entering withoult the {ilter
of our consciousness and critical judgment are very
important in producing behavior which tends to
make us become similtar to what we have scen. In-
ternal images are very powerful in determining the
way we perceive the world and how we rcact in it.
We know very well how easy it is (o accept new
ideas at a rational level, but when it comes to ac-
tion, the internal images are the ones that condition
us and continue to present themselves even when
they are destructive and not convcenient for us.
These images become modcels of behavior and this
is particularly true for children who tend to iden-
tify with television characters and to react like them.
But these characters are almost always unreal (they
can fly, move at supersonic speed, etc.) or are vio-
lent while children need real behavioral modcels in
order to overcome positively the evolutive crises.
Imitation, so necessary for development, becomes
imitation of mechanical persons or cartoons. More-
over on the television screen real and unreal facts
are continuously mixed and it is often difficult, even
for adults, to-separate one from the other.

What about children? Especially young ones
whose experience is very limited and whose direct
knowledge of reality is nowadays more difficult to
attain? They rcceive a very confused vision of the
world and of their own possibilities of acting in it.

One more observation: television, because of the
technical difficulties in reproducing images, must
give importance especially to close-ups of faces in
order to make them express something and the faces
must be isolated as much as possible from the con-
text because there is a short signal-context relation-
ship in television. This difficulty necessarily lim-
its the choice of programs to those that must have
big and not detailed images. So it is impossible to




cxpress the important but subtle gradations of feel-
ings produced during positive human relationships.
Because television can transmit only a limited range
of the emotional spectrum, all delicate and tender
feelings are excluded; yet, we need to show them
in order to help the children’s positive emotional
development - development required for a happy
and rich social life.

For television to be engaging, images must move
rapidly. For this reason it is appropriate that most
images are of violent actions and feelings related
to fear and compeltition; therefore, nost programs
are of fighting, police movies, sports, etc. All the
information must be given through action and move-
ment and all other parts are completely ignored; yet,
these missing parts are very important for a com-
plete understanding of what happens in life.

Eighty to ninety percent of television programs
contain violence and children’s cartoons are the
most violent programs. Does the great quantity of
television violence tend to cause aggressive behav-
ior?

The Surgeon General’s Committee found a rela-
tionship between violence in television anad aggres-
sive behavior. But we all know that if our planet
wants to survive and progress, we must learn to deal
with internal and external contlicts and to solve
them without destructive violence,

Another danger is desensitization. While scien-
tists continue to say that the most important thing
in order to live well and save the earth is love, tele-
vision transmits mainly antisocial behavior which
contributes to the increase of emotional illiteracy
at any age.

The average child sees a minimum of 400 adver-
tisements a week. What about health habits in nu-
trition (high-sugar diet, caffeine in soft drinks and
life-style (sex roles, racism)?

In 1968 Action for Children’s Television (A.C.T.)
was formed with the intention of protecting chil-
dren from the massive, negative input of television
in our life. Adults must think about the dangers of
daily prolonged exposure of young children to tele-
vision. This medium, because of its own technical
limitations, modifies human beings so that they
beecome adapted to an artificial and commercial
world like the one that is continually proposed to
them and that impedes the development of the great
potential of joy and creativity present in every per-
son, but especially in children,

Maria Montessori proposed the Children’s Party
in defense of the integral development of the hu-
man being and as a protection {rom dangerous ¢x-
ternal factors in their development. Television is
an external dangerous factor. She says the ‘chil-
dren must be liberated from the external pressure
that the society of adults puts on them and reminds
us that the care of children is not only a social mat-
ter but the most important social matter if we wish
to provide an education appropriate for the coming
century.

To resist the power of television in our world is
very difficult but if we love children it is necessary
to help them. Here are a few suggestion:

. no television until at least 5-6 years of age
and then only when children are already able
to write and read well.

. television should ideally be viewed with
adults who can comment on it and guide
children to a more conscious understanding
of what they are seeing.

. make it possible for children to collaborate
with us as soon as they can walk well so
they are busy in reatl activities (practical
life).

We are very important in the life of our children
and we can teach them how to use the “big toy”
(the brain) we have. We can read together, play
cards or chess, paint and...talk! The family is the
first place where children must live the values we
say we believe in. In the family starts the transfor-
mation of society. In a more direct personal educa-
tion, at home and in school, is the hope of a better
future for the approaching third millennium.

Dr. Montanaro has a degree in Medicine and a
Specialjzation in Psychiatry from Rome University.
She is Professor of Neonatal Psychopedagogy at the
School of Formation in Obstetric-Gynecology-Neo-
natal Psychosomatic and Psychoprophilaxis at the
Hospital Cristo Re in Rome. Dr. Montanaro is cur-
rently the Director of Training of the AMI Assis-
tants to Infancy Training Coursc in Rome, Italy.




