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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR ANGELA SANTOMERO AND PRESCHOOL CLUES

“Angela is carrying on Fred’s legacy with her work in children’s media—a modern-day Fred Rogers.”

—Joanne Rogers

“Angela Santomero is a bigger showrunner than Vince Gilligan, David Milch, and Judd Apatow combined—to a kid. The creator of Blue’s Clues, Super Why!, Creative Galaxy—and yes, Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood—is the driving force behind the best educational programming for children.”

—Fatherly.com

“Preschool Clues will be required reading in every course about child development, and it will be on every kid TV producer’s bedside table, but more importantly it brings great and fun parenting insights from the eyes of a thoughtful, child-centered, famous TV producer. Angela has watched more preschoolers react, learn, change, and laugh from interactions with TV.”

—Gerry Laybourne, media entrepreneur, cofounder of Katapult, cofounder of Oxygen Media, and president/leader of the team that created Nickelodeon

“Leave it to the genius behind Blue’s Clues and Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood, Angela Santomero, to translate her knowledge of child development research into the ultimate parenting book. It includes guiding principles and hundreds of easy and fun everyday activities parents and teachers can use to raise children to be thoughtful, caring, and truly engaged learners!”

—Ellen Galinsky, author of Mind in the Making: The Seven Essential Life Skills Every Child Needs

“Angela Santomero reveals the elements that make her shows both entertaining and educational, and clues parents to do the same in their everyday moments with young children.”

—Joanna Faber and Julie King, authors of How to Talk So Little Kids Will Listen

“Children are active and children are curious. Angela Santomero, who has harnessed their curiosity with brilliant children’s television, has brought her creative instincts and solid developmental science to bear on how we can join and parent children in their world, which so seamlessly spans the physical and the digital. With this active, verb-driven, warm, and humorous guide, she offers clues to understanding and enjoying our young children while directing their endless energy toward their best selves.

—Michael Rich, M.D., The Mediatrician, and director of the Center on Media and Child Health (CMCH), Boston Children’s Hospital

“In this practical and research-based guide, Santomero, Blue’s Clues cocreator and creator of Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood and other children’s TV shows, helps parents of preschoolers understand how to use media effectively and age appropriately . . . . Parents will find plenty of fresh ideas for raising “smart, inspired, and engaged” preschoolers in this wise and enthusiastic text.”

—Publisher’s Weekly

“Fans of Blue’s Clues and Santomero’s other popular children’s shows will enjoy her practical advice and conversational tone. Educators and parents will likely find a takeaway or two in this breezy, informative read.”

—Library Journal
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To Greg, Hope & Ella—when I was a preschooler and I played “house” I would dream you all up—but playing house for real is better than any dream. I love you more.

And to Fred Rogers—for being the premier influencer in the world of children’s media—and my friend. I hope I’ve made you proud.


FOREWORD

Every minute of a preschool child’s life is of enormous value. What children encounter and learn during those minutes shapes the developing brain with lifelong consequences. Today’s preschool children spend many of those minutes with screen media, especially television and other forms of video. Are these minutes well-spent? Decades of research have found that the answer is both yes and no.

As an example of the two sides of this answer, my colleagues and I studied more than 500 children’s TV viewing during their preschool years (half the children were in Massachusetts and half in Kansas). We studied those same children more than twelve years later when they were near graduation from high school. Among other things, we obtained their high school transcripts. Those teens who watched mostly educational programming during the preschool years (at that time, mostly Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood and Sesame Street) got better grades in high school English, math, and science, read more books outside of those assigned in school, and were less likely to endorse aggressive and violent solutions to social problems. A preschool TV diet rich in educational programs predicted good outcomes in high school. In contrast, those teens who had preschool television diets rich in violent action programs got poorer grades, and were more likely to endorse aggressive and violent behaviors.1 Watching moderate amounts of television, by itself, was neither good nor bad. What mattered was what the children watched. In contrast to Marshall McLuhan’s famous dictum, “the medium is message,” we concluded that the “message is the message.” A nutritious TV diet fosters healthy development; a junk TV diet does the opposite.

The foremost chef for nutritious preschool television is Angela Santomero. Her creations include Blue’s Clues, Super Why!, and Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood, among others. In this book she reveals the secret sauce that induces kids to watch and learn and come back for more. Why was Blue’s Clues the first preschool program to consistently invite audience participation? How does that help kids learn? What is the thinking behind creating the Clues and the Notebook, and why is Blue a girl? What are the behind-the-scenes decisions concerning pacing, repetition, and kids’ emotional responses to the programs? How do Angela and her crew know that kids will like and learn from a program before it is aired? Here are the answers to these and many more questions.

I met Angela in the early 1990s when she was a young research coordinator at Nickelodeon. The company had successful programs for older kids, but was then trying to develop a new lineup of preschool programs. Because I was one of only a few developmental scientists who studied how children watch and understand television, I was invited to provide advice on the creation of these new programs. I agreed when the company said that the programs would be designed to be beneficial and educational for preschoolers. I was also pleased that the programs would not be interrupted by commercials. As we worked on programs such as Gullah Gullah Island, Angela would call me to take notes on my comments concerning program concepts and scripts. These calls always turned out to be much longer as Angela talked with me about research and her own ideas for children’s programs. Over time, Angela began to develop more specific ideas for a program and pitched Nickelodeon on these ideas. To my delight, she systematically incorporated child development theory as well as my own and others’ research findings concerning kids’ TV viewing and comprehension. Underlying it all, she was inspired by her own memories of her preschool years watching Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood and Sesame Street.

Eventually Angela was given the green light to develop a pilot for a new program tentatively called Blue Prints. Angela began to create what became a new age of preschool programming.2 The show was different in many ways from good programs developed in previous decades. This was most obvious in the way it combined a live-action host character (initially Steve Burns) who lives in an animated world populated by an animated cast of characters. Nevertheless, every innovator takes advantage of earlier giants. Inspired by Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood, Angela incorporated audience participation as an essential element of the program. Inspired by Sesame Street, Angela knew that the program, to be effective, must be based on foundational research (the accumulated knowledge and theory of child development research) and formative research specific to the program.

Finally, the big day came. The pilot episode of Blue Prints was finished, and it would be competitively tested against pilot episodes of several other programs. The pilots were shown to preschoolers and their attention and reactions were recorded. The results were clear; the children loved Blue Prints: They laughed, helped find Blue’s Clues, yelled out the answers to thinking problems, and generally had a very good time. Testing showed that they learned important lessons taught in the pilot. When asked what the name of the show was, all the kids answered without hesitation, “Blue’s Clues.” The children gave the program its name.

Blue’s Clues was chosen for broadcast. But there was a problem, it would be impossible in the time frame to have enough episodes completed to air a different episode every day. Episodes would have to be repeated daily, which would be a radical departure from usual practice. I brought the pilot home to see how my three-year-old daughter would like it and whether she would want to watch it more than once. She ended up watching it seventeen times by herself and with friends over about two weeks. Eventually, we did a study on repeated viewing. Not only did the children love watching the same episode five days in a row, their learning of ideas in the episode became much greater.3

Blue’s Clues became a huge success and launched Angela Santomero’s career as one of the foremost creators and producers of educational media for young children. Over time, her understanding of the audience has deepened, and all of the programs have been shown to have a real and positive impact. This may be why she has been able to have so many hit shows being telecast nationwide at the same time.

Blue’s Clues changed the way young children watch television, forever destroying the myth that television is a “passive” medium. We did a study showing that experienced Blue’s Clues viewers, compared to children who had not yet seen the show, were much more actively engaged in watching and participating than in other programs they had never previously seen.4 The children had learned a new way of watching TV and preschool TV viewing would never be the same again. Blue’s Clues and Angela have in fact inspired a new generation of television programs hoping to catch its interactive magic and engaged learning.

Every minute of a preschool child’s life is important. Angela designs every second of every minute of her programs to maximize positive impact. In this book, she gives us the ingredients for a most nutritious preschool media diet enriched with numerous parenting insights.

Daniel R. Anderson, Ph.D.

Professor Emeritus of Psychological and Brain Sciences

University of Massachusetts Amherst


NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

It was 1997 and I was seated at Fred Rogers’ table at a Children and Media Conference. I might as well have been sitting with Justin Timberlake or Bruce Springsteen. This was the KING OF PRESCHOOL TELEVISION.

I couldn’t believe it. I mean, I was that four-year-old who could not sit any closer to the television when Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood was on. I talked to him through the TV. I believed him when he told me he was proud of me. I loved taking Trolley to the Neighborhood of Make-Believe only to return, once again, to hear Fred sing.

I had been talking a lot about Fred in the press lately, mostly about how I was inspired by him to co-create my own preschool show, Blue’s Clues. I’ve always considered Fred my mentor from afar. In fact, as an eighth grader, while my classmates wrote about famous sports heroes or astronauts, I chose Fred Rogers as the subject of an essay paper about someone I looked up to, which is how I knew we had at least one thing in common—we both had a much younger sibling—and how I learned he had a master’s degree in child developmental psychology. Now, all these years later, not only did we have the same graduate degrees—we also both went into media because we didn’t like what was on television for preschoolers. I mean . . . the stars were aligned—and now we were going to have lunch together!

I couldn’t eat as I sat at his table and quickly learned he was as kind and empathetic as his on-camera persona. He smiled. I smiled. Then, I finally got up the courage to walk over to his side of the table, crouch down next to him, and say hello. But instead, I said, “I-just-wanted-you-to-know-the-whole-reason-I-went-into-children’s-television-was-because-of-you!” Smooth.

I paused to take a breath (or rather, gasp for air). Fred Rogers smiled, put his hand on my shoulder, and said, as if we had all the time in the world, “What is your name?”

I laughed as I told him my name, and we started our conversation all over again. As it happens, he still thought most children’s television programs were missing the mark, but he did like my show, and recognized and appreciated its child development foundation. Overjoyed, I told him that our “Blue skidoo” was a transition device inspired by his Trolley. I told him that Steve talking directly to camera was because of how much I felt he had talked directly to me as a preschooler. Fred’s smile broadened, and his eyes misted over. Then he said, looking right at me, “I’m so proud of you.” And this time it wasn’t through the television.

It was my turn to get misty-eyed.


GUILT: INTRODUCTION

When Katie gets home from picking up her kids from preschool, she’s got exactly one hour to unload the groceries, transform a week’s worth of leftovers into some sort of palatable meal, do a once-over of the living room so her book club can meet without risk of a Lego injury, and return two phone calls she couldn’t get to while at the office.

So she throws together a healthy snack of apples and raisins, pulls out the beanbag chairs, and queues up a few episodes of her little ones’ favorite show du jour, Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood. For forty-five minutes—almost an entire peaceful hour—Katie knows her kids are safe, happy, and hopefully even learning something. And she has the chance to catch her breath and do what she needs to do before the post-dinner/pre-bedtime madness ensues.

Yet while Katie is grateful for the break her children’s media gives her, and she trusts that a kids’ show on PBS can’t be a bad thing, she can’t help but feel uneasy, especially when that evening she reads yet another article in a Facebook parenting group espousing the “dangers of screen time” for kids. As parent after parent comments on the thread, judging those who stick their kids in front of the TV or bring devices with them to restaurants, the peace and calm Katie felt only hours earlier has suddenly been replaced by heavy doubt and guilt, and not for the first time.

Is Katie messing with her children’s developing brains or turning them into passive little zombies? Is she a lazy mom who doesn’t manage her time well enough? Should she have a better grasp on what her kids watch, when they watch it, and how it’s impacting them? We live in a plugged-in, screen-filled world, and as a fierce advocate for the positive potential of media in kids’ lives, I feel passionate about changing the discourse surrounding screen time to one that loses the shame and guilt and instead recognizes what a powerful tool high-quality programs for children can be, both for the young viewers and their caregivers.

When parents have the information that they need to make smart, informed choices about their children’s media and understand how high-quality preschool programming powerfully resonates with, entertains, and teaches young viewers important social, emotional, and cognitive skills, they can feel confident using kids’ media to their advantage and in a way that strengthens and supports their role as parents. An added bonus? They can do it guilt-free!

It’s hard seeing parents like Katie lose confidence in how they’re raising their kids because of a lack of awareness or clarity around the choices they’re making about media. And I also know it can be overwhelming to know how to navigate all the options, not to mention make sense of sometimes conflicting research and recommendations. That’s why I’m here to help.

After earning my master’s degree in developmental psychology and instructional technology and media, creating some of the most successful educational preschool shows on television, and raising two girls who are now teenagers, I’ve come to know a few truths about kids and media:

• Media can be an incredibly positive and powerful educational tool for preschoolers.

• A preschooler’s favorite shows are in reality some of their best friends and most influential teachers.

• Kids’ media can be a bonding experience that brings families together—to laugh, bond, and learn.

• And most important, we can all lose the guilt. Because parents can learn from their children’s media too, especially when they know how to engage and interact with it.

My goal has always been to create media—on any screen—that will empower, challenge, and build the self-worth of preschoolers while making them laugh. Armed with research, years of working with kids, time I’ve spent in the preschool classroom, a passion for media, and the best team in children’s media history, I have formulated the “recipe” for the most effective way to educate kids through media.

Blue’s Clues, the first show I co-created at twenty-five years old with fellow co-creators Traci Paige Johnson and Todd Kessler, features a live-action host immersed in an animated world and the cutest blue puppy around. Who knew it would become one of the most successful preschool shows ever? Kids weren’t only watching . . . they were learning. And we had the fan mail, ratings, and research to prove it.

Then I became a mom. And as a mom, I found myself doubting my parenting skills. I just wanted to skidoo right into my shows for guidance, as I poured everything I knew about kids’ development into every script I wrote. I asked myself, Should I be greeting my girls in the morning with, “Hi, out there, it’s me, Mommy!” Should I sing whenever the mail comes? Should I spend twenty-two minutes figuring out what they want for snack? Where were my three clues for parenting?

One night while at a book signing for my Blue’s Clues books, a mom who also happened to be a teacher approached me and asked if I was raising my girls using the same philosophy that my shows are based on. She said she was utilizing the elements in her preschool classroom and was impressed with the results. I smiled and nodded, but inside I was thinking, Am I practicing what I preach? I knew in my heart that everything I know to be true about kids is the foundation of all of my shows. But could I really look to my shows to help me be a better mom? The answer was clear. Absolutely.

I’ve spent more than two decades creating and writing shows for kids that are based on the essential clues for healthy child development. In all my shows, I embed clues for respectful communication through the dialogue, playfulness through the animation, active engagement through taking time to Pause, and diffusing with humor as a conflict-resolution strategy, among many, many others.

Before having my own kids, I was creating shows for the kid in me. I was creating a make-believe world I wanted to live in. A world where I felt good about myself, a world that respected me for the smart kid I was, and a world that would want me to speak up and voice my point of view. In a sense, the make-believe, animated worlds I create for preschoolers are safe and happy places to play, explore, fail, try again, and learn.

As a mom and a kids’ show creator, I knew my philosophy about kids—based on child development, education, and instructional television and media—were sprinkled throughout every show, from Blue’s Clues on Nickelodeon and Super Why! and Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood on PBS to Creative Galaxy and Wishenpoof on Amazon. What I didn’t realize was that my philosophy was so hidden that no one, except for a few people, like the teacher who was using them in her classroom, knew about them.

And the idea for this book was born.

I have teased apart my preschool shows and broken open the clues that are inside all of them. I’ve looked back at all the research that proves the success of using media to teach, influence, and inform. The mission for every one of my shows is to empower, challenge, and build the self-worth of preschoolers all while making them laugh. Inside this book I will show you exactly how to use that same philosophy in your everyday world.

By the time you’re finished reading Preschool Clues, you’ll not only understand exactly what your children are learning from the shows they watch and why their shows are so effective at communicating that learning—you’ll know exactly how to apply that same tried and tested approach to the way you parent your kids, and with the same powerful results.




Watch, Learn, Know




WATCH

At seventeen, I was that babysitter in constant demand, but my first priority was always my three-year-old brother, Rob. He was (and still is) sweet and caring, and back then, a boy who was highly influenced by his two older sisters. He had a ton of empathy right from the start—he even worried about throwing a football for fear that the pointy edge would hurt the other person. He took his very first steps walking to me and constantly asked “Why” questions about everything as I read book after book to him (inspiration for Super Why!). I loved seeing how excited he would get when learning something new watching his favorite television shows.

One afternoon, he was watching a new show where the characters seemed to look right at him. They pointed to him and one by one they kicked at the air, and so did my three-year-old brother. In the course of watching the show, it was like my brother became part of the show—kicking at the TV, fighting “crime,” and being celebrated for “beating the bad guys.” And my brother loved it. I distinctly remember that moment, thinking about how amazing it was that these characters could get him to play with the television in this way. It reminded me of myself as a preschooler, interacting with Mister Rogers, but instead of kicking, I was talking, thinking, and expressing my feelings. And in that very moment—the same moment when my brother first discovered his favorite childhood TV show—I was sparked. I had my “a-ha!” moment. I wanted to create preschool TV that kids would love but would also make them interact . . . without kicking.

THE BIG QUESTION



Perhaps now would be a good time to address the elephant in the room, namely, the big question: Should our preschoolers be watching televisionI or any screen at all? And if so, how much and what should they watch? These are questions most parents consider at some point. And like all things with parenting, just about everyone has an opinion on the subject. Some parents opt for a TV-free home or severely limit media usage. Most of these parents have made the decision that TV is inherently bad for their children and believe watching it robs their children of time that could be spent engaged in imaginative or outdoor play.

If you’re familiar with the Waldorf educational philosophy, you know that it strongly encourages keeping televisions out of the home and restricting children’s interaction with computers. The Waldorf belief is that electronic media “seriously hamper[s] the development of the child’s imagination—a faculty which is believed to be central to the healthy development of the individual.”1

At the other side of the spectrum are homes where the TV is pretty much always on, essentially becoming the background and soundtrack to a child’s life. Kids in these homes may end up watching upwards of five, six, or more hours of TV a day.2

Most families probably fall somewhere in the middle of these two extremes. According to a 2010 study by the Kaiser Family Foundation, kids ages eight to eighteen watch an average of four and a half hours of television per day, including content that’s watched online, on devices, and on cell phones.3 Four and a half hours . . . that’s more than thirty-one hours of television content each week!

Regardless of where a child’s TV screen time (programs viewed on screens such as TV, iPad, Kindle, etc.) usage falls on the spectrum, it doesn’t change what’s at the heart of the debate: Is television for preschoolers inherently bad? I’m here to tell you once and for all: NO. (And because repetition is the key to learning, let me repeat that: NO.)

I firmly believe that all media is teaching our kids something.

ALL MEDIA IS EDUCATIONAL, BUT WHAT EXACTLY IS IT TEACHING?



The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) strictly regulates the way packaged food in the United States is labeled, making it relatively easy for conscious shoppers to choose products that align with their values and health goals. And while there are some regulations around kids’ media—the 1990 Children’s Television Act placed limits on the amount of advertising minutes in children’s shows and demanded broadcasters prove their programs “served the educational and information needs of children”—we don’t have much transparency as to what exactly constitutes an “educational program.” In fact, The Jetsons was once ridiculously thought of as “educational” for space exploration. There’s no easy way for viewers to understand the value of what they’re watching and what exactly went into making it.

Much of the conversation regarding kids’ media centers around screen time limits, and the American Academy of Pediatrics has been a highly vocal and visible contributor to the conversation, though it doesn’t always get it right. In 1999, the AAP received a ton of backlash when it suggested that kids under the age of two should use no media at all, a recommendation that wasn’t based in any real data or understanding of parents’ lives. In 2015, the AAP retracted its statement, making new recommendations and guidelines for the different age spans of a preschool child, based on a fairly slim body of research.4 However, the AAP remains firm that children under eighteen months should abstain from all screen time except for live interactive video such as FaceTime or Skype.

I agree that parents should avoid allowing their toddlers to engage in “solo media” or watching television by themselves. Studies point to poorer language skills and language delays in young toddlers if they’re watching alone. I suspect these findings have to do with screen time replacing live interactions with caregivers. Similar results can be seen in studies that show a correlation between older kids who watch more television and poor reading levels. Here’s another case where it’s not necessarily the media that detracts from a child’s ability to learn to read—it’s that the time spent on media viewing takes away from time spent with books. Just like having an occasional sweet wouldn’t replace all good food, media shouldn’t replace the important activities like reading, free play, and live interactions that are so important for a preschooler’s healthy development and growth. It’s all about balance. In each of the “Clue” chapters, I’ll be sharing with you my best suggestions for off-screen activities, both for you to engage in with your child and for them to enjoy on their own.

CONTENT IS KING



Today, the AAP suggests to limit screen use to one hour a day of high-quality programming for preschoolers ages two to five and points out that many of the apps and programs claiming to be educational are lacking. The AAP also provides an online tool for parents that acts as a guide to building a family media plan. I’m not here to push for a hard-and-fast rule with regards to screen time limits—I believe that parents should make the informed choices that work best for their family. More important than quantity is the quality of the educational media a parent chooses for their preschoolers. And that every hour of media be followed up at minimum with an hour of free play.

Co-Viewing Versus Involved Viewing

In addition to setting guidelines regarding screen time limits, the American Academy of Pediatrics has also pointed to the importance of the caregiver’s role in media usage. The AAP’s recommendation is that parents and caregivers “co-view with your children, help children understand what they are seeing, and help them apply what they learn to the world around them.”5

In the same way that kids benefit socially and emotionally when their families regularly eat dinner together, talk, and play together, having a caregiver involved for any event or media interaction adds to the learning and enjoyment. In a study of Sesame Street episodes, preschoolers will verbalize more, play along, and retain and master concepts when a caregiver is present.6 Having someone to ask questions when they don’t understand something enhances preschoolers’ learning.

While co-viewing every program with our preschoolers might be unrealistic, we can extend the definition to include involved viewing where we, as parents:

• choose the high-quality media for our kids;

• know what they are watching;

• are involved by asking and answering questions and extending the learning before, during, or after the show is over.

We can and need to be involved in what media our kids consume the same way we are involved in what they eat. We need to know what the ingredients are in the shows and games that our kids are mesmerized by. We need to talk about the characters and the stories our preschoolers love—at any point in their day. We need to know how the media we choose for our preschoolers are affecting their brains, their morals, their values, and their beliefs.

As involved viewers of our kids’ media, we are the gatekeepers. We are the ones who feed our preschoolers’ brains by choosing what books they read, what activities they take part in, what toys and props they play with, and what media they consume. Just like we choose what foods we put into our cabinets and on the dinner table, we are active, informed, and involved consumers of our media. By being involved viewers, we are making informed, quality media choices for our preschoolers.

The Merits of Good, Quality Media

It’s been proven time and time again that good, quality media can teach kids to read, gain kindergarten readiness skills, understand life lessons, and even foster kindness. Kids who were raised on a diet of good, quality media have expansive vocabularies, go to college, and score better on standardized tests than kids who didn’t watch educational media.7 It’s also been proven that my recipe for curriculum-based “interactive” television, the kind of programming that elicits active participation from the home viewer, has strong educational merit.

As adults, we know that the media we consume influences pretty much everything in our lives—how we act, how we think, what we eat, what we do, where we go, what we aspire to, what’s important, and what’s funny. We are always learning from what we see and hear on TV, in movies, on our computer screens, on our iPads, in books, on phones, and on the radio. We even thought cigarettes were nothing to worry about until there was a ban on showing them in mainstream television shows and movies geared to kids and families! More important, our children are watching and learning right alongside us. The positive side of this is that as the technology grows, we can be increasingly savvy and choosy about our content.

Just as the food industry markets to kids so they’ll want to consume cereals, fast foods, and other processed foods, there are millions of marketing dollars in play to get our children to watch television shows and play electronic games. With so much media around us and so much profit at stake, it’s critical that we, as consumers, do our own due diligence to find high-quality shows that will support our kids’ social, emotional, and intellectual development.

Food revolutionaries, such as author and food activist Michael Pollan and celebrity chef and healthy school lunch advocate Jamie Oliver, have helped reframe the way people think and talk about food—most important, how to ensure we are making informed food choices. In the same way, we need to make informed choices about the programs, games, and screens our kids interact with so that we, in turn, feed our kids good, quality content.



I. The way I see it, the words television, media, and screens are all interchangeable—content is content, no matter where you watch it!


LEARN

Building Your Healthy Media Diet

WATCH TV, NOT TOO MUCH, MAKE IT INTERACTIVE AND EDUCATIONAL



Finding high-quality shows can take some effort because what we’re looking to do is essentially create our own “healthy media diet,” complete with lots of fresh, whole ingredients. We want to feed our kids high-quality programs and apps that spark their creativity and passion and enable them to learn as opposed to media that’s nothing more than processed content with empty promises. So, how do we do that? Think of it as a screen time version of a healthy green smoothie. With a green smoothie, you’ve got the greens, the protein, and the sweets. With a high-quality preschool show, you’ve got education (the greens), interaction (the protein), and engagement (the sweets).

THE GREEN SMOOTHIE



1. Education (the greens): Just because a show says it’s educational doesn’t mean it is. As smart consumers, we need to dig deeper and ask questions to uncover a show’s curriculum, teaching approach, and more.

2. Interaction (the protein): We want a show that allows children to participate, think, have a voice; that speaks to them with respect and sparks an interest or ignites a passion.

3. Engagement (the sweets): Effective, healthy media needs to be engaging and entertaining so kids will want to watch. No matter how good something is, if no one watches, no one will learn anything. Period.

Sure, there is no equivalent of a nutritional wrapper on the shows your children are watching. (Wouldn’t it be great if there were?) But being a savvy media consumer doesn’t have to be hard if you know what to look for and understand how to measure the “nutritional” value in your kids’ media.

What follows is a detailed look at these three key ingredients for healthy media so you can create your own personal “Yes” list of media that is satisfying, nutritious, and beneficial all at the same time.

THE GREEN SMOOTHIE: INGREDIENT NUMBER 1: EDUCATION



Choosing good, quality programming is the foundation of a Healthy Media Diet. Don’t worry—you don’t have to have a PhD in educational psychology to discern what’s really going on in the programs your kids are drawn to. But as smart consumers, we need to dig deeper and ask important questions. And, as the AAP said, we need to be able to distinguish between the shows that say they’re educational but are lacking and the ones that really are.

I define good, quality educational media as media with the intent to teach. A quality show will marry a strong educational curriculum with the understanding of the visual medium of television, tell a preschool-appropriate story, and immerse viewers into the world to enhance mastery and spark change.

Here’s a closer look at criteria worth exploring when determining a show’s educational value.

A Strong Creator’s Vision

A top-tier creator will have a vision built around a certain “need,” a specific point of view and approach to address this need, and a sense of urgency about sharing it with the world. As parents, we’re looking for strong visionary creators who respect our kids, don’t talk down to them, understand their level of development, and want to spark their interest, whether it be math, science, imagination, or life lessons.



VISIONARY CREATORS IN PRESCHOOL MEDIA

It should be no surprise that in my book the best example of a visionary creator is Fred Rogers. As an example of his strong vision, Fred Rogers spoke to the United States Senate in 1969 to defend educational programming and to ensure funding for PBS. As the creator of Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood, he said, “I give an expression of care every day to each child, to help him realize that he is unique. I end the program by saying, ‘You’ve made this day a special day, by just your being you. There’s no person in the whole world like you, and I like you, just the way you are.’ And I feel that if we in public television can only make it clear that feelings are mentionable and manageable, we will have done a great service for mental health. I think that it’s much more dramatic that two men could be working out their feelings of anger—much more dramatic than showing something of gunfire. I’m constantly concerned about what our children are seeing [on television], and for fifteen years I have tried in this country and Canada, to present what I feel is a meaningful expression of care.” And that’s when PBS got its first $20 million in funding.

Joan Ganz Cooney, a documentary producer, had a vision to change the world for children in poverty. She believed that “poor children were truly powerless, they are an absolutely mute minority.” She wanted to create a show for preschoolers that would change their lives. She wanted her show to present “cognitive skills that children could learn while watching: letters, numbers, and reasoning skills.” She submitted her idea to the federal government, the Ford Foundation, and the Carnegie Corporation, all of which agreed to fund her project. And in 1969, Sesame Street went on the air and has been positively impacting the lives of children ever since.1



A Strong Curriculum

Good, quality educational media starts with the curriculum—a well thought out approach to how the learning will be conveyed. Without a curriculum, a show has no spine. A visionary creator needs her manifesto—her show “bible” that outlines the message and the approach to that message for writers, producers, and animators to follow to support her vision. According to renowned media researcher and authority Dr. Dan Anderson, calling something educational comes down to the merits of a curriculum as its foundation.

A show curriculum is a document created by or with a research professional that has broken down a show’s educational goals and objectives into actionable steps that can then be brought into a writers’ room and incorporated into each script. Different shows focus on different curricular areas, depending on the theme.

Of course, it’s not enough to just have a curriculum. The approach to the curriculum is just as important—to extend the food metaphor, it’s what takes a show from the television equivalent of fast food to a healthy meal composed of whole foods. All shows maintain different levels of these educational aspects in their scripts. Sesame Street began this groundbreaking approach in 1969 not only by having a strong curriculum but by also smartly incorporating it into every aspect of creating the show. Sesame’s process to have curriculum advisors in the room with producers and writers is assurance that the curriculum is an important element in the show. The advisors have a seat at the table, literally.

In addition to having their curriculum advisors or researchers in the throes of the production process, the best educational shows also have episodes written with the curriculum as its spine. “Having the curriculum on the through-line” means that everything we do in an episode revolves around the curriculum (as opposed to just telling a story with a moral at the end). Though it’s not a preschool show, a great example of a solid curriculum can be found in the Broadway smash Hamilton. The entire show is spelled out in the first lyric of the first song: “How does a bastard, orphan, son of a whore and a Scotsman, dropped in the middle of a forgotten spot in the Caribbean by providence impoverished, in squalor, grow up to be a hero and a scholar?” The curriculum is clear from the start: US history with a focus on Alexander Hamilton’s impact on America. The curricular approach is immersing the audience in his time while revealing its relevance in our lives today.

As examples, here is a look at the different types of curriculums featured in each of my preschool shows:

Blue’s Clues (Nick Jr.)

• Curriculum: Kindergarten Readiness Skills (Dr. Alice Wilder and Angela C. Santomero)

• Vision and Approach: Introducing everything preschoolers need to know before they enter kindergarten; approached through interactive games that are scaffolded (deliberately repeated) in levels of difficulty throughout the program.

Super Why! (PBS Kids)

• Curriculum: Reading Skills (Dr. Alice Wilder and Angela C. Santomero)

• Vision and Approach: Giving preschoolers the clues and skills to learn to read and love to read while using books as a resource for life. The curriculum is founded on skills the National Reading Panel deems critical for learning to read, and the approach is through scaffolded interactive games that focus on letter identification, word decoding, word encoding, and fluency.

Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood (PBS Kids)

• Curriculum: Socio Emotional Skills (The Fred Rogers Company; based on the work of Fred Rogers)

• Vision and Approach: Giving preschoolers and parents vocabulary to label their feelings and to provide actionable clues in the form of singable songs when dealing with life lessons such as disappointment, anger, sadness, making new friends, among others.

Creative Galaxy (Amazon Kids)

• Curriculum: The Arts (Dr. Alice Wilder)

• Vision and Approach: Giving preschoolers an understanding of how to solve problems by thinking outside the box and tapping into the power of art and creativity, while also introducing and fostering an appreciation for different art methods and the prominent art masters who used them.

Wishenpoof (Amazon Kids)

• Curriculum: Executive Functioning Skills (Dr. Alice Wilder; based on the work of Ellen Galinsky in her book The Mind in the Making: 7 Essential Skills)

• Vision and Approach: Giving preschoolers a strong role model in lead character Bianca, who uses her gift of making wishes come true to help others and spread joy. In the process, she works to strengthen her own fledgling life skills and brings viewers along for the learning.

To learn more about the curricular foundation of your child’s favorite shows, visit the websites for the network or channel it airs on, such as PBSkids.org, grownups.pbskids.org, or check out Common Sense Media, which offers age-based reviews and commentary on all types of media. Interviews with the creators will also shed some insight.

Mastery

To label something as truly educational, we want to ensure that kids master the concepts in the program—to internalize the learning, make connections to their own world, and take the learning from the show to another level. We’re not looking for them to parrot what they see on that specific episode or in that particular book. We’re looking for that spark . . . that light-switch moment.

On our very first episode of Blue’s Clues, we had preschoolers helping Steve put away groceries. Blue had knocked over the grocery bag and fruit had spilled out onto the counter. The kids at home were asked to help by looking at different foods, identifying the shapes, and labeling them. A simple shape game, we had a slice of cheese as a square, a graham cracker as a rectangle, and a bunch of grapes as a triangle. After Steve asked the question and Paused, kids at home were prompted to point to the shape he asked for. The shapes got progressively harder, as grapes are not necessarily thought of as a triangle. We scaffolded this game purposefully so we could have kids thinking more deeply about the task and start to master the concept behind it.

When screening this episode with a preschool class, one four-year-old girl jumped up after the show had ended, pointed to a light switch, and proclaimed, “That’s a rectangle!” She then started a little preschool movement, and the entire class began to march around the room pointing to different objects and labeling their shapes. That little girl was sparked. Blue’s Clues had helped her master the concept of shape recognition rather than just memory-based learning.

Research-Based

A good educational program will be drenched in research to ensure that the goals of the creator are met. Nothing makes me more incensed than having someone pitch a kids’ show that’s going to “change the world” and offer no proof. I’ve been working in kids’ television long enough to tell you that not all shows are researched, even when they say they are. So as parents, we need to see who is behind the shows our little ones are watching and get clear on how much research is actually involved. I know your time is limited and you likely don’t need more added to your plate, but when you consider the amount of time your child spends with their favorite shows and the characters in them, it only makes sense that you’d want to get to know them better so you can feel confident that the “relationship” is going to be a positive one for your child.

Research usually falls in one or more of the following categories:

Foundation in Research

Shows with a “foundation” in research are those where the creators themselves have a background in children and television research, have studied and immersed themselves in the research of their show, or have created their program with a curriculum in tow or a statement of purpose created by a researcher. It could also mean they are working in tandem with an educational advisor in the development of the program. For example, Joan Ganz Cooney conducted a formal study on using television as a medium to teach preschoolers before she created Sesame Street. During production, she did something that had never been done before in kids’ TV—she gathered prominent educational researchers, writers, and producers and together they created an educational curriculum and guide for what Sesame Street would become.

Formative Research
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