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No TV: One Family’s Choice
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“Like other builders, children appropriate
to their own use, materials they find
about them; most saliently the models
and metaphors suggested by the
surrounding culture.”

~ Seymour Papert, Mindstorms

“It is our ideation that shapes our children.
We provide an enriched environment,
visual, aural, tactile, stimuli to furnish

the best supply of raw materials, but our
own background determines what we
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decide makes up a ‘rich environment’,

~ Joscph Chilton Pearce, The Crack in the Cosmic Egg

Thc spring 1999 issue of The Journal of Broadcasting and Electronic Media,
featured an article entitled, “How and Why Parents lake on the Tube”
(Austin et al). The authors noted that “from Plato to the 1996 United
States Congress, society has taken it upon itself to control and censor
information available to children”(175).

Significantly, they also noted the role parents can play, in cither reinforc-
ing or refuting, television content. “Concerned parents,” they comment-
ed, “can exert direct or indirect control over potential media influences
via four primary routes” (176). These 4 approaches include: Rule making;
Muodeling behaviors that confirm or challenge media messages as a result
of the co-viewing experience; General communication that affects chil-
dren’s patterns of information seeking and; Active discussion of televi-
sion content.

Despile these options available to parents, the authors concluded that a
review of the existing literature indicates that “parents do little to control
or influence the messages their children receive from the mass media.

Parents tend to make few rules and rarely discuss television content”(176).
Hence there appears to be a contradiction between the concern parents
express about media content and influence, as measured by numerous
surveys and polls, and their own behavior monitoring and mediating the
television consumption of their own children.

Boulder, Colorado, is home to one family, who made the deliberate and
conscious decision to raise their young children without television,
Geoffrey is a former NASA scientist and a PhD who made the move from
the government agency to the private sector where he is now vice presi-
dent of a company dealing in weather derivatives. His wife, Michelle,
holds a bachelors degree in Physics and a masters degree in Structural
Fngineering. They are registered voters and attend church occasionally,
but are not weekly churchgoers.

Married for 6 years, they have a four-year-old daughter (Ellen) and a
one-year-old boy (Wyett). Since the birth of the children, Michelle has
been a full-time mother, a decision the couple made and planned for
before they started a family.

That planning also included a decision not to expose their children, or
themselves, to television. Geoffrey and Michelle both grew up in house-
holds that had television, though in Geoffrey’s case this was nol until he
was in middle school. Reflecting upon their own reaction to TV and their
viewing preferences, Michelle identified MASIT and the A-Tearn as pro-
grams she most liked to watch while her husband named The Incredible
Hulk and Hill Street Blues. Asked to identify their major motivation for
watching TV, Michelle opted for “boredom killing/time filling,” while
Geoffrey said it was for “entertainment.” Neither of them could recall a
time in elementary school when one of their teachers used TV in an edu-
cational way. During their college years both experienced a shift away
from regular viewing.

The couple has owned 3 homes, one in Virginia, one in Kansas City and
their current home in Boulder. In cach case, though cable, satellite and
other options have been both affordable and available to them, they have
not brought television into their home. They find it disruptive and con-
sumption driven. Michelle says neither she nor her husband are “shop-
pers.” She objects to a lot of media merchandising, avoids any media-
related clothing for the children and gives away any that the children
receive as presents.

This is not to suggest however that these parents are anti-media. They
have a television monitor and a VCR and a good deal of family time is
spent watching videos, that are carefully selected. Their collection of
VHS tapes contains some adult titles (Michelle likes Steve Martin) but for
the most part, reflects the viewing tastes and preferences of four-year-old
Ellen. The home contains a computer with Internet access. Geoffrey has
a palm pilot. The living room also houses a stereo system and a CD col-
lection that reflects their tastes which includes the music of their youth
(1980s), contemporary county music, and recent hits albums such a
Santana’s Supernatural and the soundtrack from O Brother Where Art Thou.






