
 

Butterfly Radio: Part 6 
What are they watching? Why quality 
of content is key. 

SYLVIA 
Tomàs from Houston, Texas, you’re on Butterfly Radio. 
  
TOMÀS 
Sylvia, I love the idea of embracing movement 
and teaching children the love of play. That’s 
how I was raised. But let’s be honest, these 
days play and movement must compete 
against TV, computers, tablets, and cell 
phones for children’s time. How do we help 
children develop the habit of embracing 
movement and play when what’s on the screen 
is so alluring? 
  
SYLVIA    
A great question Tomàs. You’re right, times have changed, play has 
changed, but our task as caregivers is always the same: to mindfully 
embrace the new so that we can properly guide the children.  

The fact is that today screen time plays an important part of every child’s 
life, and that will only continue as they grow older. So, we need to 

teach them how to use it to their benefit, and how 
to judge its value compared to other experiences 
life offers. Young children learn best through direct experience of 

life, but technology can also take children’s imagination on exciting 
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adventures and help them learn. The key is to find the right balance 
between active play and screen time, AND to ensure a quality experience, in 
play and on the screen.  

But I recognize that we are facing challenges. First, it’s easy to get caught 
off guard by the rapid rise of all these forms of new technology and their 
rapid embrace by even the youngest children. Second, it’s not always clear 
how to incorporate screen time into our daily routines with children in ways 
that enhances their development. Third, screens are everywhere now, we 
have them in our hands, in our living rooms, in our cars, in our schools, and 
there’s no way to avoid them even if you wanted to. So, it’s not as easy as it 
once was to engage children in a simple hands-on play.  And finally, 
research is not yet conclusive about the long-term impact of screen time on 
children’s development.  

So, where do we go from here? 
   
TOMÀS 
Exactly! 
  
SYLVIA 
Since you are preparing children to thrive in the real world, it’s unrealistic 
to tell you to completely avoid screens or to even give universal 
recommendations for the amount of screen time that is “right” or “wrong”.  
So, the challenge is real, but to figure this out let’s use our common sense 
and our years of working with children. It always comes 
down to the quality of the experience we prepare 
for the kids. So let’a explore what constitutes quality screen time. 

TOMÀS 
I think I have some ideas about this, but I’d love to hear what you have to 
say. 
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SYLVIA 
In today’s classrooms and homes children can experience screen time in a 
variety of ways—some can be very helpful to children and others not so 
much. For example, sitting a child down and turning on the television and 
walking away is quite different from encouraging a child to interact with an 
educational game on a tablet or even to watch an educational video with an 
adult. I’ve seen some interactive educational games that are excellent 
cognitive teaching tools, and others that even get children to move around a 
lot. But other videos and games can have just the opposite effect; leading 
children to passively sit for hours on end and even become habituated to 
unhealthy behaviors demonstrated in those programs. 

So, we must be particularly vigilant about the 
content we expose young children to. It’s doesn’t really 

matter if the screen is a TV, computer, tablet, or phone. What matters is the 
content that children are watching or interacting with.  

TOMÀS 
Right. That totally makes sense. I have some pretty good games that I play 
with my kids that gets them thinking and learning.  

SYLVIA 
That’s great! And you know Tomàs, we could do an entire lesson on media 
content from the point of view of brain development, but let’s stay focused 
on healthy habits here.  

TOMÀS 
Okay okay, so what constitutes quality screen time content in the context of 
what you’ve been talking about with healthy habits? 

SYLVIA 
A great question. One of the biggest challenges to 
developing healthy habits is the marketing of high 
calorie, low nutrient foods in the shows and games 
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children watch on the screen. The most obvious place we see this 
is during commercials. Young children watching television can be exposed 
to an enormous amount of commercials for sugary cereals, cookies, fruit 
chews, and sugary drinks. These commercials are very seductive to young 
children and prime them to desire these types of products. When a young 
child sees these types of ads, they see bright colors, animals, beloved 
cartoon characters, happy children, and fun; so of course they would want 
this stuff, and they’ll be more likely to associate happiness and food with 
high calorie, low nutrient foods and drinks. Even if a caregiver doesn’t 
provide children with these types of foods, the commercials can still lead 
children to seeing these types of foods as a better alternative to the foods 
they are served, which distracts them from enjoying the healthier food you 
are providing. 
  
Also don’t underestimate how food and drink marketing can sneak directly 
into TV shows, games, videos, even if there are no formal commercial 
breaks. That’s partly why you need to be vigilant about knowing what 
content you are showing young children. 
  
TOMÀS 
That’s interesting, because I never serve those foods, but I didn’t realize just 
watching those ads can become a problem. 

  
SYLVIA 
It’s a vicious cycle. Children become entranced in television, which can lead 
them to be inundated with ads that promote high calorie/low nutrient foods 
(like French fries or sugary drinks), and then they often end up eating those 
very foods while watching more television. 
  
TOMÀS 
Fair enough, but I mean, I think most TV watching happens at home and 
not in the preschool. 
  

Healthy Habits Champions © JD Andrews Foundation



SYLVIA 
It’s a good point, and that’s where you, as a caregiver, can lend a lot of help 
through your partnerships with families. Here are some ideas: 

  
Encourage families to use DVDs or online 
subscriptions to movies and shows for children. 

That way, they can limit TV time or eliminate broadcast TV altogether, and 
significantly reduce children’s exposure to the commercials.   

Alert families to be mindful of the content they allow 
children to see and, when possible, advise them to watch any show or 
play any game together with young children so that they’re right there to 
talk about it with the child if needed. 
  
Tell families that screen time for young children should 
be seen as an “event,” not as a regular and expected 
part of every day. As a result, it’s best to avoid having screens in 
children’s bedrooms or watching shows during mealtimes.  

TOMÀS 
All right. So, the family piece is definitely an important part of this, plus we 
must remember quality of content and limiting exposure to the 
commercials. What about keeping the balance between the active playtime 
and screen time? Can you share some guidance on that? 
  
SYLVIA 
Well, many organizations suggest kids shouldn’t get more than two hours of 
screen time a day.  It’s a good guideline, but it’s hard to follow a child 
around with a stopwatch, and we don’t want kids to feel restricted from 
engaging in an activity they enjoy. Instead, use common sense and be 
dedicated and mindful to pay attention, to be creative, and to make all 
kinds of activity enjoyable to children.   
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When children are watching or interacting with a screen, they’re usually 
engaged in a sedentary activity, and we don’t want children to be sedentary 
for too long with any activity. Since screen time is so alluring, it’s very easy 
for children to lose themselves in the interesting visuals and stories for 
hours and hours! In addition, screen time can be quite addictive, as any 
adult who checks his or her email 300 times a day knows first hand. If 
children develop a habit of watching or interacting 
with a screen whenever they have free time, it can 
be a habit very difficult to break. And when they 
grow up, they’ll be more likely to choose screen 
time without even considering activities that include 
movement. 

TOMÀS 
When I was growing up, we felt like the world out there was so interesting, 
and we felt so mischievous getting into all kinds of adventures! Now, I 
guess, the kids feel the same way when they play video games. 

SYLVIA 
Yes, they do, but they choose screen time over active play, because it’s 
convenient and right there in front of them, ready to go without any prep 
time. I know you know this Tomàs, but if you arrange 

opportunities for children to play that are 
engaging and interesting, they’ll be as excited to 
do that as they are to play the games or watch TV.  

TOMÀS 
I know, I know. It’s just sometime easier to plop a child in front of a screen. 

SYLVIA 
That’s true. And we all do that sometimes.  
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TOMÀS 
But I hear what you’re saying, and I’m up for it. I just need to make things 
more interesting for the kids.  

SYLIVA 
Right, but remember with preschoolers, almost everything is interesting, so 
simply taking them outside is making things super interesting! 

TOMÀS 
I like that. So can you summarize all this – what we’ve talked about? 

SYLVIA 
It’s up to us to arrange activities that support children’s growth and 
development, that encourage exploration and movement, and that are 
joyful and enjoyable. That’s what we call quality time. Screen time can also 
be quality time. 

Screen time can be an educational and happy experience that is used to 
support learning. But with young children, it should be balanced with active 
playtime, and it’s particularly important to be mindful of the content 
children are exposed to through screen time. Always be on the look out for 
marketing of high calorie, low nutrient foods and drinks in the programs, 
shows, and games available to children. 
  
And finally, partner closely with families so that the child’s experience from 
home to classroom is as seamless as can be.  Thanks for calling Tomàs. 
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