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Selling Out Pre-schoolers 
A new 24-hour TV channel promises to deliver the best children’s programming. But watch out for those ads
WEB EXCLUSIVE 

By Gersh Kuntzman 
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April 4 - Today in San Francisco, your pre-schooler's brain is being sold to the highest bidder.

There, on stage at the National Cable and Telecommunications Association convention, the CEOs of the Public Broadcasting System, Sesame Workshop, HIT Entertainment and Comcast will announce a partnership that sounds at first like the greatest thing for children under 6: a 24-hour cable channel that will broadcast the best educational programming ever made in this country.
Under the terms of the deal, great shows like Sesame Street, Bob the Builder, Thomas & Friends, Angelina Ballerina and the Berenstain Bears—plus really annoying shows like Barney & Friends—will be available 24 hours a day, seven days a week on the new channel, PBS Kids Sprout, for all of Comcast's 21.5-million subscribers. 
What could be bad? Nothing, except that your kid is paying the bill. The new cable channel will be financed, of course, with advertising. All of the relevant parties involved say that the advertising will be discreet and be targeted only at parents and caregivers—ads for diapers rather than sugar cereals, for example—much like the existing advertising on your local PBS station.
What this means in practice is that your kid will soon be humming the McDonald's "I'm Lovin' It" theme song, just like mine. The mini-advertisements that precede Sesame Street nowadays—the other day, it was an ad for McDonald's and Life cereal—may not show hamburgers or bowls of sugary treats, but they're insidious to the mind of a 3-year-old nonetheless. Why, after all, does my kid know the term "all-inclusive family resort" if not from the Beaches ad she sees before Sesame Street? Why, after all, did she ask for an ice cream cone—at 7 in the morning!—after a Chuck E. Cheese advertisement? (Answer: Because the ad has a split-second image of an ice cream cone—in addition to the Chuck E. Cheese logo, of course.)
I'm not the only one appalled by the increasing commercialization of our kids. Plenty of academics have done studies showing that advertising of any kind is bad for our youngest children. And plenty of people in the public broadcasting community are angered by the Comcast deal because of it. "The spots that are going to run on the commercial channel are outright commercials, product endorsements, superlatives," John Hesse, general manager of KUHT, the public television station in Houston, told The New York Times. Hesse explained that he didn't want his channel to be affiliated with the Comcast deal because "we have touted ourselves as a safe haven from commercial programming."
PBS officials told me that their hands are tied. Government funding of public television in the United States is a fraction (per capita) of what it is in England, Germany or Japan—where the pre-school programming is all commercial-free.
"Children [in the U.S.] today are growing up in a highly commercial environment and it's hard to protect them from it," said Joan Ganz Cooney, who, as creator of Sesame Street almost 37 years ago, was one of the very people who did protect our kids from it. Now, she's two steps down a slippery slope—and admitting it!
"None of us want to exploit children as a market," she told me. "But if that's the only way to get quality educational programming to children, it's more positive than negative. In our society, you can't protect children very long from commercialization. Look at Christmas, look at Easter. Commercialization is all around them now."
Gary Knell, the president and CEO of Sesame Workshop, had the same reaction, but was far more defensive. First, he justified the ads that run on Sesame Street as "non-promotional." Non-promotional? My daughter sings the McDonald's theme song, for Pete's sake!
"We live in a country that does not publicly support educational television adequately," Knell said. "Television is expensive to produce. Would it be better to have an environment completely devoid of sponsorship? Of course. But that's not where we live today." Not to sound like Bob Dole, but where is the outrage? Exposing toddlers to Madison Avenue hucksterism is the first step towards turning them into consumers. We live in a society where an artist's ability to make millions is more dependent on her ability to writhe across a stage than on her songwriting skills, where Burger King is proud to announce a 730-calorie breakfast sandwich, where the only way you'll be able to have a conversation with a pre-teen boy is if the batteries run out on his GameBoy. Isn't there anyone out there who wants to shelter 3-year-olds from all this, for a few years at least?
Why am I so angry? Well, perhaps I shouldn't have written this story while watching Nickelodeon's "Kid's Choice Awards." I'd turned it on hoping that it would reaffirm some sense of childhood innocence. Instead, I got a horrifying glimpse at what we as a society have done to our kids. You thought such things as celebrities reading inane text from a TelePrompTer, co-hosts providing canned laughs, and so-called stars lip-synching the latest pop garbage were only for adults. Well, kids, we're producing plenty of Hollywood cheese for you, too! I didn't watch for too long, but I couldn't tell what was more repulsive: Chris Rock making fart jokes, Hilary Duff wearing half a shirt or the sight of an arena filled with kids screaming for their favorite "stars." The whole thing made me feel that we live in a celebrity culture where art is just something that gets sold to kids like some new video game or breakfast cereal. Isn't that something from which we should shelter pre-schoolers?
I asked Cooney that very question and she just gave me a long sigh. She knows I'm right, but she's in the real world, where you need money to produce high quality educational programming. She blamed Congress. "You think it's a big deal that there are commercials on children's television. But is not a big deal to most congressmen," she said. 
Of course it isn't, I suggested. The only goal of our government is to make sure our kids become great consumers some day. "Exactly," she said. But she asked me to trust her and the other people involved in the Comcast deal. "We're not going to be selling, at least initially, toys to children."
No—at least not initially. In other words, lookout, kid: You're for sale.
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