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Television and Early Childhood Health and
Development
Television is a part of the environment in which early childhood development occurs. Most children in Australia are
exposed to television from a very early age, sometimes even from birth. All aspects of early childhood
development – cognitive, social-emotional and physical – occur while children experience television. Not all
television exposure is intentional as televisions are almost everywhere, including in shopping centres and doctors
waiting rooms or in the many homes where television is always switched on.

Perhaps surprisingly, young children watch more television than anyone else. Research shows that young children
typically spend more time watching television than doing any other single activity, apart from sleeping.

Why is television an early childhood health issue?
Recent research has looked at the impact of television on children’s well-being, health and development. It shows
that there are links between television viewing and obesity, language development, behaviour, sleep and
social-emotional development.

The effects of television exposure are affected by:
• Content (e.g. is the content of the program violent?)
• Time duration (the risks increase with the number of hours of television exposure)

• How the young child watches television (Is the child watching on their own or with a parent?).

While older preschool children can benefit socially and educationally from watching certain television programs,
research shows that this is not the case for children under two years. In fact, the negative impact of television is
most significant for children under two years. Experts advise limiting young children’s exposure to television. The
American Academy of Pediatricians advocates a ‘no screen policy’ for children under the age of two years.

What can parents do?
• Limit the time your child spends watching television. Consider the total ‘screen time’ (DVDs, screen-based

games, any time the television is switched on) your child is experiencing – not just television screen time.

• Decide what television programs are appropriate for your child. The Raising Children Network provides
practical advice about how to choose appropriate programs for children. See: www.raisingchidren.net.au

• Monitor what your child is watching, and if possible, watch television with your child.

• Talk with your child about what you have seen.

• Provide alternative activities for your child, including thing he/she can enjoy when you are busy. Children learn
best through doing things rather than by watching television.

This Parent Fact Sheet is available in different community languages and can be downloaded from the Early Childhood
Connections website www.ecconnections.com.au
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How your Child Learns and Develops
Good quality early childhood programs provide babies, toddlers and children with many opportunities to:
• play – on their own, with friends, or with an educator

• have fun, be cuddled by a special educator, and laugh

• participate in activities similar to those at home, such as playing, cooking, etc.

• become independent and develop a sense of self within a ‘community’ of friends

• begin to take responsibility for themselves and their belongings

• take part in the daily life of the program so that they feel like they belong – deciding who and what to play
with, making group rules, setting tables and cleaning up.

These programs build on the learning that occurs at home and in the community.

The importance of play
‘Children learn through play’ is a commonly heard phrase that is not well understood. The educator’s role is to
share your child’s learning journey with you and add to your understanding of how these foundational skills, or life
skills, will contribute to your child’s future learning experiences.

Children learn with their whole selves when they play – their senses, their imagination, their mind, their heart, and
their view of themselves and people in their immediate world. To adults, children’s play can look like the fun it
usually is, but play is also serious work for children. The presence of a familiar supportive adult provides children
with the important feeling of safety, security and warmth.

How does this happen?
Talking (and in later childhood, reading and writing) are important skills, but there is much vital learning that must
occur before children reach these milestones. For example:

• Active floor play for babies involving age-appropriate toys and adult/child interaction supports their physical
development and encourages exploration.

• Playing with sand, play-dough, water, or mud, helps babies, toddlers and children learn about textures and
what happens when a liquid is mixed with a solid.

• Basic science and maths concepts such as ‘1cup’ and ‘100 ml’ are learnt through cooking and measuring.

• Encouraging toddlers and children to persist and showing them that it is okay to make mistakes and how to
learn from mistakes. It is important that both educators and families help children succeed so they see
themselves as capable learners.

You, as a parent, are your child’s first and most influential teacher. High quality early childhood programs will
support you and your child throughout this journey of discovering the world, and help your child learn important
life skills and skills for further schooling.


