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With no children of my own and most of my friend’s children still infants and toddlers, I was at a bit of a loss when it came to identifying representative youth television.  The past few Thanksgivings have been somewhat disheartening, as I no longer recognize most of the balloons in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. Initially I thought I might analyze some of the youthful programming which I am familiar with that is undoubtedly also watched by children. But in the interest of venturing into uncharted territory I decided to sample some of the programming actually being marketed for children, even if this does not represent all that they consume.
A Veritable Smorgasbord
I spent a bit of time channel surfing on Nickelodeon, Disney, and Cartoon Network, but it was difficult to narrow down the selection since I am not usually home during the early afternoon, and it was hard to decide what to record. To get a better sense of  what was popular, or at least being targeted directly to this demographic, I decided to find out what Apple’s iTunes store was marketing to children. This past year iTunes has been advancing steadily towards film and television distribution, and has also established a stronghold in education (iTunes University). Apple has a long history of relationship with children and educators, but I was still surprised at how extensive their Kids collection was.
The iTunes store carries shows which are currently airing, as well as archival material from Disney, Nickelodeon, Cartoon Network, PBS, Discovery Kids, and more. They classify the programs according to multiple criteria, like popularity, musical shows, best-of and other. The interface does not indicate which shows are intended for what age groups, nor do they state what times the shows are scheduled to be broadcast, so there are few cues for the uninitiated that signify which age group these episodes target.

I decided to select a sampling of shows, some of which I have heard about but never watched, and others which looked visually appealing or intersting. I downloaded Class of 3000 (Home – the Pilot episode), Sponge Bob Square Pants (Graveyard Shift / Krusty Love), Avatar: The Last Airbender (The Library), Disney Clubhouse (Goofy the Great), FETCH! With Ruff Ruffman (Begin to Hope) for $1.99 each. I watched the programs on a portable media player, while traveling on a bus ride from New York to Boston.
Ages 2 and Up

Class of 3000 (Home – the Pilot episode) – The Class of 3000 is an animated series on Cartoon Network produced by and starring André Benjamin from the popular band Outkast.  André plays a jazz superstar, Sunny Bridges, who quits the music industry to return to his roots in Atlanta and teach music to the child prodigies at Westley School for the Performing Arts. The show’s main protagonist is Li’l D, a young drummer who idealizes Sunny. The cast includes the rest of Li’l D’s music class, school staff, and inhabitants of Atlanta. The plot involves the zany adventures of these main characters and the life lessons they learn; each episode includes a song, and features colorful visual interstitials. The show seems to be aimed at pre-teens and teens based on the ages of the main characters and the sophisticated plot lines and humor. Younger children might certainly enjoy the music, colorful animations, and sould be able to follow the basic narrative arc.
SpongeBob Square Pants (Graveyard Shift / Krusty Love), - SpongeBob Square Pants is an animated series on Nickelodeon starring a cheerful sponge who lives in a pineapple under the sea in a town called Bikini Bottom. SpongeBob works as a fry cook at the Krusty Krab, alongside Squidward Tentacles. He is close friends with the starfish, Patrick Star and his family also appears on the show. SpongeBob is likely geared towards preschoolers and early childhood as the dialogue is very repetitive and the plot lines are very simple. The show seems designed to implant incessantly repetitive phrases in the viewers’ memory, perhaps appealing to the early-elementary audience.
 Avatar: The Last Airbender (The Library) – A Nickelodeon serial epic set in a magical fantasy world inhabited by humans, intelligent talking animals, and spirits. The world blends traditional mystical narratives and themes into a familiar hero’s journey. The show’s messianic protagonist is a 12 year old boy whose task, along with his band of friends, is to restore order and harmony to the world’s warring nations. The franchise has spawned trans-media spinoffs, including video games, action figures, stuffed animals and lego sets. It has been praised for introducing characters with greater depth and complexity than the average good/evil dichotomies of most programming in this genre.
Disney Mickey Mouse Clubhouse (Goofy the Great) – A preschool experience hosted by Disney’s prized cast (Mickey, Minnie, Donald, Daisy, Goofy, and Pluto) on the Disney Channel as part of the Playhouse Disney programming block (though this association was missing from the iTunes store). The interactive formula for this show involves introducing “tools” that Mickey will use to solve problems that arise in the course of the episode. When a challenge arises, Mickey gives the audience a chance to guess which tool will be brought to bear on the problem. There are also other occasions for call-response questioning of the audience – repeat after me, and simple pattern completion exercises. The visual style of the CG animation is suggestive of a video game. 
FETCH! With Ruff Ruffman (Begin to Hope) – FETCH! is a hybrid animation/live-action in the style of a mock reality tv show crossed with a quiz show, and part of the PBS Kids GO! brand (though this association was missing from the iTunes store). On the show Ruff (an animated dog) assigns contestants creative tasks and awards them points for responsible execution. Contestants are also quizzed on details of the assignments that they watch, and the audience is has the opportunity “play along” with this part of the show by attending closely  to the story.
Beyond the LCD 

This sampling of programs provided me with an interesting perspective on the range of materials and approaches employed in modern youth programming. While the programs I viewed were designed to appeal to different age groups, some observations drawn from these programs that are general enough to apply widely.

The biggest differences I found across these programs were the degree to which their tone came across as patronizing or condescending. This factor was observed between shows targeted at similar age groups, and is not only attributed to different target demographics. It seems to me that respecting the viewer, and exposing them to more sophistication and complexity than they might be able to fully understand will expose richer educational possibilities. A multi-layered production, with attention to narrative, aesthetic, and formal considerations will typically result in material with higher quality educational opportunities. It will appeal to a wider range of viewers, who will each be able to relate to specific facets of the programming as a starting point for their inquiry.
The Disney Clubhouse and FETCH! programs were the most overtly educational, prompting users to identify patterns, echo phrases, or memorize details. While this style of programming literally drills specific cognitive skills, the depth of learning it promotes may be superficial. It does not provide the best substrate for the style of learning that Fisherkeller describes, where analogical symbolic reasoning helps individuals formulate their identities and cultivate their social skills (Fisherkeller 2002).
The Class of 3000 was the most subversive of the bunch, providing semi-realistic scenarios that might prompt the child to wonder why their music education was so meager.  Viewers are introduced to a range of possible worlds with plotlines that explore class, gender, race, and age themes. The musical interludes, the bright colorful visuals, and the clever humor should appeal to a wide age range. 
Kidcasting
The experience of watching these programs on a portable media device affects their impact significantly. As these devices proliferate, they will become an important delivery platform for children’s and educational programming. Already portable music, gaming, and telephonic devices support video, and consumer electronics manufacturers are aggressively expanding their markets to the young. The social spaces and viewing contexts will be affected by this transition. The realities and affordances of on-demand broadcast will affect the children’s market along with the adult one. If we are witnessing the collapse of the ad driven broadcast model, then we should expect children’s television to be affected as well. The rising importance of product placement, and the possibility of new business models, may ultimately underwrite the development of children’s programming, in turn affecting its content.
In this new landscape, parents may actually more opportunities to track what their children are watching, though they may not watch together with their children. The iPod store could function as the ultimate V-chip, as it creates conditions of surveillance that traditional television surfing did not – what kids are watching and how long they watch it for are all recorded for their parent’s to review.
This brief introductory exercise merely scratches the surface on a field of issues. It strongly reinforced the importance of being aware of what kids are watching, even if you do not have kids of your own. I learned in the course of reviewing these shows that the Wikipedia, fan sites, and the Network’s and own websites are great resources for orienting yourself about what kind of programming is out there. However, to really understand the media that kids are consuming there is no substitute for watching actual episodes in their entirety.
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