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affects kids of all ages
8

Studies have shown that young kids learn best from interactions with people and the world around them.

Do babies and toddlers learn from digital devices?
By Yalda T. Uhls, PhD

T

ouchscreen technology is so simple that even an infant can use it, often with minimal adult supervision.
You’ve probably seen those YouTube videos of babies
who expect a magazine to act like an iPad. Every parent I
know has stories like these. When my kids learned how
to crawl, they reached for a stuffed animal. Today, a baby
stretches toward her parent’s iPhone.
A 2015 study found that up to half of very young kids
use smartphones and tablets in some way before their first
birthday. By age two, a large majority of toddlers had
scrolled screens, called someone, watched a TV show on a
digital device, played video games or used an app.
It’s happening too fast

Work & Family Life is
distributed by companies and
other organizations to their
employees and clients. To see
the online version, go to
workandfamilylife.com.
E-mail: workfam@aol.com
Phone: (561) 818-3670

It took radio 38 years to reach an audience of 50 million. It
took TV 13 years and Facebook just two. The sea change
that has taken place in the wake of new technologies is dizzying. Parents feel they just can’t keep up.
If you go to the Amazon website today and search for
Tablets under Baby Products, hundreds of items come up.
There’s a Digital iPotty with an activity seat for a tablet
device, a toddler Apptivity seat and a bouncy chair with a
connected tablet held directly in the baby’s line of sight.

These products take everyday toddler activities such
as riding in a stroller and sitting on a potty—and add a
screen to keep the child engaged. Seriously? Do we really
think babies need constant entertainment? Do we believe
they can learn important skills while they pee and poop?
And, even if they could, what is the trade-off?
What are we giving up when babies stare at a screen
instead of the world around them? When young children
do start to use these devices, how can parents bring value
to their screen time? Social science research on how and
what infants learn from both the real world and from
screen-based media can answer these questions.
In a child’s first year
Thanks to a new technology called an eye-tracker, psychologists have analyzed different patterns of eye movement and discovered that a baby’s gaze (one of the first
ways young kids interact with their caregivers) is a basic
mechanism for learning.
It turns out that faces are an irreplaceable touchpoint,
an important early visual experience in “face processing
skills.” Thus, the first year of life is a sensitive phase of
development as the brain becomes efficient at spending
Continued on page 2...

Digital devices...

u Watch your media habits. Even

Continued from page 1

very young children are paying attention. When parents themselves
are heavy users of screen media,
studies have found that their kids
will be too.

energy on what is critical for effective growth.
By the age of one, babies understand that a caregiver’s actions
have meaning. When you point to
an object and your baby begins to
purposefully follow your gaze or
your finger, it is a sign that she or
he can start to learn from others—
and this is a critical developmental
milestone.

Guidelines for everyone
u Keep TV and digital devices

out of your child’s bedroom if at
all possible. Charge your family’s
devices in a common area. Think
about starting this practice before
you give your child an Internetconnected device, so your rules
will be well established.

About screen learning
Since gazing in real life becomes
learning, it serves an important
purpose. So here’s the question:
Can babies less than a year old
learn from watching a screen in
the same way they learn from their
physical environment?
The company that franchised
Baby Einstein videos claimed they
could improve a child’s cognitive
and language ability. But researchers discovered that babies do not
learn language by watching videos.
They understand new words only
when they are spoken by a live human being. Listening to and gazing at Mom and Dad or another
caregiver is better than looking at
a video any day of the week.
In years 2 and 3
When adults watch a baby’s eyes
seemingly glued to a TV program,
they often assume the child understands the relationship between the
real world and screen content. But
research proves otherwise. Before
the age of two, children do not
seem to transfer what they see on
television to their everyday life.
What about interactive media, when kids make something
happen on a screen with their fingers? It still turns out that the real
world outdoes screens for transfer
of learning. Again, it’s because
children learn best in the physical
presence of other human beings.
To help young children get the
most from their screen-media experiences, watch videos with them
and make connections between
real life and what a child is seeing
on the screen.
2

u Set device-free times

A real lick from a real dog sure beats tapping on a screen.

For example, link a color on
the screen to the same color in the
room. Recent research has shown
that if a parent points to a real
world object that a two-year-old
sees on a video, the child can more
successfully label the object.

cal skills, particularly in their first
year. They learn more from being
outside, from looking at people
and even from a dog licking their
face than from staring at a screen
or tapping on it with their fingers.
u Balance screen time with

other
activities,
reading
books
and
playGuidelines for young kids
ing games together. Babies’ brains
u It’s okay for children under two
and bodies need both exercise and
to have a limited amount of screen
stimulation.
time. If you need a few minutes to
take a shower, send off that email u Find high-quality content and
or make dinner, don’t feel guilty. watch it with your children. Play
But limit the time you use digital with them and keep making condevices as baby sitters.
nections between online and offu The real world offers the stimu- line worlds to maximize learning
lation babies need to learn criti- (see online resources in box below).

Online resources for parents

W

hat kind of content is appropriate for your child? Resources exist to help you
think through your choices. You’ll find ratings for age-appropriateness from the
nonprofit www.commonsensemedia.org, the for-profit www.kids-in-mind.
com and industry sources such as www.mpaa.org/film-ratings and the
Entertainment Software Rating Board at www.esrb.org.
As kids become more independent in their choices, consider a family media agreement.
It can help you think through what is and is not important for your family. Here are the
links to a few good ones:
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/sites/default/files/uploads/pdfs/fma_all.pdf
http://www.edutopia.org/blog/creating-a-family-media-agreement-matt-levinson
http://huffingtonpost.com/janell-burley-hofmann/iphone-contract-from-yourmom_b_2372493.html u

when the
family signs off from gadgets and
the Internet—at the dinner table,
during walks, while playing sports.
It’s important for kids to see that
everyone needs some screen-free
time, so try to build these into
your family’s day.
This can be a challenge for
adults who use devices for their
work. But by making a device-free
rule, you demonstrate that family time and face-to-face time are
valuable to the human experience.
u Look toward the positive. As
kids get older, if you don’t want
them to tune you out, don’t be
totally negative about their media choices. For example, if you
say a few positive things about
kids’ media behavior every day, it
might make them more likely to
share with you.
u Live where they live.

If you
co-view, you can help kids learn
how to be more critical consumers. Check the ratings of programs
and apps. Ask your kids to check
the ratings. If you let them watch
something you’re not 100 percent
sure about, watch it with them.
Talk to your kids about content, so you can learn how they
process messages. Then integrate
your values into their processing.
When kids are older, join their social media networks. u
—Adapted from the author’s
new book “Media Moms &
Digital Dads” (Bibliomotion).
See We Recommend on the
last page.
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Interchange

‘What do I need to know about Tumblr?’

Q

My 10th grader wants to blog
and post her art projects on
Tumblr. What do I need to know
about this social-networking site?
J.M., Austin, TX

Terms of service specify that
Tumblr should not be used by
kids under 13. App stores rate it
mature, for 17 and older. Tumblr
contains everything under the sun,
both positive and negative. UserWe’re glad you asked. As you generated content includes prodcan see from our Front Page uct ads, sexy images, depictions of
feature, digital media is a subject drug use and offensive language.
we’re very interested in—and we
are aware that many young people For older teens, Tumblr can be
are using Tumblr. Here’s what the a venue for self-expression—but
experts at Common Sense Media with parental discretion. The ability to post instantaneously can be
have to say about it.
a risk for impulsive teens, so it’s a
Tumblr is a vibrant, streaming good idea to have a conversation
scrapbook of text, photos, videos with your daughter about thinkand audio clips that’s easy to use, ing before she posts anything.
which is why so many people love
Most teens’ engagement with
it. But it’s not for young kids.
social media consists of consum-

A

ing it, not creating it. So it’s good
that your daughter wants to create
content with her art work.
Key concerns for parents are
privacy and inappropriate content
because Tumblr posts are public
by default. Users need not use
their real names, however, so it’s
possible to stay fairly anonymous.
(Tumblr will assign an interesting
name if the user prefers that.)
In addition to mature content
on Tumblr, there’s a lot of “native
advertising”—those ads that look
like regular content. Parents need
to help kids develop media literacy
skills by noticing how advertisers
use a site’s signature style to bury
their messages. 

research review

Social skills important for best jobs

I

n the work world, cooperation, flexibility and empathy have become increasingly essential. In fact,
the only occupations showing consistent wage
growth since 2000 are those that require both
cognitive and social skills. The jobs a machine can do
more efficiently than a person have been hardest hit.
Harvard Professor David Deming, the author of a
new study, explains: “As I am speaking to you, I need
to think about what’s going on in your head—‘Is she
bored? Am I giving him too much information?’—
and I have to adjust my behavior all the time. That’s
a really hard thing to program.”
Surprisingly, says Dr. Deming, preschool classrooms—where children move in small groups from
project to project and the most important
skills are sharing and negotiating—
are actually a lot more like today’s
workplace than a college lecture hall is.
“If it’s just a technical skill, there’s a
reasonable chance it
can be automated,”
says MIT economist
David Autor. “If it’s
just being empathetic
or flexible, there’s an
infinite supply of people, so a job won’t be
well paid. It’s the interaction of the two
WFL December 2015 w www.workandfamilylife.com

that is virtuous.” Nobel Prize-winning economist
James Heckman agrees. He adds that noncognitive
traits like character, dependability and perseverance
are as important as cognitive achievement.
While these “soft skills” can be taught, schools
in the U.S. are not doing so, as a rule.
Group activities like sports, band, chorus or
drama are one way to teach workplace skills such
as trusting each other, bringing out each other’s
strengths and being coachable, says Deborah Slaner
Larkin, CEO of the Women’s Sports Foundation.
These days women in particular are taking advantage of the demand for social skills on the job,
and are finding their way into more collaborative
positions. Dr. Deming and other researchers say that’s because females
tend to do better at things like social
perceptiveness, emotional intelligence and
working with others.
“If we really want
to prepare young people
for the actual world of
work,” writes New York
Times columnist Claire
Cain Miller, “maybe
high schools and colleges
should evaluate students
the way preschools do—
whether they ‘play well
with others’.” u
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This is your column. We invite you to
send questions about work and family life or tell us how you solved a
problem that you think a lot of people
face. Write: Dr. Susan Ginsberg, Work
& Family Life, 305 Madison Avenue,
Suite 1143, New York, NY 10165. Email: workfam@aol.com.

Adversity may
warm the heart
or the opposite

S

urviving hardship leads many
people to be kinder and more
generous. It can also be a hearthardening experience.
An online study of generosity by
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk found
that people who had themselves
experienced adversity such as
the loss of a loved one at an
early age or a natural disaster
were more likely to empathize
with others in distress and to
donate more money and more
time to relief efforts.
On the other hand, a study by
Loren Nordgren at the Kellogg
School of Management reported
in “The Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology” that the
human mind has a bit of a glitch
when it comes to remembering
past hardships. It makes the
experiences less distressing than
they really were. This can lead
some people to say: “I overcame
it. So should you.”
In other words, familiarity can
indeed breed contempt. u
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ELDER ISSUES

Practical solutions for the driving dilemma
By Elizabeth Dugan, PhD
Part One of a two-part series

A

particular kind of accident
has become very common:
an older person, driving on
a weekday close to home, is
involved in a collision while making a left turn.
This happened to my own
mother when I was writing my
book The Driving Dilemma, and
fortunately no one was hurt. But it
was a wake-up call for my family.
After 50 years of accident-free
driving, my mom provided an alltoo-personal case study with which
to illustrate a problem facing many
older drivers and their families.
And one good thing came out of
it. I can attest that the steps outlined in my book really do work
(more on this next month).

because of their own denial or im- feel vulnerable? You may see your
paired thinking.
conversation as being just about
n They want to keep driving. driving, but your loved one may
see it as a life-and-death issue.
Most older Americans live in areas
Many older people worry about
where public transportation is unlosing control. “Will I become a
available or limited. They associate
burden?” “Am I dying?” These
the ability to drive a car with their
thoughts may be on your relative’s
personal freedom and autonomy.
mind, yet remain unspoken.
For a growing number of older
people, giving up driving has be- n Plan ahead. Timing can be a
come a new life milestone. And re- key factor. Start the conversation
search suggests that most of us will with your relative when and where
outlive our driving ability by from you will not be interrupted or
7 to 10 years.
have to rush. Sit comfortably with
everyone at the same eye level.
Before you speak out
If more than one sibling is taking
part in the discussion, don’t let
If you are worried about an older
it
seem
like you’re ganging up on
relative’s driving ability, here are

Contrary to popular myths
To begin any discussion about
older drivers, it’s important for
everyone to be aware of the facts.

n One talk won’t do the trick.

The transition from unlimited
driving to driving retirement can
be a lengthy process that will
likely involve many conversations with an older relative
or friend. It’s impossible to
anticipate everything that will
come up in a single talk. Be
aware also that the options
you thought everyone agreed
on during one discussion may
need to be revisited later.
Here are a few links to helpful
online resources.
www.seniordrivers.com
www.aarp.org/drive

“I’m lucky—my wife is able to do the driving now.”

some things to consider—before your parent or friend. And don’t
n Older drivers are pretty safe
you start a conversation on this rehash old arguments. This should
generally. The accident rate for subject with your loved one.
be a conversation about your love
even the oldest group of drivers is
and concern for the older driver’s
lower than for teenagers and young n Put yourself in his/her shoes. safety and the facts relating to his
adults. Older people tend to drive Give some thought to what driv- or her driving fitness.
less, wear seat belts, rarely drive ing represents to your older relawhile intoxicated and they don’t tive’s or friend’s sense of identity. Easing the transition
get speeding tickets. But when What difficulties might arise from
We all have essential needs for
they do have an accident, they are being without a car? Will she or he
be able to keep up with friends and transportation. Getting food, supmore likely to be hurt or killed.
plies and medicines and going to
important activities?
n Most older drivers avoid risks.
doctor’s appointments and social
As a group, they tend to be “self- n Anticipate emotions. Changing events are the bare minimum.
As family members help an
regulators.” They typically avoid one’s driving status can be scary
driving in bad weather, in heavy and complicated for older drivers. older relative who needs to restrict
traffic and at night. But some do Will your relative be sad? Angry? or give up driving, here are some
not use self-protective measures Resentful? Relieved? Will he or she suggestions:
4

what alternatives for transportation are available in your relative’s
community. He or she may not
use them all, but it’s good to have
some choices.
Bear in mind that a single option is unlikely to meet all of your
relative’s needs. Chances are you
will need to patch together several
such as riding with family members and friends, using accessibility programs for seniors, or taking
a bus, taxi or other car service.

Online resources

n Age is not the key issue.

When it comes to determining
one’s driving fitness, what matters more than a person’s age is
his or her ability to see, think and
move. Some people in their 90s
and even beyond are more fit for
driving than some people in their
50s or 60s.

n Do some research. Find out

www.itnamerica.org
www.caring.com

Information for those who are
worried about a relative’s dementia
and driving can be found at www.
thehartford.com/alzheimers.
Check out the Association for
Driver Rehabilitation Specialists
at www.driver-ed.org.
Enter the keywords “senior drivers” at www.Edmunds.com. u
—Adapted from the author’s
book “The Driving Dilemma.”
On this page in Part Two next
month, we will talk about
assessing an older person’s
fitness to drive.
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parenting

Handling a case of the holiday ‘gimmes’

I

want. I need. All my friends
have one. These are familiar
words to most parents, and it’s
no wonder. In our ad-saturated
media culture, it’s easy for kids to
get a case of the “gimmes.” So we
need to ask ourselves, especially at
holiday time, “What can I do or
say to get a handle on my child’s
over-the-top wish list?”
Since no one wants their child
to be insatiable and demanding,
it’s good to know that we can do a
lot to prevent it from happening.
What it takes, basically, is to set
some limits in a way that can help
our kids learn to separate what
they need from what they want.
Take age into account
Young children pretty much want
to have all the exciting, glittery
things they see on TV or in stores,
whether or not they are appropriate to play with at their age.
School-age kids typically start asking for high-tech (and expensive)
things because their friends and
classmates have them.
This doesn’t necessarily mean
they’re being greedy. It’s probably
more a matter of trying to fit in.
Even so, it can be worrisome if
it seems like the only way a child
thinks he or she can gain acceptance is with material objects.
Saying ‘no’ actually works
Although we can’t stop kids from
wanting what they want, we can
say no in a way a child can understand and is more likely to accept.
For example, you can say calmly and honestly why you won’t
buy a special doll or a pricey new
computer game: “You have two
very similar dolls” or “I don’t have
enough money this year to get you
more games for your computer.”
Or, instead of responding to a
request with an immediate “yes”
or “no,” parents can ask questions
that will get a child thinking, such
as: “Who else has that toy? What
do you like about it the most?

Sometimes it feels like everything in a toy store is irresistible.

How do you think you would use point but only if you contribute to
it? Do your friends who have one its cost.
use it a lot?”
Encourage older children to
pay for part or all of the cost of exLessons to be learned
pensive “must have” toys or items
Just keep in mind that reasoning of clothing. Obviously, there are
rarely makes kids want something lessons to be learned by earning
less. And if your “no” is final, your and saving money as well as postchild will be disappointed. But poning gratification.
part of growing up is dealing with
Keeping a wish list
the fact that you may not get a
particular thing that you want— A wish list is useful to keep track
or that you may have it at some of enticing items all year and then

Teaching kids to say a polite ‘thank you’

C

hildren can be embarrassingly candid to friends and relatives who’ve just given
them a gift. They say things like, “What is it?” or “I already have three just like
it.” Or they say nothing at all—but you can read the disappointment on their faces.
The old message—to be happy with what you have—is often lost on kids when they
open a gift they don’t like. Parenting writer Barbara Meltz encourages parents to
discuss different scenarios with your kids. For example: What can you say if you’re
disappointed with a present? What can you say if you already have one?
We should not coach children to show glee over a present they don’t want or like,
because that will feel like a lie to them. Just explain, Meltz suggests, that when we
say “thank you,” it’s also for the thought and the effort that goes into a present.
It’s okay for a parent to apologize for a young child who may have lost his or her
manners. And don’t let good behavior go unnoticed. Say more than just, “You were
very polite today.” Instead, try, “You did a great job of making your aunt feel good
about her choice, even though I know you don’t like that color.”
The important thing is to help kids understand the reason behind polite behavior—
not just to learn a list of do’s and don’ts. u
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to share it with relatives at holiday times. It’s a way to show your
child the pleasure of dreaming
about possibilities, in much the
same way adults do when they flip
through catalogs or go windowshopping.
Lists can also teach kids how to
make choices. For example, if they
keep a running list throughout the
year of the things they would like
to have, they will see that some of
those things turned out to be fads
that quickly lost their appeal. And
when it gets close to a birthday or
holiday, kids can also learn to prioritize items on the list and decide
which ones are truly most important to them.
More holiday tips
Here are some other suggestions
that may be helpful to parents:
l Explain that some gifts

come
from Santa (if you still have a child
who is a “believer”) and that others come from you. Let kids know
that they will not get everything
they want or maybe not even their
first choice. Some parents find it
useful to say, “You’ll get a gift you
want and a surprise.”
l Slow the pace.

When you open
gifts, try taking turns so everyone
can see and enjoy each other’s
presents and reactions to them.
l Put some things away

for a
month or two. Often, young kids
don’t even notice when you do
this. Or you might explain to a
slightly older child, “I think you’ll
enjoy Aunt Sally’s gift more after
you’ve played with some of the
other toys you got today.”
l Get kids involved in giving.

Include children in planning and
choosing gifts. Encourage them
to create gifts for their grandparents and for others who are important in their lives. Have your
child write or sign cards to enclose
with gifts to family members and
friends. u
5

on the job

Talking to your boss about a personal problem

O

ne Sunday afternoon
Kate learned from her
husband that he had
met someone else and
wanted out of their marriage
of 27 years. The next morning, Kate approached Debby,
her boss. “Let’s go outside for
a walk,” she said. “I need to tell
you something.”
Debby offered a sympathetic ear, urged Kate to take
advantage of their employer’s
counseling service and made
the initial appointment herself.
Although the circumstances are
still painful months later, Kate
is doing as well as can be expected.
“I get angry at myself for not
picking up on some of the signals,” she says. “Sometimes I get
the blues, but having a busy work
life helps a lot. I don’t have time
to feel sorry for myself, and the
people I work with have shown
me they care.”
Debby says, “Kate’s openness,
humor and positive attitude have
made it easier for her and for us.
A couple of times a week, she
stops working, gets up from her
desk and says, ‘I’m going for a
walk.’ It’s her 10-minute stressbreaker, and we all say, ‘Go Kate!’
The other day I did it myself and
everyone laughed.”
How and when to speak out
We all have personal problems
from time to time that affect our
ability to make it through the
work day. It may be a temporary
crisis: a sick child, a teenager who
got into trouble at school or agonizing over the decision to end the
life of a beloved pet. Sometimes
it’s a longer-term matter, like the
breakup of a marriage or the illness of an elderly parent.
How and when should we tell
our boss and coworkers about a
personal problem?
There’s no easy answer to that
question. Your decision might de6

spouse to radiation
treatments
three
times a week, you
might offer to work
late on the two days
when you don’t
have to do this.
Share any burden

that you may be
causing. If your
problem affects coworkers,
suggest
a plan to reciprocate for any extra
work they will need
to pick up while
you’re not there.
If you show your
willingness to share
“I’m glad you told me about what you’re doing to help your father.”
any inconvenience,
pend on a number of factors such workplace—a time when the two your boss and coworkers will be
as the following:
of you can discuss the situation more likely to meet your needs.
you’re going through without inr How well do I really know the
If your own health
people I work for and with? Are terruptions.
is the problem
we generally aware of the day-to- Be specific but brief. State the
day happenings in each other’s problem concisely and accurately. If the personal problem is an illness from which you are recuperlives?
Spare your boss any unnecessary
ating, the situation is different,
details—and don’t expect him
r Is my work likely to be affected
but there are still some parallels.
in a major way by this personal or her to be a social worker. Do Here are a few suggestions:
not exaggerate the seriousness of
issue?
whatever you are experiencing. If Think of coming back to work
r Does my supervisor seem like
you want your supervisor not to as a transition. See it as more
the kind of person who would be tell others, ask him or her to keep of a process and not something
comfortable hearing about my the information you have shared that can be accomplished in one
problem?
confidential.
day. And if you can, come back
in steps, not all at once.
r If I reveal something personal,
will my information be treated
confidentially? Will it be treated
with disapproval?
r Do

I expect to resolve the problem within the near future?
Approaching the supervisor
Once you decide to say something
to your boss, here are some ideas
that should increase the likelihood
that he or she will be receptive to
helping you continue doing your
job while you’re dealing with the
problem.
Pick a good time and place. Find

the calmest time of day at your

Focus on the workplace impact

of whatever you’re going through.
Talk specifically about how your
work will be affected by what’s
happening in your personal life.
For example, although Kate is unhappy about some aspects of her
divorce proceedings, her work life
does not seem to have changed.

If you have been out for an
extended period, make your

Offer work-related solutions. If a

supervisor and coworkers what
you can handle. Pace yourself. If
you need to lie down for a few
minutes from time to time to
regain your strength, say that as
well. And make sure to thank the
people who have been helpful
and thoughtful to you. u

personal problem takes you away
from your workplace—for example, if you are dealing with an older relative in another city—try to
come up with some suggestions to
make up for the time. Or, if you
have to leave early to drive your

first trip back a short meeting
or lunch with coworkers, if possible. Break the ice, especially if
your appearance has changed.
Once you’re back, be honest
about your limits. Tell your
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Weight/sleep
connection in
freshman year

T

he so-called “freshman 15”
may be an exaggeration,
but many college students do
put on some weight during
their first year away from
home. New research suggests
the underlying cause may be
the students’ widely vacillating patterns of sleep.
In other words, it’s not just
the amount of sleep college
students are getting, it’s that
their bedtimes and waking
times change daily based on
their class schedules.
One of the new studies was
based on the daily sleep
diaries of 132 freshmen at
Brown University. It found the
metabolic impact of changing
sleep patterns was most
pronounced with boys, whose
bedtimes and wake times
shifted daily by an average
of 2 hours, 37 minutes. It’s
as if they had to adjust to
jet lag every day—and they
often compensated for their
tiredness by eating sugary
and starchy foods.
While the girls’ sleep time
was more consistent, they
gained more weight. Instead
of going to breakfast (a
weight-management anchor),
many of the girls used their
pre-class minutes for prep
time. “We call it the primp
factor,” says Brandy Roane,
lead author of the study.
Dr. Roane says it’s important
to establish good sleep
habits while students are still
in high school. She urges
parents to teach kids about
their sleep needs while they
are still living under the same
roof.
“At college, no one is going to
say, ‘you can’t sleep till 1 pm,
so students need the skills to
figure that out,” she says. u

A HEALTHY YOU

The bitter truth about sugar

A

mericans on average eat 75
pounds of “added sugar” a
year. That’s 22 teaspoons a
day of empty calories, mostly
from sweetened beverages—mainly
sodas but also coffee and tea.
The proposed new U.S. Dietary Guidelines say that “no more
than 10 percent of a person’s daily
calories should come from added
sugar.” The American Heart Association suggests no more
than 6 teaspoons of added
sugar a day for most women
and 9 for most men.

products. Added sugar is mainly
sucrose (white table sugar) or the
high-fructose corn syrup that’s
found in candies, cookies, breakfast cereal, pasta sauce, ketchup,
bread, canned foods and sweetened yogurt.
Among the new studies: JAMA
Internal Medicine reported a spike
in cardiovascular disease among
those who consumed the most

A few words to the wise
If you eat mostly whole foods and
rarely consume sugary soft drinks,
you’re probably getting less than
10 or even 5 percent of your daily
calories from added sugar. Here
are some simple steps to reduce
your sugar intake:
n Add your own fruit to plain

yogurt. Limit your consumption of sweetened yogurt.

New research
“Too much sugar doesn’t
just make us fat. It can also
make us sick,” says Laura
Schmidt, PhD, Professor
of Health Policy at UC San
Francisco. She points to
new research on the health
effects of our overconsumption of sugar.
It’s not just a U.S. problem.
Analysis by the Global Burden of
Diseases, Injuries and Risk Factors
found that the consumption of
sugary soft drinks results in some
184,000 deaths worldwide a year,
mostly from diabetes, followed by
cardiovascular disease. This study
was published in the online journal
Circulation.
For the record, we’re not talking about the sugar naturally found
in foods such as fruit and dairy

sugar, especially fructose, is a
“principal driver” of the current
epidemic of type 2 diabetes.

n Choose

breakfast cereals

with little or no sugar added.
n Don’t

added sugar daily (25 percent or
more of total calories).
The Journal of Nutrition found
that people who drank two or
more cups of sugary beverages
a day were more likely to suffer
a stroke than those who rarely
drank them.
The American Journal of Clinical Nutrition reported that high
sugar intake increased blood pressure, and a review in Mayo Clinic
Proceedings confirmed that added

worry about foods

naturally containing sugar
such as fruit or milk. But do
limit the fruit juices—and be
aware that nutrition labels currently lump together “added”
and naturally occurring sugars.
(That will change in the next
couple of years.)
n Give

some thought to state
and local measures taxing sugared
beverages and to removing sugar
from the FDA’s list of “generally
recognized as safe” ingredients.
This would keep food companies
from adding unlimited amounts
of sugar to their products. u

—Adapted from the UC
Berkeley Wellness Letter

Looking for food label claims we can trust

C

onsumer Reports on Health says we may all need a PhD in
a “No Antibiotic” claim alongside “Organic,” if that’s important to
nutrition to figure out which food-label claims we can count on you. You can also trust claims accompanied by the labels “USDA
and which ones don’t mean much at all.
Process Verified” and “Animal Welfare Approved.”
About 80 percent of antibiotics sold in the U.S. are used in farm
animals. If a product says: “No Antibiotics/
Organic,” look for the USDA ORGANIC label.
It’s one of the best guarantees that the
animal did not receive antibiotics.
When it comes to poultry, however, organic
birds can still be given antibiotic injections while in eggs or during their first day of life under current USDA guidelines. Look for

WFL December 2015 w www.workandfamilylife.com

If the product says “Non-GMO Project VERIFIED,” that’s a good
label, too. It tells you the claim was verified by third-party
certifiers. If a corn or soy product is just
labeled “natural” or there’s no reference
to GMOs, it probably contains them.
There’s a lot of information online about
common food labels. u

7

We recommend

How the digital world affects kids of all ages

O

ur media and technology universe is constantly
evolving. Kids are spending more time in front
of screens both at home and in
school. Clearly this new environment has an impact on their emotional, social, physical and cognitive development.
What is helpful and what is
harmful? Many parents are having a hard time answering these
questions—as well as staying on
top of the ever-changing digital
world.
The new book Media Moms
& Digital Dads by Yalda Uhls,
PhD, offers a comprehensive
and practical look at growing up

in this new and amazing digital
age. A researcher who works with
Common Sense Media, Dr. Uhls
discusses how digital media affects
the brain, beginning with infants
and toddlers (see the
Front Page article),
and then moves on
to the impact of the
digital world on the
teen brain.
Her book covers
the pros and cons
of video games and
discusses whether
constantly “liking”
and taking selfies is
affecting kids’ identity development.

In an interesting chapter on
“New Social Media, New Worries,” Dr. Uhls says that parents
continue to be surprised by new
apps, many of which offer a way
of communication
that seems fraught
with danger.
While it is impossible to keep
up with every new
app, it’s still a good
idea to have a basic
understanding of
the overall features
of the apps your
kids are using.
Each chapter in
this excellent book

contains a summary of relevant
studies and recommendations for
parents based on common sense
as well as research.
For example, Dr. Uhls says
that if time is not an issue, some
multitasking while completing a
reading assignment should not
affect a child’s basic comprehension. But for more challenging
homework that requires a deeper
focus and conceptual understanding, multitasking should be
discouraged.
Media Moms & Digital Dads:
A Fact-not-fear Approach to Parenting in the Digital Age (Bibliomotion) is available in Kindle
and paperback editions. u
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