MEDIA RATINGS

The Ratings Game:
CHOOSING YOUR CHILD’S
ENTERTAINMENT

Even before reaching middle school age, your child will spend tens of thousands
of hours watching television, movies, and videos; listening to the radio, CDs,
and cassettes; playing video and computer games; and surfing the Internet. But
TV, movies, music, games, and the Internet are much more than entertain-
ment. They are a source of information, and they help teach our children about
the world in which we live. As children have more and more entertainment
options to choose from, it becomes even more important for parents to become
involved in making choices.

To help parents make informed choices, many entertainment companies are
now using ratings systems. Movies have used ratings for years, but ratings are
now being given to TV programs, video and computer games, and music. Ratings
are designed to give parents more information about the content of the program,
movie, music, or game. The ratings are usually based on the amount of violence,
sex, nudity, strong language, or drug use your child will see or hear.

Why do we need ratings?

Ratings have become more common because research has shown how much
children are influenced by what they see and hear, especially at very young ages.
The effects don’t seem to go away as the child gets older. One study of
8-year-old boys found that those who watched violent TV programs growing
up were most likely to be involved in aggressive, violent behavior by age 18
and serious criminal behavior by age 30.

Young children who see violent acts in movies, shows, and games may not
be able to tell the difference between “make-believe” and real life. They may not
understand that realviolence hurts and kills people. When the “good guys” or
heroes use violence, children may leam that it is okay to use force fo solve prob-
lems. Younger children may even become miore afraid of the world around them.

Most entertainment companies are now providing ratings for their
products. However, it is up to you to protect your child from the effects of
exposure to violence, as well as sex, drug use, and even strong language.
Look for ratings and warning labels. Use them to make smart decisions
about what your child sees and hears. Ratings can be useful tools, but
watch and listen witfryour child to discuss the content and meaning of
the shows they watch, music they hear, or games they play.

Movies

When you think of ratings systems, the one used by the Motion Picture
Association of America (MPAA) probably comes to mind. Though movie
producers are not required to use the rating system, most movies that make
it to the big screen have one of the following MPAA ratings:

‘ GENERAL mmmsl Contains very little violence; no nudity, sex, or drug
use. May contain some tobacco or alcohol use.

pcl mmummwl May contain adult themes, alcohol and tobacco
s use, some profanity, violence, or brief nudity.

[PG13]rasanssmonauycaumionsn | Contains more intense themes, violence,
[Some Mater way e mapmopeiots i s ier 3 1)y, X, OF language than a PG film,

but not as much as an R. May contain drug use scenes.
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UNGER 17 REQUINES ACCOMPANYING

m Contains adult material. May include graphic
o nanT s language, violence, sex, nudity, and drug use.

[Nc_l7lmw%m®| Children should not be admitted. Contains '
violence, sex, drug abuse, and other behavior that
most parents would consider off-limits to children.

This is the oldest, most well-known, and widely used rating system for any
form of media, but it is not perfect. For example, the ratings divide children
into three age groups (under 13, 13 to 17, and over 17). However, a PG movie
that contains some violence or nudity will have a much different effecton a
5-year-old chiid than it would a 12-year-old. Find out as much as you can
about a movie before letting your child watch. Read reviews, check the
Internet, talk to friends who have seen it. Choose carefully when consid-
ering movies with PG-13, PG, and sometimes even G ratings. If you aren’t
sure, see the movie first, and decide if it is appropriate for your child.

Videos

Along with cable television, the use of VCRs and video-taped movies in the
home has made it much more difficult to control your child’s viewing. Children
have easier access to R-rated movies than ever before. Most video stores
have no way to prevent a child from renting or buying inappropriate material.
Younger children are also more likely to watch the same movies many times.
Just as a young child will sit and watch her favorite television show every day,
she is just as likely to watch the same videotape over and over.

Movies from the video store are rated with the same system used for
movies in the theater. Read the package and pay attention to the rafing. Decide
what movies are appropriate for your child depending on her age and matu-
rity. Set rules and apply them at home, as well as at the theater. Talk to the
manager of your local video store about setting stricter rules for renting
videos rated anything more than G. For suggestions of quality children’s
videos, contact the Coalition for Quality Chiidren’s Media at 505/989-8076
or on the Web at http://www.cqcm.org.

Keep in mind, children under 17 years of age should not be allowed to
view R-rated movies. The rating states that children under 17 should
not view these films without a parent or guardian; however, these
films often contain graphic violence, drug use, sex, nudity, and
inappropriate language. Even though the rating system seems to
suggest a younger child may watch an R-rated movie when a parent
is present, it is not recommended they watch at all. No child 17 years
of age or under should be allowed to waich a movie rated NC-17.

Television

The television industry has adopted a set of ratings called the TV Parental
Guidelines to help parents select programs for their children. Channels that
have agreed to use the ratings show them for 15 seconds at the start ofa
program. They may aiso be found in your local TV listings. The ratings apply to
all TV programs, except news and sports. (Keep in mind that news programs
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often contain violence that may be inappropriate for viewing by young
children.) Instead of flipping through channels, use the following ratings
to help you and your child choose TV shows:

——~ | The program is suitable for all children. Whether animated or
Y live-action, it is designed for a young audience, including ages 2
1 to 6. The program is not expected fo frighten younger chiidren.

v | The program is suitable for children aged 7 and older who
Y 7| cantell the difference between make-believe and reality. The
program may contain mild fantasy or comedic violence that
could frighten children under 7.

=~z | The program is suitable for children aged 7 and older who
Y7 can tell the difference between make-believe and reality.

EV | The program contains fantasy violence more intense or
combative than TV-Y7. Violence is the central theme of the program and the
fighting is presented in an exciting way. Violent acts are glorified, and violence
is used as an acceptable, effective way to solve a problem. Programs can
be cartoons, live-action, or a combination of both.

| General Audience. Most parents would find this program suitable for
(S | all ages. There s ittle or no violence, no strong language, and little or
no sexual content.

Y| Parental guidance is suggested. The program contains

PG material that parents may find unsuitable for younger

children. it may have an inappropriate theme, and it may

PG contain moderate violence (V), some sexual content (5),

) D andstronglanguage (L) or suggestive dialogue between
characters (D).

=~ | [ \Z) Parents are strongly cautioned. The program contains
1 4 1 v4- some material that many parents would find unsuitable
4

J for children under 14. it contains intense violence {V),
N7 sexual content (S), and strong language (L) or intensely
1 4 suggestive dialogue (D).

MA for children under age 17. t contains graphic
V_ violence (V), strong sexual content (S), and/or crude,
¥\ | indecent language (L).

‘TV Mature Audience. The program may be unsuitable

Starting in 2000, all new television sets with screens 13 inches or larger
will have a computer device called the v-chip. The v-chip allows parents
to block programs from their televisions. TVs with screens smalier than
13 inches will not have the v-chip. If your child is allowed to watch TV
alone, choose a set that is at least 13 inches so you can use the v-chip
to block programs.

TV for toddlers

The first two years of your child’s life are especially important in the growth
and development of your child's brain. During this time, children need good,
positive interaction with other children and aduits. Too much television can
negatively affect early brain development. This is especially true at younger
ages, when learning to talk and play with others is so important.

Until more research is done about the effects of TV on very young chil-
dren, the American Academy of Pediatrics does not recommend tele-
vision for children aged 2 or younger. For older children, the Academy
recommends no more than 1 to 2 hours per day of educational, non-
violent programs.

Computer games

The Entertainment Software Rating Board (ESRB) assigns ratings* to games
for personal computers and home video systems. The ratings are as follows:
ENENT Early Childhood. Suitable for ages 3 and older. Does not contain

inappropriate material.

Everyone. Suitable for ages 6 and older. May contain minimal

violence, some comic mischief (such as slapstick comedy), or some

- crude language. (E is a new rating. Older games may still carry the
rating K-A, Kids to Adults, which is aiso suitable for ages 6 and older)

Teen. Suitable for ages 13 and older. May contain violence, mild or
strong language, or suggestive themes.

violence. Not intended to be rented or sold to anyone under the age
e Of 18.

RATING PENDING
o

Rating Pending. Game has not yet been rated.

0On the back of the game package, the ESRB also includes a brief description
of the content to give parents more information about the game. For example,
an EC rating might come with the description “Edutainment,” which means
educational entertainment. Other content descriptors include the foilowing:

¢ Informational o Mild language

¢ Suggestive themes e Realistic violence

* Comic mischief e Strong language

e Mature sexual themes ¢ Nudity

¢ Mild violence e Hate speech

e Strong sexual content s Use of tobacco and alcohol
» Violence e Strong hate speech

* Please be advised that the ESRB rating icons, “EC,” “K-A,” “E,” “T," “M,” “A0,” “RP" are copyrighted works and
certifiication marks owned by the Interactive Digital Software Association and the Entertainment Software Rating
Board and may only be used with their permission and authority. Under no circumstances may the rating icons
be self-applied to any product that has not been rated by the ESRB. For information regarding whether a product
has been rated by the ESRB, please call the ESRB at (212) 759-0700 or 1-800-771-3772.
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