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Can Teletubbies really be

good

BYTOKYHALPIN
Fbucahon Correspondent

e

?ﬁﬁ&’vdBfEPeen” 1ol g
arounda’alot.

Butwhatthe Teletubbies
barely seem able to do is
speak Rngtish, which has
many parents wondering
exactly what the BBC'S
latest educational pro-
Fnralmme is teaching their

irtrvn

UnEke to the good old days
of Play School, " no one looks
through the round window in
this world. Instead the four
bngfrily-caloured creatures point
to televisions in their stomachs,
showing fitrax of children taking
partin différentactivities.

The *goo goo’ speaking style of
the TefctubSes — Ttaky Winky,
Dipsy, Laa Laa and Po — has
causeéd a backlash among parents.

Some have complained to the
BBC that the meaningless

<A serieswhich
ref?gnctsthetines*

babr-talk Is a Door substitute for
the songs and stories in the king-
running Flaydays, which Teietub-
bies has replaced in the morning

The programme's creators insist
the seines reflects the technologi-
calfamesin which ‘h_ﬁgodytalks to
babies' any more «Tld where chil-
dren are”increasingly ‘coming to
schoolwithoutwords .

They argue that the series is
echild-centred’, encouraging

oungsters aged two to five to
earn by playing along with the
characters. Teletubbies is the
most expensive pre-school series
in the BBC's history. The corp
) hasalreadycommissionedcm

imite episodes over the next
three years from the independent
production company, Ragtime.

Famedin Te~tubbyland —actu-
ally a grassy hin in Warwickshire —
thé creatures live with rabtota and
‘voice trumpets’, which look like
submarine periscopes and pop out
of the ground tc make announce-
ments from the frealworld’.

They exist op a diet of custard
and toast and share their *Tul>
bytronic Superdrome’ home with
a'vacuum cleaner called Noo Noo.

The Teletufbbies: Can speak Cantonese but notEnglish
The four Teletubbies, who are as he tries to be cool. Words to his

bie’. Her special son melans dle
quick, quick’ or 'slow, slow, W riter and co-creator Andrew
in Camtonese, though chil- Davenport d Teletubbies had

A: L
HaeTes ey
A
k.
v

e s 3

in costumes, special song are *bptum, bptum,

been
Eke “big beldes weighed down by b-finky WmSy! puipje. Is the Targ-
their nappies”. X %ieg %J i

est and genflest’ Teietubby who
is the smallest loves to dance and fall over*. His
‘highly excita- song ggsls Tmky winky biddle bid-
oddle’.

leamthis from  been tested on seven ‘focus
groups’ of children and parents

Laa Laais yellow and descrbed acrossthe country.

liest and He insisted the’programme was

second-smaiest of the Teletub- in the fardition of classics such as
bies". HertK ourite word is *nice". Watch W ith M other and the Flow-
the second-largest, and erpot Men. But he conceded the
“sets himselfapartabit shows were aimed towards the

R N

vstar S
ssilent was Andy.

youngest children in the age

They are purposely pitched ata
lowerage levelsothatthe children
are given the feeling that they
know slightly more than the Tub-
bies because the Tubbies know

aBC”poktsman admited
there had been ‘a fair few* com-
plaints from parents.

One mother, Sarah Spicer, said
her three-year-old son SleCan had
been an avid viewer of Playdays
but was so unimpressed by Tel-
etubbies that he did not watch it
after the.first episode. Mrs Spicer,
from Llandyssui, Cardiganshire.

*We are not a school, we are an
entertajnm ent programme for
young children. We have a respon-
sibility to treat our airi»r>™» enfh
respect.’

‘17 HOYVN AVASHNHL

L66T

TIVIN ATIVA
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W orried parents told that BBC’'STeletubbies are smarter than they sound

Education experts

praise

‘dum jy TV

show for children

PSYCI101.0GISTS have
praised Il new line pro-
gramme for children which
mothers and educationalists
have accused of "dumbing
down" the youngsters.

One parent  dcscrilicd
Teletubbies as slow, banal
and ill-conceived, and several
wrote complaining to the
Radio Times. 'lhe programme
stars four brightly coloured
characters dcscrilicd as half-
child. half-teddy hear.

‘lliey talk like babies, have
televisions ~ for tummies,
aerials sticking out of their
heads and act clumsily. Each
action they perform, such as
dropping hat, is repeated
several times during a single
25-minute programme;

I lowpver, concerns about
the language of Teletubbies —
the characters s|K*nk in baby-
language. saying hum" in-
stead oi "hello — were nut
echoed by education special-
ists front continental Europe
and America who were
an episode of Teletubbies by
The Tillies.

Dicdciik Vail Rossum,
clinical psychologist from Am-
sterdam with 25 years' experi-

ence. watched Teletubbies

Wood: has won awards
for other screen work

Brightyoung

IIvI KRt FRBFR

with two children aged 2 and
"1 loved the programme and

did the children," he said
"It gives free range to-their
imagination and is made with
young children in mind."

Dr Van Rossum said that lie
could not understand the fuss:
"1 think it is typically British,
with your very traditional
ideas about education, to wor-
ry about this programme. If
anything | WiuwkTelelubbiesh
Iteljer limn Sesame Street,
which tries to force ideas onto
the child."

Dr Van Rossum said the
repetition ill the programme
was part of the attraction.
“This is how children actually
behave. The language 'and
movement arc slow, straight
and communicative My
children loved it, you could see
how involved they were by

their eyes.”

Ulrich Schmitz, a psycholo-
gist from Cologne" who
specialises ill the effect of

television on children, snid
‘Teletubbies would not harm
linguistic development. How-
ever. he was concerned that
Teletubbies could encourage
children to watch more tele-
vision at an earlier age.
‘Television is often used to
keep children quiet and this
programme will only help to
get them hooked." lie said.
‘Television should always be a
secondary alternative to (eal
life. Children need no more
stimulation than is provided

in their immediate
environment."
I(err Schmitz dismissed

concerns over the characters’
speaking habits. "The pro-
gramme aims to communicate
through language but
through abstract structures
and colours and sq cannot be
judged by adult measures
such as language.?
Aline Wood, who devised
Teletubbies and has won
Bttflu awards for lier Ollier

BRiurReaADGonHRODrI

EVER since the (lays of
Uougal, the shaggy dog from
MaelCRoundabout who was
hooked on sugar lumps, there
lias been a cult following
among students for children's
television.

The psychcdclically col-
oured Tcletiibbles are com-
pulsory breakfast viewing on
sonic university campdsci.
The attraction may huve
something to do with the fact

that the characters behave
much like students after
night ill the union bar —

1g and falling over. The
int one of the characters
( Is called Dipsy tins
escaped notice.
Students have also devel-
oped theories on the subver-
sive subtext of Tclclubhics.
One young mail front Oxford
said It was clear that the ureeu
clonic where the Teletubbies
lived was symbol for

nuclear bunker and that the
Utiles tiiut emerged from the
ground to give instructions to
the Teletubbies — such as “It
is time for bed" — were
identifiable as Orwellian in-
struments of slate control.

Anne Wood, the pro-
gramme's creator, dismuscd
such an interpretation
"Students have always read
things into children's tele-
vision," She said. "Reverting
to their childhood helps them
to relieve tension."

Karl Duyson, 29, the presi-
dent of'thestudents’ union at
Salford .University, said that
nbeletubbies was the ideal “no-
brain-required” programme
before setting off for library
or lecture theatre. "I like tile
nice blight colours. I"nn liia
[the yellow one] is iny favour-
ite because he's really IlAppy
and smiley,"” lie said.

Toby Earle, reading ancient

work, Tots' TV 011J Rosie and
Jim, suid she could not under-
stand the attention. "We
simply set out to entertain
young children growing up in

technological ivorld. We are
not ‘dumbing down’' and al-
ways take the opportunity to
name things clearly through
the narrator, who lias a natu-
ral adult voice. The pro-
gramme is deliberately sensi-

tive to children and their
Deeds," she said.
Charlotte Cole, vice-presi-

dent of international research
nt the Children's Television
Workshop, which produces
Sesame Street, said repetition
played important part {
the learning process for pre-
school children. "Young child-
ren need a balance of what is
new and whnt is familiar
After all, adults often recon-
firm whnt lias been agreed
earlier when they get to the
end of a telephone convoisa
tlon," she said.

Ms Cole, who would' nut
comment directly on Tele
tubbies, said that one of the
rules of Sesame Street was not
to patronise the young viewer.
"Wc try never to talk down'to
the child and start with a level
of respect for the child, but this
is only one philosophy. Every
programme Inis  different
goals." |

The first foreign television,
company to buy Teletubbies is
to cut some of the repetition
from the episodes. KTV, a
children's channel in South
Africa, bought 260 episodes
for an estimated $300,000
(£185,000) after viewing the
programme nt UDC sales

The UUC expects 10 sell
Teletubbies throughout the
world and is in negotiations
witli  television companies
across Europe. The corpora-
tion's licensing department is
also developing a range of
Teletubbies merchandise.

g
x(s$‘«
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The Tcletiibbles'baby talk and frequent repetition has been criticised by parents

which will
from October.
Debby Venter, schedules
manager ill K'lV, said the first
programme would be broad-
cast later this year: "The
standard 25-minute’ episode
will be cut to 150r 20 minutes
to cut out some of the more
clumsy repetitions which wc

in the shops

Magic Roundabouthas acultfollowing on campuses

history at Nottingham Univ-
ersity, said lie (nought the
suircal movements”  and
bright colours were linllucino-
genic. “ | can see the duy when

dents’ unions will be hold-
ing special Teletubbies cventd
or parlies, with maybe cock-

tails with the names mid
colours of Tinky Winky,
Dipsy and Po. M Earle, 20j
from south Ixmdon, added
that as well as being bit
"Irlppy”,* reckon if you play
the gnralcd baby talk of the
Teletubbies backwards there

think might leave our children
feeling limed," she said.
Teletubbies will also

shown oil K'lV's 12-hour satel-
lite channel, which reaches
across Africa from the Cope to
northern Egypt. Ms Venter
said that sh¢ bad bought the
programme because it offered
lin alternative to the Aincri-

might well be some hidden
messages".

Katie Coy, a business stud-
ies Student at Northumbria
University, snid she thought
the programme was "véry
silly". However, she was able
to produce a faultless impres-
sion of Tinky Winky'(the
purple onc| saying "liaro".

The growmg fascination
with Tclclubhics has [ls»)
infiltrated the fuiicy dress
business. Peter Evims, 38
manager of rite Costume
Studio 11 Islington, mirth
London, snid lie had hnd nt
least half a dozen requests for
Tclclubhics suits ill lilt* nasi
fortnight: "Perhaps it's
because it's the May ball
Kenson and there arc tuts of
students with nothing better
to do than watch it."

Teletubbies is by no means
(lie first children's pro-
gramme with characters that
do not speak a conventional
language, in tile 1970s pro-

/

cnn-slylc programmes cur-
rently un offer for her pre-
school audience. " »., liked the
programme because it left
inure to the imagination for
the children, who feel very
comfortable listening to voices
like their own," she said.

O Teletubbies is on IWC2
every weekday at 10om.

things who behave justlike students

gramme The Clangers the
characters communicated liy

whistling; Bill and Bell
managed little more than
‘Hflobimdohwnnd, more recent-
ly.  Tingii, ail Illlimited

pciuaiiii, only squeaks.

School tcnchgrs are also
having to get abreast of the
new craze. Vanessa King, 4 .
who teaches ill a north
Dindon primary school, said:
"Even my four-year-olds love
it. They've managed to sec
differences ill the characters
and they imitate their man-
nerisms." Ms King rejected
the claims that baby-talk and
catchphrases such as "nil-oil *
and "bye-bye" would retard
her charges' language dev-
elopment. "As child 1
watched Hill and lien ami |
Imven'l grown up to he stupid.
The Inventor of Tclcluhnics
most have very gooil observa-
tional skills: their body
language mirrors (hat of
young children."
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