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Does ‘Baby Einstein’ hurt or help?
By Sandra G. Boodman

WASHINGTON POST

The titles lure aspirational 
parents eager to do what’s best for
their infants: Baby Einstein, Baby
Galileo, Baby Shakespeare and even
Brainy Baby with its original motto,
“a little genius in the making.”

But do these enormously popular
and profitable videos and DVDs de-
vised for viewers too young even to
sit up provide educational enrich-
ment, as supporters contend? Or are
they a skillful marketing scheme for
products that may impede cognitive
development, as critics say?

Those questions have been
reignited by a highly publicized
study by veteran child development
researchers at the University of
Washington.

The Seattle team surveyed more
than 1,000 families in February
2006 and found that infants be-
tween 8 and 16 months who regu-
larly watched Baby Einstein and
Brainy Baby videos knew substan-
tially fewer words – six to eight out
of 90 – than infants who did not
watch them, according to parental
reports. “Parents should not panic”
over the deficit, Zimmerman said.
Fifteen minutes of video viewing, he

said, is unlikely to matter. But some
babies in their study watched as
much as four hours per day – a cir-
cumstance facilitated by the auto-
matic replay feature on Baby Ein-
stein DVDs.

In Zimmerman’s view, parents
have been “misled” about the bene-
fits of baby videos, which can dis-
place real-world parent-child inter-
action and creative play, both
known to be essential for cognitive
development.

Other experts agree. No empiri-
cal study, they say, has demonstrat-
ed benefits for any video or televi-
sion programming in children
younger than 2. That is the chief
reason the American Academy of
Pediatrics (AAP) advises no screen
time for this age group, a recom-

Andrew Z. Galarneau
NEWS STAFF

Kimberly Evering attended Buffalo State
College for a year before the night she really
left the rest of her plaid-skirted Sacred
Heart Academy days behind.

Working for the college radio station
WBNY, she was doing security for a 1990
Iggy Pop show, facing the audience in front
of the stage, when she saw girls in front of
her go from awed-fan-happy to completely,
hysterically nuts.

Which is when she turned around to
face the facts: “Iggy Pop was taking his
pants off on stage,” she said, and he was too

much of a rebel for underwear.
Evering would recover from the shock 

to become WBNY’s news director and
launch a successful media career. Thursday,
she and dozens of other WBNY alumni will
return to Buffalo to celebrate 
the defiantly alternative station’s 25th an-
niversary on the FM dial.

For its celebratory weekend, the station is
also bringing back The English Beat, head-
liners for the first-ever WBNY concert, for a
concert Saturday night. The unknown Geor-
gia band that opened that 1983 date, REM,
was apparently not available.

Jeff Simon
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S E C T I O N  C

Call me crazy.
Call me irresponsible and unreli-
able, too. Tell me “rainbows,

you’re inclined to pursue.”
But I’m rooting for CBS’ “Viva

Laughlin,” the show that the New York
Times’ Alessandra Stanley (immortal-
ized forever in the annals of witch-dish
for her description of underlings fleeing
at the “click-click-click” of Katie Couric’s
“little heels” in the corridors of NBC)
called “the worst new show” of the fall
and wondered, for all our sakes, if it was
“the worst new show in the history of
television.”

Hooey. Compared to the likes of “My
Mother the Car” and “Mr. T and Tina”
(whose pilot revolved around a man
who invented electrified shorts), “Viva
Laughlin” was “The West Wing” and
“Hill Street Blues” combined. Stanley

even managed to
haul “Manimal” into
a discussion of “Viva
Laughlin’s” special
badness, and “Mani-
mal” wasn’t all that
bad either. In its up-
roariously silly way,
it had, uh, charm.

Not all critics are
above lunchroom

bullying, that “euwww, here comes Jim-
my; he’s ugly and his mother dresses
him funny” response that isn’t exactly on
par with H.L. Mencken on Dreiser,
Dorothy Parker on Katharine Hepburn
or Dwight Macdonald on “Ben-Hur,”
among other immortal American critical
moments. “Viva Laughlin” isn’t playing
at all well among the lunchroom hissers.

Let’s just say for truth’s sake that
“Viva Laughlin” is a thoroughly
mediocre TV mystery about sleazy
Nevada casino doings with one breath-
taking lunatic feature: Its characters pe-
riodically break into song.

Well, sort of.
What happens is that great record-

ings play on the soundtrack — Elvis’
“Viva Las Vegas,” the Rolling Stones’
“Sympathy for the Devil” and Blondie’s
“One Way or Another” — and the char-
acters, in feeble voices, kind of sing
along and strut. As a prescription for
how to proceed with one’s life, you have
to admit it has promise: an angry fellow
stomping to his factory locker in the
morning singing along with Johnny
Paycheck’s “Take This Job and Shove
It,” or a girl with a persistent boyfriend
singing along to Little Richard’s “Keep a
Knockin’ ” whenever he comes to call.

It’s based on a BBC series called
“Viva Blackpool” and was “developed
for U.S. TV” by a fellow named Bob
Lowry, whom many of us give the bene-
fit of the doubt because he was the
showrunner of Showtime’s “Huff.”

Its moments of thoroughly incongru-
ous music have, thus far, made me guf-
faw every time. As if that weren’t enough
to have me in its corner, consider the
dazzling audaciousness of CBS’ pro-
grammers, when confronted with this
eruption of programming eccentricity.

Did they hide it? Nah.
Unlike the CBS promo department,

which refused to mention in prime-
time spots that it’s kind of a musical,
the programmers gave it two of CBS’
solid gold time slots — after “CSI” for its
premiere and after “60 Minutes.” And
that, I say, is chutzpah so raw and pure
that I picture the boys and girls at CBS
singing along and dancing around the
big program board to Fun Boy Three’s
version of the old Jimmy Lunceford
classic “It Ain’t What You Do, It’s the
Way That You Do It.”

Those who value lunacy, chutzpah
and wildness a bit less might want to
know that tonight marks the finale of
“Damages,” that very good but attenuat-
ed FX legal miniseries that would have
been twice as impressive at half the size
(i.e., half the number of episodes.)

As it was, though, it’s the best thing
both Ted Danson and Glenn Close have
done on TV in a decade at least, and
considering how busy both have been,
that’s saying something.

Come on, sing along with Aretha and
me now: “R-E-S-P-E-C-T...”

e-mail: jsimon@buffnews.com
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of the doubt

Neal Justin
MCCLATCHY NEWSPAPERS

Marie Osmond’s feisty spirit isn’t the only
reason we should be rooting for her to win
“Dancing With the Stars.” This year’s cham-
pion will be crowned in late November, just
two days before the entertainer launches her
Christmas-concert tour.

Osmond, who turned 48 this month,
fainted onstage Monday during ABC’s live
broadcast of “Stars” but quickly recovered.

“She was laughing and then sank like a
stone. … Everyone froze,” said ABC publicist
Amy Astley. As the show cut to a commercial,
Osmond started to rise, with help.

When the show resumed after a quick
commercial, host Tom Bergeron told the stu-
dio audience and TV viewers that Osmond
had fainted but was fine.

Osmond explained later on-air that “once
in a while that happens to me when I get

winded.” She was expected to undergo a
medical examination as a precaution.

In an earlier interview, she talked about be-
ing part of a top-rated TV show, which one of
her family might not be in her corner and why
she waited so long to record a new album.

Q: The chance of public humiliation is so
great on a show like this. Does it get to you?

A: Only if you let it. Except for (Cheetah
Girls’) Sabrina Bryan, the rest of us aren’t
trained dancers, so, yeah, it’s been tough. …
But no one is having more fun than I am. I’ve
lost 20 pounds, so I tell my fans to keep vot-
ing for me because it’s the best diet I’ve ever
been on.

Q: You’ve got a good chance considering
how many Osmonds are out there to vote 
for you.

A: Yeah, I’ve said that if there are 24 mil-
lion viewers, 22 million are Osmonds. They

See Osmond on Page C2

See Radio on Page C2

Marie Osmond faints,
but feels like dancing

WIVB’s
Mylous
Hairston
got his
start at
WBNY.

See Baby on Page C2

Bill Wippert/Buffalo News

Then and now: In the WBNY studio, WLKK, The Lake’s, Tina Peel as a student, left, 
and today.

WBNY only has a 20-mile range, but Buff State’s rebel radio station 
has launched many successful careers locally and nationally since 1982

RADIO REPLAY

Marie 
Osmond 
and partner
Jonathan
Roberts.

Sharon Cantillon/Buffalo News
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Christmas album in the works
OSMOND • from C1

when there were only three net-
works, and we were a little like
Leno, Letterman, “Entertain-
ment Tonight” and “Access Hol-
lywood” combined. We intro-
duced the country to the “Star
Wars” characters. I worked
with Groucho Marx. How many
teenagers get to say that? It was
really a unique show.

Q. What’s harder: Learn-
ing how to waltz or rewatch-
ing the Donny and Marie
movie “Goin’ Coconuts”?

A. I like you. Definitely
watching “Goin’ Coconuts.”
Truly one of the worst movies
ever made. But my kids like it.

Q. “Marie Osmond’s
Magic of Christmas” is your
first album of new material
in 18 years. Why now?

A . Honestly, it’s been so
much fun. I’m a single mother
now, and my kids said, “Go out,
be brilliant, do what you love.”
They are the ones that told me
to do “Dancing” and they are
the ones who wanted me back
in the studio. My son Stephen
sings with me on one of the
songs and wrote another one.
It’s also the first time Donny
and I have sung together in
years.

Q. How do you make a
Christmas album that
sounds familiar but isn’t full
of the same ol’ predictable

dreck?

A. After 44 years of singing,
you just put on there what you
like. The first thought was to
make it country, because I’m
originally a country singer, but
because of my Broadway expe-
rience, I wanted to do some
“straight” singing. We also went
to Prague and got some great
symphonic stuff.

Q. How are you finding
time to prepare for your
tour? If you win “Dancing,”
you’ve only got a couple days
before it starts.

A. I’ve assembled my team
from years past. The big thing is
for me to remember the lyrics
in my head.

WBNY once fired a DJ
for playing Pink Floyd

RADIO • from C1

The station’s 100-watt signal
could barely be heard 20 miles
away, but the staffers who cut
their teeth there today influ-
ence the media landscape from
coast to coast. “You can’t say ev-
erybody who’s set foot in BNY is
successful in the field,” said
longtime faculty adviser Tom
McCray, a professor and broad-
caster. “But there’s a list that’s
bigger than my hand.”

Tom Calderone has gone
from WBNY’s general manager
to general manager for music
channel VH1. John Rosso is
now the vice president of Cita-
del Broadcasting’s interactive
division. Byron Brown took
charge of the City of Buffalo.

Local media successes in-
clude more than a dozen local
key staffers at local television
and radio stations, including
WIVB-TV’s Lisa Flynn and My-
lous Hairston, WGR’s Howard
Simon and Chris “The Bulldog”
Parker, and Tina Peel of WLKK-
FM.

Calderone, one of the sta-
tion’s leaders as it broadcast its
first FM shows in 1982, said
that the station’s recasting as an
alternative music showcase was
a perfect marriage of the sta-
tion’s small footprint and big
ambitions.

Broadway show tunes, talk
radio and New Wave music all
found homes on the station.
Calderone fired a DJ for playing
Pink Floyd, proving he was seri-
ous. The switch was decried by
some students who wanted
their Madonna singles back,
but soon became popular, Cal-
derone said.

“It was all new to me, be-
cause that kind of music I didn’t
listen to at all,” said WIVB
weekend anchor Hairston, who
arrived at Buff State in 1983. “I
would listen to rock or r-and-b
or soul, blues or something.
Now when I look back, I played
the Goo Goo Dolls when it was
just a Buffalo band.”

Hairston, so dedicated to
starting a broadcasting career
he graduated in three years,
took every on-air opportunity
he got — even when he had to
walk 90 minutes to the studio
from his East Side home in a
snowstorm.

“I got there after midnight,”
Hairston remembered. “I was
frozen. Tom looks at me like,
‘What took you so long?’ I said,
‘It was tough getting here.’ ”

Hairston ended up running
the station until about 8 a.m.,
when another DJ made it in.

In 1984, the station tested its
popularity when it announced
it was changing formats — back
to the Top 40 music already
broadcast by half a dozen other
stations in town. The fact that it
was April 1 did not spoil the
joke, Calderone remembered.

A small group of station in-
siders borrowed DJs from WGR
and got them to work the mike,
and even made up new jingles.

The phone calls started com-
ing in immediately. “The
phones would not stop. It got to
the point where the phone lines
jammed so much we lost phone
service for like two hours.”

That night, about 200 peo-
ple came to the station to pro-
test, Calderone said.

“This was incredibly cruel,
but it worked out so great,” he
said. “We wanted people to real-
ize how important the radio sta-
tion was to their lives.”

Of course, in the intervening
decades the changing land-
scape of radio has made it hard-
er for stations to command
such loyalty from listeners. Now
the current generation of
WBNY staff has a chance to put
their stamp on the evolution of
WBNY, said Peel, who worked
her first professional radio shift
on her graduation night in
1986.

“When TV came out, radio
didn’t die,” she said. With the
impact of the Internet on mass
media, “everybody has to
evolve, and students can b  e a
part of that,” she said.

“It’s better if the students
help decide how radio can be vi-
able in the 21st century,” said
Peel, who met her husband,
Clarke Fulkerson, when her sta-

tion hosted his band, the Splat-
cats. “It’s hard for a 40-year-old
to know that,” Peel said, with a
laugh. “Because we’re used to
going to the radio.”

Kevin Slattery, WNBY’s cur-
rent general manager, said de-
spite changes in the radio in-
dustry, the station remains a
great first step for radio careers.
About 50 students are staff
members, most with some time
on the air, he said. Since the sta-
tion began broadcasting over
the Internet a few years ago,
their audience is potentially
worldwide.

Even if the amenities are
sparse — some of the original
equipment remains in use, and
the station can’t list its show
schedule on its Buffalo State
Web site — the experience can
be priceless.

“Other than college radio,
there really is no other way to
get that first step into doing ra-
dio,” Slattery said. “We’re obvi-
ously not as modernized as ma-
jor stations out there, but we do
provide a radio experience that
I don’t think anyone else can
match.”

Like many of her fellow
WBNY staffers who went on to
media careers, Evering, whose
last name was Schweitzer in
those days, credits the tiny sta-
tion with teaching her big les-
sons you couldn’t learn in a
classroom. As its news director,
she learned to think on her feet,
and edit reports to serve audi-
ences in real time — which
proved essential when she be-
came editor of America Online’s
home page.

“When you do a DJ shift, it’s
live and in real time,” said Ever-
ing. “Since the Internet’s live
and in real time, as far as the
news aspect goes, I feel that pre-
pared me well for dealing with
real-time circumstances a n d
the pressures of that.”

After serving millions of
readers a day at America On-
line, Evering now oversees Web
content for Northern Virginia
Community College, a six-cam-
pus system with 60,000 stu-
dents.

Among her duties there, she
produces podcast programs full
of her college’s news, posted for
downloading over the Internet
and listened to with iPods and
other devices.

“I don’t know how I could do
it without the scriptwriting and
other stuff I learned at WBNY,”
Evering said. “It’s like the evolu-
tion of radio.”

e-mail:
agalarneau@buffnews.com

BALLET

‘Dance’ show winner, Haskell
to perform in ‘Nutcracker’ at UB

The winner of the popular
TV series “So You Think You
Can Dance?” will star in a local
production of “The Nutcrack-
er.”

Sabra Johnson will perform
with Clarence native Neil Has-
kell, among the reality series’ fi-
nal four contestants, in the
American Academy of Ballet’s
version of the classic holiday
ballet this December.

In lieu of “The Nutcracker’s”
Spanish variation, the pair will
dance the paso doble they per-
formed on the TV show. They’re
also expected to perform other
roles in the ballet.

Johnson — who had only
four years of dance training be-
fore auditioning for “So You
Think You Can Dance?” —
wowed audiences and judges
alike last season with her strong
technique and versatility.

Haskell, who starred in Twy-
la Tharp’s Broadway show
“Times They Are A-Changin’,”
began his training in jazz at age
5 at the David DeMarie Dance
Studio and also studied ballet at
the American Academy.

The two will dance in Buffa-
lo the day after the 48-city are-
na tour of “So You Think You
Can Dance?” concludes in Re-

no, Nev.

Performances of “The Nut-
cracker” are at 7:30 p.m. Dec. 1
and 1 and 5 p.m. Dec. 2. at the
University of Buffalo’s Center
for the Arts. There is also a 1
p.m. performance Dec. 1,
though Johnson and Haskell
will not be performing.

Tickets cost $20 and $25.
They’re available at the UB Cen-
ter for the Arts box office and all
Ticketmaster outlets. To charge
tickets by phone call 852-5000
or visit any Ticketmaster outlet.
— Nicole Peradotto,
Special to the News

Makers of baby videos dispute
criticism, call studies flawed

BABY • from C1

mendation that experts con-
cede is widely ignored. Studies
have linked heavy TV viewing
among children older than 3 to
attention and learning prob-
lems, sleep disturbances and
obesity.

Earlier this year, researchers
reported that 20 percent of chil-
dren younger than 2 had a tele-
vision set in their bedroom. An-
other study by Zimmerman’s
team found that 40 percent of
3-month-olds regularly
watched an hour per day, a fig-
ure that rose to 90 percent by
age 2.

And a report by the Kaiser
Family Foundation in 2005
found that about 25 percent of
families owned at least one ba-
by video and that nearly half of
parents considered them im-
portant educational tools. (Par-
ents also said they used videos
to entertain their babies or
when they needed to take a
break.)

A decade ago, programming
aimed at infants and toddlers
was virtually nonexistent. Since
then, videos, DVDs, affiliated
books and toys and even a 24-
hour cable TV channel called
BabyFirst TV have emerged,
creating an industry with annu-
al revenue estimated to exceed
$1 billion.

“These videos are incredibly
seductive and hit parents where
they are most vulnerable: fears

about academic success and in-
tense time pressures,” said edu-
cational psychologist Susan
Linn, co-founder of the advoca-
cy group Campaign for a Com-
mercial-Free Childhood and an
instructor in psychiatry at Har-
vard Medical School.

Last year the campaign, with
the support of the AAP and the
American Academy of Child
and Adolescent Psychiatry (AA-
CAP), filed a complaint with the
Federal Trade Commission
against Baby Einstein and
Brainy Baby, alleging that they
engaged in false and deceptive
advertising. At issue were
claims by the manufacturers
that the videos promote lan-
guage skills, foster infant devel-
opment or provide “a jump-
start on learning.” The matter
has not been resolved.

Makers of baby videos dis-
pute such criticism. They dis-
miss Zimmerman’s study as
methodologically flawed and
point out that the language gap
was not seen in infants between
17 and 24 months.

Brainy Baby chief executive
Dennis Fedoruk said in an
e-mail that his Atlanta-based
company’s videos are “tools that
parents can use with their chil-
dren, much like a book, to intro-
duce academic basics.”

Fedoruk said he has received
“thousands of unsolicited testi-
monials from customers who
have seen a positive result in
their own children from watch-
ing our videos,” including im-
proved scores on an IQ test.

Susan McLain, vice presi-
dent and general manager of
Disney-owned Baby Einstein,
which has an estimated 90 per-
cent share of the market, said
company officials “took offense”
at the notion that their line of
24 DVDs, many bearing the
names of luminaries — da Vin-
ci, van Gogh, Mozart, Newton
— might be harmful.

“We’ve never claimed they’re
educational,” said McLain, who
said she played them for her 4-
month-old daughter.

Some child development ex-
perts say it is highly unlikely ba-
bies know what to make of
commercial baby videos, which
they describe as a noisy, rapid-
fire melange of images, sounds
and words in multiple lan-
guages that seem to have little
connection to one another but
may be attention-grabbing.

“Babies can barely recognize
objects at all,” Zimmerman
said. A picture of a horse and a
bouncing cow to illustrate the
concept “farm” — along with
the word “farm,” which they
cannot read, is likely to be baf-
fling, he said.

Some parents are fans.
Deborah Ankutse, a former

software engineer in Round
Rock, Texas, said she played
Brainy Baby videos for her son,
now 6, and is convinced that
they helped him learn to talk
early and to read when he was
27 months old.

“I used them as a teaching
tool, and I think they’re very im-
portant,” she said.

Tom Calderone, shown in his
college days, has gone from
WBNY’s general manager to
general manager for music
channel VH1.

Neil Haskell does a hip-hop routine with Sabra Johnson on last season’s “So You Think You
Can Dance?” Haskell and Johnson will play in “The Nutcracker” at UB in December.

Continued from the Life ^ Arts Cover


