Interview with Professor Robert Winston presenter of Child Of Our Time

PROFESSOR Robert Winston says the youngsters featured in the OU’s Child Of Our Time series have constantly surprised him.

Lord Winston, who presents the BBC show, claims the way the 20 youngsters featured are developing is an important mirror on our society – and they have thrown up some unexpected findings. “I’m often surprised,” he said. “I was amazed by what some of the children’s views on race in the first programme of this year’s series - who they are, and who they want to be with.”

The race issue was explored as part of an experiment about identity which showed the youngsters, now aged five, four faces of children from different ethnic backgrounds and asked them which ones would be their friends and be well behaved, and which would be naughty. Almost all the children – who have been featured in the annual series since they were born in 2000, and will continue to be filmed every year until they are 18 – chose a white youngster to be their friend. Even non-white children did this, except for one black youngster who chose the black child. His mother had said she was teaching him to take pride in black history.

But Lord Winston maintains this proves the series, jointly made with The Open University, is not only about children, but reflects society as a whole. “It’s like a mirror,” he said. “It’s about the way children develop but it’s also about the environment each child is growing up in. As the series develops, that is becoming more and more apparent, and the epithet Child Of Our Time, though we didn’t know it when the name was chosen, is proving very appropriate. It’s an archive of the way our society looks at itself, which is very important. The families featured represent us. Child Of Our Time is not just about the child, it’s about our time.”

The presenter says he has learned a lot from the programmes. “My field of interest is biological science, so I am not an expert but do have a scientific overview of the subject,” he said. “This isn’t a research project – the experiments we do are to try to back up what other people are already discovering, and presenting that science in a way as to make it accessible. But I think everyone who has been involved in the programme has learned something. It’s always teaching me new things, and I think that would be the same for everyone who watches it.”

But it’s a little late to put what he’s learned into practice with his own three children, the youngest of who is 23. “There isn’t a parent around who doesn’t think they could have done some things better. But there’s no point in wishing I’d known then what I know now.”

This year’s programmes run next Tuesday, January 18 and finish a week later with the children starting school - but Lord Winston is already looking forward to catching up with the children in a year’s time, when they will be six.

“We haven’t mapped the series out too far ahead,” he said. “Everyone involved in the programme has their own ideas of children’s development that they would like to explore and I’m the same. I think it would be interesting to see the influence that early education has on children, and also how they develop ethics, and why they become interested in certain things but not others. But we haven’t yet formed any concrete ideas and of course we’ll be listening to qualified scientists from the field before we do that.

“But I think the children and the families have so much to offer that in the years to come, Child Of Our Time will become even more fascinating.”

You can see Child Of Our Time until the end of January on BBC1 on Tuesdays at 9pm (10.35pm in Scotland). Find out more and take part in quizzes and experiments at the OU’s website www.open2.net/childofourtime, and discover more information at www.bbc.co.uk/parenting/tv_and_radio/child_of_our_time
Lord Winston spoke to Peter Taylor-Whiffen

