
One recent morning, I caught

the beginning of Sesame

Street with my children while

getting ready for work.

What I saw was disturbing.

My kids (and millions of other

people’s kids) were a captive

audience for a cloaked

pharmaceutical pitch.

Granted, I’ve looked the

other way when told that Arthur

is being brought to us by Juicy-

Juice. But this was different.

This wasn’t juice, this was

drugs.

OK, so they weren’t pushing

heroin, but something about it

just didn’t feel right. Gone was

the solitary heroic letter who

stood proudly with the number

and graciously sponsored an

entire episode of Sesame

Street.

Sadly, on this day, the

greatest television program ever

created for preschool children

was not being brought to us by

“the letter Z and the number

7...” No, it was being brought to

us by “the letter Z—as in

Zithromax.”

(Never mind what exactly

Zithromax is; the parents to

whom this clearly was being

pitched would have to visit

www.zithromax.com to learn

more, according to the narrator.)

Then came the logo

placement. There it was, the

Pfizer logo plastered on the side

of a letter Z building block.

It was like the re-naming of a

ballpark in exchange for

corporate sponsorship but,

somehow, it felt more like

someone had hung a Viagra

banner down the side of the

Washington Monument.

You see, in my mind, Sesame

Street is a national institution.

And as such, I feel that it should

be treated like a national

landmark.

In my opinion, PBS should

find a way to get by without

corporate sponsorship of

Sesame Street. At the very

least, I’d like to see better

judgement used in the matching

of sponsors with programming.

What’s next? “Reading

Rainbow is brought to you by

Ritalin?”

And what was I to say if my

daughter had asked, “Daddy,

what’s Zithromax?”

“Well darling, I don’t know—I

think it’s some sort of drug.”

“But aren’t drugs bad,

daddy?”

•••••••

So then, are budget cuts to

blame for the current reliance of

PBS on corporate sponsors?

Perhaps not. According to

Tom Epstein, vice president of

communication for PBS, federal

funding of public television has

actually been on the rise in

recent years. The expansion of

corporate underwriting, he says,

is intended to help PBS attract

more and flashier shows in

order to compete with

commercial broadcast and

cable channels.

So, it would appear that—

while the public well has not run

dry—the thirst of PBS

executives for “more, flashier

shows” has grown insatiable to

the point that they are willing to

compromise their principles.

And for what? So PBS can be

responsible for bringing us the

next Pokemon?

The truth is, Sesame Street

got by just fine in the days

before corporate underwriting.

And I feel sure that “the letter Z

and the number 7” can still get

it together without the help of

Pfizer.

PBS should stick to what

PBS has done so well for so

long. And they should be very

careful not to compromise time

honored principles in the name

of progress.

•••••••

One more thing. Should my

child ever need Zithromax (or

any other pharmaceutical for

that matter), I expect that my

doctor will prescribe whatever is

necessary, without any help

from me. Seriously, since when

does my knowledge of Pfizer

brand names make me a better

consumer of medical care? I

truly doubt that my doctor wants

me walking in saying, “well, doc,

she’s been pretty sick, but I’m

sure it’s nothing a little

Zithromax won’t clear up.”

Indeed, our family doctor

needs me playing quarterback

the way a lost driver needs

directions from my wife. (Sorry,

Lucy, but we both know it’s

true.)

So let’s leave the doctoring to

doctors, the directions to

mapquest, and the commercials

to commercial television.

And let’s get that Pfizer logo

off of Sesame Street’s letter Z

building block.
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