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Internet content and the protection of minors at
school and at home
A new project by the French lie chapter
By Pierre Braillard
"Time to stop waving the red flag!"

S

chool-children are probably the most
Internet-friendly and receptive group
in the world. They are also the most
vulnerable group as they are not conscious of
the dangers they are running from its harmful
content. 'Kids are schizophrenic', observed
Professor Thierry De Smedt of the University of
Louvain-Ia-Neuve. Whatever filtering devices,
warnings, or strong recommendations from
their teachers and their parents, as part of both
home life and the educational system, the Net
belongs to them. And, to quote Professors
Gary Gumpert of Queens College, New York,
and Susan Drucker:
'the American climate is to
create the "forbidden fruit"
syndrome which actually
attracts kids rather than
deters them.'

These kids are the subject of a host of surveys
which produced high-quality psychological findings. What is urgently in demand now is more
data on their qualitative usage of the Net. What
is available in terms of quantitative statistics
gives as yet an inaccurate picture. It does
not mean that survey campaigns should be
stopped. But children are definitely a 'moving
target', they move very fast in this new realm
of knowledge. Hopefully, the new generation
should prove more 'media literate', which is
their best self-protection.
survey project

The present situation 'calls for additional
research to study the impact of school measures', thinks Professor MValcke, University of
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But the clear objective of the survey that motivated the IIC, is to provide teachers, who are
on the front-line of the battle for improving children's safety on-line, with fresh, reliable and
useful findings. Naturally, the results of the survey should also prove valuable to law-makers
and to all concerned with a Safer Net around
the world. At all events, contributing the best
they can to the teachers' dayto-day task was, and is, the top
priority set for the project by its
proponents.

IFF-Kids

'Protecting children against
harmful content', exclaimed a (very) pessimistic philosopher, 'that's an impossible task,
when one knows of all the trash a million sites
are pouring down on them, poor kids!'

A customized

Ghent. This is exactly what a new IIC project
is aiming at, using the concept of a 'barometer' recording how well children are making
progress in their Internet usage.
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For well over two years, a group
of young communication professionals, members of the IIC,
have been working to set up a
survey that would meet that condition by yielding straightforward, unhampered responses
from schoolchildren, treating them as adult
respondents. It is well known that on-line surveys could not ensure the same level of confidence that can be obtained by face-to-face
interviews, but the IIC scheme - code-named
IFF-kids, standing for Internet Friend of Foe tol
with kids - is designed as a participatory website presenting animated characters (a webmaster, a boy and a girl) who ask questions
orally to young people in their own language,
thus obtaining their confidence and reliable
responses (by writing on-line).
A well-conceived
project

questionnaire,

core of the

Thorough research has been conducted to
check the validity of this initiative, including a
number of interviews with teachers, parents,
regulators, ISPs, content providers, NGOs.
software experts, and ....young people. Duly
www.iicom.org
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approved, the project is currently under production. A cost-effective format was selected
(Flash-2D). Children are well accustomed to
this type of animation, some psychologists
going as far as to assure they take the characters to be as genuine as flesh-and-blood persons! The target age-group is 9 -12.
The questionnaire has been very carefully
worded, drawing from the mass of findings
available in various countries. The final cut was
made at the University of Toulouse-Le Mirail,
under the supeNision of Professor Emmanuel
Eveno, by Sandra Pons and Julie Caumont.
The French Ministry of Education (Delegation
aux Usages de I'lnternet,
Delegation Academique
aux Relations Internationales et a la Cooperation)
fully support the project.
A special team will be set
up to exploit the findings
of such large-scale polling with a lot of open questions, not exceeding
35.

Ministry of Education and by the International
Association of Young Communications Professionals, a structure within the IIC, chaired by
Veronique Bui, Lecturer at the University of Le
Havre. Its resources came from a bequest left
by a lady who was an enthusiast for a Europewide project, and its possible extension to
Africa and Quebec.
In order to promote the campaign, coordinated
with Educational Authorities, a set of accords
has been reached with a number of great,
medium and small-size cities using their own
websites and local journals, including the
school journals well read and trusted in class
rooms.
In-house production

IFF-Kids

Planning

and implementation

Implementation will be made in two steps. In
order to get a fully-operational website freeto-access and open permanently, a first wave
will be launched next September aimed at the
French-speaking European areas, extending
it to the network of 210 schools teaching in
French in some 128 countries. Thereafter, an
English version should be prepared, obviously
with a specific questionnaire and, possibly, a
rearranged presentation as may appear convenient.
The European Commission - in the form of
DGIS&Media and its Safer Internet plus Work
Programme - may be again approached with
the actual results of the IIC IFF-kids project.
The present first wave was financed by the
www.iicom.org

IFF-kids involves the whole range
of young IIC professionals. Special
thanks to Veronique Bui, who as
a scholar gave valuable advice; to
Fethi Nedjari, who as a producer of animation
films, knows a lot about young people's reactions and tastes; to Veronique Lafon-Remont,
a free-lance journalist who helps to promote
the project, and to a new recruit, Eva Lievens,
a PhD candidate at the Katholieke Universiteit
of Leuven who is studying this very subject of
protecting minors against harmful new media
content.

Andrea Millwood-Hargrave, Chair of the IIC
UK Chapter, was encouraging at the outset
and her wise advice proved invaluable. Henri
Pigeat, Chair of the French Chapter, carefully watched over the project development.
The French Educational Authorities: Pierre
Perez, Yves Laborey, Emmanuel Eveno and
Jean-Pierre Altai, contributed essential guidance for the project to accompany their own
'Confidence' ("Tour des France des Colleges')
operation.
(continues)
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The Internet Rights Forum, whose Association is a member, was first to suggest the IIC
survey initiative when Matthieu Lerondeau,
project manager, released their first recommendations on "Les Enfants du Net". Isabelle
Falque-Pierrotin, who chairs the Forum, hinted
at the title of this article: 'Stop waving the red
flag, or you'll succeed in destroying the Net as
a pedagogic tool'. Much better to improve the
walled garden, re-enforce regulation, and filter
out harmful content.
Keep fighting and sounding

To conclude, let's quote the charming observation of the Italian delegate at a recent meeting
in Berlin:
'La guventu ha il diritto a non conoscere il
male'
('Youth is entitled not to know evil')
It is our duty to keep on fighting harmful content, warning boys and girls, and looking at the
way they can use the Net for their own security.

Teachers are mastering the so-called 'new'
information and communication technologies.
School equipment in the form of computers is
fine, at least in developed countries. The legislative and regulatory framework makes great
strides, even if it remains a hurdle-race. By
and large, optimism should be guarded. It is no
time to shut one's eyes to the difficulties. Take,
for instance, the UN Convention on the Rights
of the Child (2 Sept.1990) which affirms that
children have a right to freedom of expression:
"the freedom to seek, receive
and impart information and
ideas of all kind regardless
of frontiers, either orally, in
writing or in print ,in the form
of art, or through any other
media of the child's choice"
(Art.13)
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Obviously this applies to the Internet. But
harmful content is by no means confined to
pornographic or paedophilic 'offerings'. It also
includes hidden propaganda and prompts
uncritical research: see Professor Sonia Livingstone's remark:
.Young people are much better at accessing
and finding things than they are in relation to
other aspects of media literacy. Thus they are
as yet insufficiently competent at Judging the
merits of information they find. '
Teachers often complain about the negatives
of the Net, for example destroying good spelling, encouraging 'cyberbullying', cheating (i.e.
cut-and-paste plagiarism). To make matters
worse, it seems that the more experienced
they become, the more schoolchildren are
exposed to harmful sites and take all the Net
content as gospel truth.
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