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Reviews

			Leaton Gray and Phippen provide the arguments and analysis that will help adults make discerned choices in supporting children’s digital lives – a resource that is so precious in the confusing territory of children’s media use. From issues such as online safety, through sexting to artificial intelligence, the authors cover the challenges and possibilities of children’s lives in the digital era. They do not shy away from controversial topics and frankly portray ongoing research debates within the framework of four different models of childhood. Drawing on rigorous research and lively vignettes, this highly accessible book will appeal to all parents and caregivers interested in the complex issues of digital childhoods.
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			The world has changed dramatically for children in the last few decades. Parents and carers are often struggling to work out the best way to respond – is the digital world a threat to their child, or an opportunity? How should they balance allowing their child to explore freely with safety? This thought-provoking book should help them make the best decisions.
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Foreword

			The pace of societal change has exposed a gap between parents and their children. Many parents are perplexed by the challenges of relating to their children’s digital universe. Authorities and the mainstream media have often reacted with moral panic or endorsed technological and legal solutions like filtering and child monitoring, the latter of which often approaches intrusive surveillance, all in the interests of children’s safety.

			To deal with this, the authors have taken a common-sense and appropriately sceptical analysis to the myths that swirl around the question of young people’s digital and physical safety. For example, they show that a child is more likely to be injured on the road, around the house or on a backyard trampoline than be groomed and kidnapped through online activity.

			This is a book that also provides a clear guide to the occasionally complex world of digital technologies. Biometrics, encryption, ciphertext and sexting, all are explained and their relevance to young people analysed. The authors raise a number of critical questions about the lives of young people and their relationship with digital technologies such as games, social media and tracking devices. Just as important are the questions raised about the potential dangers of society relying far too much on technology, rather than fostering relationships in which people work together or innovate or socialise. The key question for them is about the quality of conversations between parents and their kids, not prohibition or surveillance.

			As a former Education Minister in Australia and the now the Chair of the international Biometrics Institute, I was astonished at the degree to which, in some countries, young people are measured, assessed and reported on throughout their school lives. Much of this is done using digital technologies and the authors are correct in asserting that the reporting and oversight regimes can have a number of deleterious effects. Out go human observation and connection, in come standardised tests, the (often cheap or sub-standard) biometrics to control library borrowing or school lunches, artificial intelligence which can monitor student inattention, and the gathering of personal data that can be misinterpreted or abused in later life.

			Leaton Gray and Phippen are not Luddites, but they have sent up a warning flare as even the pet-shop parrot is trying to sell technology as the ultimate determinant of how we and our children should live and stay safe.

			Terry Aulich is a former Senator and State Education Minister in Australia. He is Chair of the international Biometrics Institute’s Privacy Expert Group.

		
	
		
			
Prologue

			Our book may look familiar to some readers. This is because in 2017, we published another book, Invisibly Blighted: The digital erosion of childhood, which was aimed at an academic audience, addressing some of the key aspects of the digital age that were influencing the lives of children at the time (the title was derived from the Henry James horror novella The Turn of the Screw. We felt a connection as the novella explores the ambiguity of childhood innocence in a way that we felt reflected the confusion surrounding children and the internet today). We were subsequently invited by John Catt Publishers to create a popular version for a wider audience, which we have been delighted to do. The time span of four years is a long time in the digital world and has allowed us to update the subject matter extensively. It has also given us the opportunity to express ourselves in a more personal and immediate way than is usually possible within the rest of our academic lives, and has allowed us to lay out some of the complexities of the digital childhoods debate in a way that we hope will help and support those involved with the care and nurturing of children.

			This book is designed to be read in a few sittings and inform readers about the latest debates surrounding controversial issues such as online safety, computer gaming, sexting, surveillance and monitoring, biometrics and artificial intelligence as they relate to children’s lives in 2021. We have tried to make it particularly parent-friendly, because it seems to us that our fellow parents are pulled very many ways at the moment in relation to children’s upbringing. Sometimes it seems that whatever they try to do is right and wrong at the same time. We have tried to provide material here that will allow parents to feel they are making more considered decisions about their children’s digital lives, with greater understanding, and we’ve provided research referencing, so that readers can judge the quality of the information provided and follow new leads that might be of interest.

			Before we launch into the main body of the book, however, we’d like to start with a short quiz, and we’ll offer a similar quiz at the end of the book so readers can reflect on whether their views have altered.

			Quiz

			
					How would you mostly define children?	Smaller versions of adults
	Vulnerable beings
	Innocents, a blank slate
	Creatures requiring civilising
	A lifestyle choice



					How risky is it to be a child?	Things are getting more dangerous for children compared to 1950.
	Things are getting safer for children compared to 1950.



					Which of these represents the biggest risk for children at the moment?	Online witchcraft sites
	Video gaming
	Being attacked or abducted by strangers
	Obesity
	Online pornography
	Drugs
	Radicalisation
	Personal data being stolen
	Covid-19
	Cars
	Back garden trampolines



					Which is the most dangerous internet phenomenon?	Blue Whale Challenge
	Momo Challenge
	Slenderman
	Doki Doki Literature Club



					Which has the biggest impact on children’s wellbeing?	Eating breakfast regularly
	Limiting screen time
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