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Evaluation of Websites for Children





Introduction


	The Web sites compared in this paper were chosen from contest results published by the American Library Association on their Web page, “Kids Pick the Best of the Web ‘Top 10’ Announced.”  I picked the top three sites containing the most similar content, rather than simply drawing the top three sites as they were ranked.  Therefore, the sites, which I will analyze for this paper, are three sites that offer entertainment for children.  Nick Jr., The Disney Channel, and PBS Kids publish the sites.





	One aspect the sites have in common is the packaging of educational elements into an entertaining package for children.  I think it is important to consider whether the authors intend to simply appeal to children on a level to which they will respond, or whether the authors add to this motivation a more commercial desire to bring repeat visits to their sites and to gather personal information about the users.  Just as the authors’ motivations will influence the purposes of the sites they may affect the quality of the educational content as well.  





In other words, it will be important to examine whether high-tech interfaces and cool graphics are used to draw children to the sites in order to entertain and educate them, or if they are used to lure children as potential consumers.  As our society gravitates from an industrial-based economy to one based on the flow of information, bringing computers into the classroom becomes more important in order to teach children how to use them as tools without becoming intellectually dependent on them.  Children need to think about the information put before them, rather than blindly accepting what they find.





The Department of Labor lists several skills that it considers to be vital in order to function in the modern workplace.  Among these skills are the ability to think creatively and to make decisions, the ability to learn and to problem solve, and the ability to work autonomously while retaining the ability to work with a team.  (Leshin, p. 185)  To give children these skills, educators must shift the traditional role of educators from a model in which the teacher provides and controls the educational resources of the class, to one which focuses on the ability of the students to asses and utilize their own resources.  (Kehoe, p. 86)   	A major problem with this shift in responsibility lies in the integrity of the information to which the children have access.  Traditionally, the teacher finds and verifies the educational materials presented to the class, and the function of the class is to digest the information.  When the role of a teacher is modified to that of a facilitator, the quality control over the information accessed can be compromised.











Consider an anecdote taken from In Search of the Virtual Class, which illustrates this problem:


In a teleclass in the north of Brazil, one of the authors watched a group of students earnestly convince another that a triangle was composed of three curved lines, because that was the shape they had seen on a badly adjusted television receiver.  In the end, one girl stood alone, arguing the case for single-sided triangles.  But the power of the belief was too much.  In tears she recanted, and then there was a lot of hugging and kissing as everybody became united in the knowledge that triangles had curved sides.  There was no teacher to correct the situation, only a facilitator who also believed in the knowledge presented by television.      (Tiffin, p. 94-95)


Obviously, educators must find some way of establishing the veracity of the materials submitted by the students.  One solution is for the educator to control the choice of subject matter which students research.  Another is to ensure that both educator and student remains aware that the source of any information should always be tested or somehow supported.





The Web sites analyzed in this paper are each authored by companies that have good reputations for presenting quality entertainment for children.  I don’t intend to dispute the value of these pages, or to imply that these companies are providing any sort of misinformation.  I do, however, want to exercise a critical judgment of them overall, and will rate their merits based on their presentations as they apply to an educational setting.








A Note Concerning the Economics of the Internet





There are few sites on the Internet that are published for free and for completely altruistic purposes.  To that, I would add that there are even fewer to none that are published without the motivation to draw repeated visits.  So, how do authors of Web sites draw visitors to their pages?





Consumers on the Internet have a very low tolerance for junk mail or unwanted advertising (referred to as “spam”).  They tend to react negatively and vociferously when they are offended.  As a matter of fact, there is a blacklist of advertisers 


who violate this unwritten decorum by sending unsolicited mail, which can be found at  <http://math-www.uni-paderborn.de/~axel/BL/>.  





In general, there are two methods of advertising, called the “push” and the “pull” methods.  Push advertising actively tries to recruit consumers by sending or presenting messages whether the audience wants to view them or not.  Unsolicited emails and commercials fall into this category.  Pull advertising makes product information available to consumers who are interested.  Because pull advertising is so much more passive, it relies more heavily on technological gimmicks and consumer marketing information to target and draw customers.  (Whinston, p. 42-43)  What this sort of advertising does is convert the advertising itself into a commodity that the consumer will desire.








To achieve this goal, advertisers when creating an Internet campaign use several elements:


The site is made colorful and appealing aesthetically.


A particular audience is targeted.


The network provides only the information that the consumer will find valuable, without using useless or time-consuming technologies.


The network’s reputation is emphasized, and differences from the competitors are stressed.


Consumers are persuaded to make repeated visits by making the site interesting to use.


The site should represent a part of an overall marketing strategy, utilizing various forms of advertising.  (Whinston, p. 245)


Many of the qualities that make a good advertising campaign were also cited as criteria used to judge effective Web sites in general by many of the authorities I used to research this paper.  Whether despite this similarity, or because of it, it is important for every educator to bear in mind the goals of a Web site’s authors.  Making sure students are guided by an informed facilitator and encouraging them to think critically about their sources will help them to make objective decisions about what they view online.





The Criteria Used





In order to objectively assess the Web sites, I developed the following areas of evaluation:





Content	What do the sites contain?  Were practical and aesthetic elements balanced?  Is the material appropriate and appealing to the target audience?  (McLachlan)





Critical Thinking	Did the sites provide any educational content in the entertainment offered to 	young viewers?  If so, how did the activities encourage children to think?  Did 	the site involve the parents and/or educators?  How honest was the network about its commercial goals?  (Worsfold)





Authority	What kind of reputation does the network have?  How did each network’s reputation influence the content of its site?  How will future sites be influenced?  Did the network provide a means of contacting them?  (Alexander)





Timeliness     		Were the contents and technologies used in each site kept current? (McLachlan)





Safety	Did the Web site address children’s privacy issues?  Did the site teach Net safety or Nettiquette? Were there any questionable materials, or overtly commercial tactics used?  (Richmond)





Connectivity/	Is the site easy to use?  Is the user always aware of where he or she is while navigating the site?  Do


Navigation	the graphics or games slow the computer’s download time?  (Schrock)  Does the site require special plug-ins or software?  Will all or most of the users be able to view the site?  (Worsfold)





Comparability	How does the site compare to, or complement, the corresponding television shows, books, CD-ROMS, etc., which the network provides?  (Richmond)





Content	Why is the Web site being offered?  Does the site fulfill the goals the network had in publishing it?  Does the site fulfill the expectations, or the educational needs of the students?  (Schrock)





Nick Jr.  <http://www.nickjr.com/>





The home page for Nick Jr. is colorful and well designed without being too complicated.  Simple animation is used for the graphics, which are links to an online store for grown-up and a page of activities.  There are graphical links to Nick Jr.’s more popular television shows, as well as to its weekly game, and each graphic is labeled with corresponding text for further identification.  All of the graphics are arranged around the Nick Jr. logo, which consists of an adult figure in red holding an arm around the figure of a child in blue.  The simplicity of the cartoon graphics, and the use of mainly primary colors should strongly appeal to young viewers.  The placement of the Nick Jr. logo prominently in the center of the screen serves to strongly identify the site’s authorship and visually ties together the content of the page.





When the user clicks to other pages in the site, the format changes.  Each page varies in content and design, but a menu frame that is placed at the bottom of the screen maintains their continuity.  Within this frame, the user can link back to the home page, to a help page, to a list of television schedules, to an activities page, and, finally, to the Message Exchange.   The Message Exchange leads the user to Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ’s), an online survey, and information for contacting the network.  Half of the menu frame contains an animated banner ad for other Nickelodeon-sponsored programs.





The links to the sites for each television show contain little interactive value with the characters.  They mainly serve to describe the television shows and provide local listings, although they provide pictures and audio files to download and suggest activities for the children.  The weekly game that I tried was based on the show, “Blue’s Clues.”  Here, the player helps a cartoon character find several objects that he has lost.  The game was simple, but finding the objects was not so easy as to be uninteresting.  The reward for finding each object was the cheers of several kids and the praise of an adult’s voice-over.  The moral of the “story” was to retrace your steps whenever you lose something in order to find it. The game provided the best opportunity for interactivity with the children.  





The site must have been designed for children who have adult supervision while navigating the sites.  Young children would not be as interested in descriptions of the television shows as with the shows themselves, so I have to assume the shows’ synopses are provided for the benefits of the parents and educators.  Also, young children will require adult supervision in order to attempt many of the activities found on the site.  For example, making a set of maracas or baking banana muffins should not be attempted without help of an adult.  Downloading or printing pictures, and singing along with the songs are activities the children will enjoy, especially if he or she has seen the television shows.





Nickelodeon describes itself as “a cable television channel entirely dedicated to children’s programming,” and further states that its “mission is to connect with kids and connect kids to their world through entertainment.”  To this end, Nickelodeon presents programming which, according to the network’s policy statement, promotes positive attitudes, avoids violence and 


illegal activities, will not present children in unsafe situations, and does not depict “prejudice and derogatory characterizations relating to race, age, sex, and religion.”  (Nick Jr.)  The content I found in this Web site was consistent with Nickelodeon’s policy statement.





Additionally, Nick Jr. provides several programs for use in the classroom that it airs commercial free.  The most prominently displayed television shows on the home page, including “Blue’s Clues” and “Little Bear” are those that the network airs free of commercials.  Therefore, although the menu frame that serves as the site’s anchor contains advertising, Nick Jr. tempers such an overt statement by offering appropriate programming for educators.





Nick Jr. also supplies a privacy statement within its site that guarantees that the network will not contact users who provide their personal information.  Nor will the network sell or otherwise distribute user information unless given permission to do so in advance.  The statement mentions that such information may be used in contests or for internal purposes.  Nickelodeon does provide access to an online store, but the site is aimed at adult customers.  Separate links detailing the privacy and security issues covering online shopping are found on the corresponding site.





There were several aspects to Nick Jr.’s Web site that may make it difficult to view by all computers.  The use of frames, while widespread, is not yet a universal standard, so some users will be immediately excluded.  To listen to the songs, the users will need the software, Real Audio.  To play the game, the user will need the plug-in, Shockwave.  Real Audio and Shockwave can be downloaded for free if the user is comfortable doing so.  However, computers with slower connection speeds and less RAM are going to be at a disadvantage when trying to run the game.





The scope of the Web site offered by Nick Jr. was fairly narrow, in that it appeared to be intended to draw the viewers to its television shows aired on cable.  Many of the activities looked interesting, though, and there were a lot of downloads, which children familiar with the shows will find exciting.  And although much of the site seems to be geared as much to an accompanying adult as to the children, considering the targeted age of the viewers, I would think this approach to be the most appropriate and effective.








The Disney Channel  <http://disney.go.com/DisneyChannel/index.html>





There are so many Web sites offered by Disney that users could spend hours, if not days, sorting through its hundreds of links.  In order to make a relevant comparison to the Web sites for this paper, however, I narrowed my examination to the Web site presented by The Disney Channel.  This site, which targets a younger audience, advertises its television shows, provides information about the network, and offers many activities for children.  The Disney Channel’s site literally offers a little of everything.  Users can find pictures, video clips, screensavers, audio files, games, message boards, chat rooms, free email cards, and links to other sites.


Every page is colorful, with eye-catching graphics, many of which are animated.  Several pages are presented using the Shockwave plug-in, and feature assorted beeps, chirps and music to accompany the complicated animations.  The entire site is updated to reflect the day’s date, with seasonal activities offered as appropriate.  





A menu frame runs along the left side of the computer screen, and contains several links to the main pages found within the site.  The user can access the home page for Disney.com, or can click back to the network’s home page.  Other links include Playhouse Disney, which lists links to the popular television shows.  Zoog Disney takes the user to the site’s message boards and chat rooms.  The Magical World of Disney provides information concerning the original movies made by the television show on ABC.  Vault Disney offers all sorts of activities, information, and downloads relating to Disney’s older features.  Toon Disney advertises the network’s cartoon features.  Fun Features links the user directly to the most fun and interactive aspects of the Web site, while Schedule is a shortcut to more television show listings.  The games I tried were challenging, but fun.  I also found the chat logs featuring past guests to be interesting.  The pages regarding the television shows, as with Nick Jr.’s, consisted mainly of descriptions of the shows with related downloads, rather than featuring anything interactive between the shows’ characters and the users.





There were a few activities in this Web site that offered children a chance to practice their thinking skills.  The topics found in the message boards were thought provoking, and there were some interesting comments by young viewers.  Finding out that other children are going through similar problems, and being able to get immediate feedback not only helps a child’s coping skills, but also boosts self-esteem.  I also think that the games were geared to help children think about their answers, as much as to entertain.  The biographical and historical information about Disney found in Vault Disney gives children a chance to gather some perspective regarding the company, even if the material was written to show Disney’s best efforts in the most positive light.





Disney has received a lot of negative attention in the past concerning its commercialism, and even for its content by some parents.  This same commercialism extends to its Web site in that, not only does the company advertise its own Internet services, it reserves some activities for users who are registered members of their site.  The registration for the membership is free, but entails the provision of a lot of personal information.  However, overall, Disney has developed a popular reputation for producing quality entertainment.  Its success results from providing children with entertainment they find interesting, while at the same time supporting the wishes of the parents by adding educational value.  The balancing act is continued by Disney Online, and actually works pretty well to satisfy both parties, as long as the parents do not mind releasing their information online.





Disney’s privacy policy is several pages long, and covers issues for children under and over the age of 13.  The company promises not to sell information or to contact users without permission, but readily admits that it uses the users’ IP (Internet Provider) addresses for internal marketing strategies.  According to the policy, the IP address is used to log sessions, even though it is not used to link the company to any personal information.  Interestingly, when a user is asked to register for services provided only to members, the user must provide a first and last name, gender, birth date, and zip code.  Many of these items of personal information are those that experts on Net safety strongly suggest users never give to anyone.  The membership may be free, but the information is definitely used by Disney.  I question whether the services requiring membership for use are worth the security risk in allowing children to give any information about themselves online.





Another potential problem with the Web site lies with its usability.  The site is colorful, exciting, and offers the latest, greatest gimmicks found on the Net.  If a user has the most up-to-date computer with plenty of RAM and speed, then loading the site will be no problem.  Older, slower computers will take forever, though, especially to load the extensive amounts of graphics.  To view clips, the computer must be equipped with QuickTime.  To play the games and to view some of the pages, browsers will need to be equipped with the Shockwave plug-in.  Audio files will need Real Audio to download.  Finally, if the browser doesn’t support frames, the user will not be able to view much of the site at all.





The use of all this sophisticated technology will definitely lure users to the site for the novelty and the fun, but in going, the company will be able to learn a great deal about the users.  If a parent or educator objects to this lack of privacy, then it is probably best to avoid this site.  I believe, for the sake of privacy issues alone, that Disney’s Web site is not appropriate for use in the classroom or library.  On the other hand, if parents do not object to giving the information required, there is a lot of educational and entertaining material for children to enjoy at this site.








PBS Kids!   <http://www.pbs.org/kids/homebody.htm>





Public Television presents television shows for children under its subdivision, PBS Kids!  The Web site published by PBS Kids! features an attractive combination of text and graphics which lead the users to links to several categories of fun and educational materials.  The menu frame is always found on the left side of the screen, and leads to the links for four main sections.  Fun and Games offers kids an opportunity to help write their own version of interactive stories online, sing songs from the shows, learn how to tell jokes, and color pictures online, to name a few things.  Here, the users can also access a segment on Net safety and Netiquette.  Babble On gives children an opportunity to send their feedback to the network.  They can fill out a survey, and find out the results online almost immediately.  They can write their own interactive stories here, too.  TV Sites connects the viewers to pages sponsored by PBS Kids! television shows.  Children can contact the network or find their local station.  The Preschool page provides shortcuts to arts and crafts activities, music and lyrics, free email cards, more interactive stories and games.  If you click on the characters featured on the Preschool page, the user is linked to the Web sites for the corresponding television shows.





All of the stories and games found in the site encourage children to think for themselves by asking questions and presenting problems that need to be solved.  PBS Kids! publishes pictures, screensavers, audio files, and games, but by addressing the viewers as children, presents the downloads in such a way that the child can feel responsible for making his or her own choices.  Most especially, many of the games and activities are structured in such as way as to allow a child to feel rewarded for having achieved a very practical accomplishment, thereby boosting the child’s confidence.  








Public Television has a well-earned reputation for producing educational and enjoyable programming for children, as well as for adults.  The network is not commercial, although it is supported by public and private sponsorship.  PBS Kids! does make an appeal to this kind of sponsorship on its home page, but none of the other pages contain any overtly commercial material.  The privacy policy for PBS Kids! asserts that no set of pages within its Web site is allowed to make any sort of advertisement for goods or services.  Every effort is made to keep the site fun and safe, as well as educational, for its younger viewers.





Some of the sites feature surveys that ask children for their names, as well as their likes or dislikes, but the survey will work just as well if no name is provided.  In any case, the privacy policy assures the users that the network takes several steps to guard children’s safety.  PBS Kids! screens the links for every site in order to ensure “decency and integrity,” and requires the pages for each show to meet its standard of educational quality.  The collection of personal information is limited, and that which is gathered is restricted in use.  Personal information is never sold, nor used to contact the users.





Downloading the pages within the PBS Kids! site took about as long as for other pages because they were as graphically intensive.  The same pattern in the background runs throughout the Web site, unifying the pages, although the colors differ.  Combined with the use of a menu frame, this continuity helps the user know which part of the site he or she is navigating.  As with the other Web sites, Real Audio is required to download the audio files.  Macromedia Flash is needed to play some, but not all of the games.  Of all the sites viewed, PBS Kids! interfaces better with slower machines because the newer technologies are not as heavily relied upon.  If a viewer is patient, and possesses a browser that supports frames, he or she will be able to access this site.  Although not as many glamorous technologies are used, children will respond to the site’s activities on a deeper level.  They will have their thinking and creativity stimulated in ways that encourages their self-confidence.





Because the producers of each show is responsible for independently providing pages for the Web site, the links to each show vary in form and content.  Within these sites, users will find more games, pictures, and sounds to download, as well as information about characters and story lines.  Unlike Disney and Nick Jr., these links tend to involve the children with the characters more than merely describing the shows, and so the sites tend to complement the shows rather than advertise them.  I suspect the policy that prevents the advertisement of goods or services led to the happy result of challenging the authors to engage the users more creatively.























Comparison





If I were going to design a Web site for children, I would utilize the graphic design concepts from Nick Jr., the educational content and integrity of PBS Kids!, and would present them with the variety of entertainment shown by The Disney Channel.





Of all the graphic interfaces presented, Nick Jr.’s, I believe, is the most accessible for younger viewers.  The colors are vivid and attractive, the animation simple enough to comprehend without being overwhelming at first, and the links are clearly marked both graphically and with text.  Disney’s graphics were impressive, but I fear that there are two potential downfalls as they pertain to the youngest viewers.  Either they will download so slowly, that the child will lose interest in waiting, or they will be so distracting that the actual content of the page may be overwhelmed, most especially on the sites which use Shockwave.  Both Nick Jr. and Disney sometimes use noises to accompany cursor movements.  I wonder if young children might find the movement of the cursor around the screen to be enough amusement in itself.  If I used this feature in my own site, I would like to give it some sort of context.  For example, I would make the noises sound as rewards for finding hidden objects.  PBS Kids! also used an attractive, easily understandable interface, however (just on an aesthetic level), I preferred the Nick Jr. graphics.





PBS Kids! provided the highest, most consistent level of educational content of the three Web sites.  Almost every aspect of the site held interest on an interactive level, without being too difficult or patronizing.  Disney also provided material with good educational content, but weakened its attractiveness to educational settings with its commercial content.  PBS Kids! would be an excellent Internet resource for the home or classroom, while the choice of using Disney should remain with the parents at home, due to privacy issues.  Since Nick Jr. is part of the Nickelodeon site which was voted the most popular site by children, and since it does provide some commercial-free resources, then it should also be considered a welcome resource for classroom use.





Each Web site publishes its own privacy statements, which I include at the end of this paper.  They range in length and form, but each asserts the same basic principles.  They all gather information about the users, all promise not to sell or distribute the information, and promise not to contact the user without permission.  They all admit that the information is used internally.  The main differences in the statements take shape in the amount of responsibility the company accepts or denies with respect to the contents they present.  For example, PBS Kids! stringently monitors the site against advertising and for educational content.  The Disney Channel absolves itself from any responsibility for breaches of security or objectionable content found by following links discovered on Disney Online that lead to other sites outside of its authority.  Nick Jr. merely states its policy covering its treatment of user information.











Conclusion





Overall, I found each of the sites to be highly entertaining.  All of them held games, interactive stories, and other activities that held educational value.  I rated PBS Kids! as my favorite site of the three because of my preference for the substance it provides and because of the interactivity it offers directly to the children, without assuming the educator or parent will be making directional choices for the child.  This is not to say that I didn’t find Nick Jr. or the Disney Channel’s pages without merit.  There are very good reasons why Nickelodeon won the most popular and Disney won the second most popular rankings of Web sites by children.  But while Nick Jr. and Disney may be more popular with children for their entertainment value, children and educators may find more benefit from the kinds of resources offered by PBS Kids!





The Internet, like any other medium, has a lot of potential as a moneymaking venture, and so there is going to be a lot of commercialism to be found on it.  Also, given the nature of the advertising used on the Internet, children and adults need to be trained to think objectively about what they find, rather than becoming consumers of whatever is being offered.  Part of critical thinking is to consider the source of your information, for better or for worse.  A Web site that is intended to be a form of advertising cannot be considered an objective, or even completely reliable source of information.  Therefore, I would stress the need to make children aware of which sites should be considered entertainment only, and which can be considered more authoritative, and why a site may be considered to lie somewhere between the two extremes.  By giving children these skills, they will be able to make the best decisions for themselves, not only academically, but, later on, professionally and personally as well.
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