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Children use phones, tablets, games, streaming services, social networks, and educational platforms
for communication, entertainment, and learning. The original essay argues that protecting children
from harmful online material requires both government action and parental responsibility. That
position remains sound, but the problem is broader than blocking sexual or violent content. Children
may encounter harassment, sexual exploitation, manipulative design, gambling-like features,
dangerous challenges, privacy invasion, targeted advertising, misinformation, and strangers seeking
contact. At the same time, government restrictions must respect constitutional protections for lawful
speech and avoid creating surveillance systems that expose children and adults to new privacy risks.
Federal protection is therefore not a single filter placed over the Internet. It is a combination of
enforceable privacy rules, criminal law, platform duties, age-appropriate design, transparency,
education, parental tools, and remedies for victims. The strongest policy protects children while
preserving access to beneficial information, including health, identity, education, and support
resources.

Why Online Protection Is Difficult

The Internet does not operate like a cinema where one employee checks age before a person enters.
Content moves across websites, applications, private messages, livestreams, advertisements, and
algorithmic recommendations. A platform may serve adults and children at the same time, while
users can misstate their age. Harm also depends on context. A medical explanation of sexuality may
be appropriate education, while sexual solicitation from an adult is exploitation. A historical image of
violence may support learning, while repeated graphic recommendations may distress a child.
Government cannot define every difficult subject as harmful without restricting legitimate expression.
Effective policy must therefore focus on identifiable risks, business practices, and unlawful conduct
rather than assuming that all controversial information should be hidden.

Federal Authority and the First Amendment

The United States government may criminalize child sexual abuse material, exploitation, trafficking,
threats, and other unlawful conduct. It may also regulate commercial data practices and require
schools receiving certain federal support to use Internet-safety measures. However, laws restricting
minors’ access to lawful content can face First Amendment challenges if they are vague, overly broad,
or more restrictive than necessary. The Congressional Research Service has explained that earlier
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federal attempts to restrict online material “harmful to minors” were struck down when courts found
that they burdened protected speech (Congressional Research Service, 2022). This legal history does
not mean the federal government is powerless. It means legislation must define the harm carefully,
demonstrate the connection between the rule and the harm, and use means that do not unnecessarily
suppress adult or youth access to constitutionally protected information.

COPPA and Children’s Privacy

The Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA) is a central federal protection for children under
13. It gives parents control over certain collection, use, and disclosure of personal information by
child-directed online services and services with actual knowledge that they are collecting from
children. Operators must provide notice, obtain verifiable parental consent in covered circumstances,
protect data, and limit retention. The Federal Trade Commission finalized amendments to the COPPA
Rule in 2025, including stronger limits on companies’ ability to monetize children’s data and
additional requirements involving disclosure to third parties (FTC, 2025a). Privacy protection matters
because data can be used to target advertisements, shape recommendations, infer interests, and
keep children engaged. A child should not have to trade extensive behavioral information for access
to a game or learning tool.

Limits of Privacy Law

COPPA is important but does not solve the full problem. It primarily focuses on data practices for
children under 13, while teenagers also face significant risks. It does not make every harmful design
choice illegal, and parental consent can become a weak safeguard when notices are complex or
families lack meaningful alternatives. Age assurance can also require collection of identity
documents, facial estimates, or other sensitive data, creating a paradox: a system intended to protect
privacy may collect more information. The FTC has addressed the use of age-verification
technologies, but any method should minimize data, protect security, and avoid retaining proof
beyond the verification purpose (FTC, 2026). A responsible framework asks not only whether age can
be estimated but how much information is collected, who receives it, and what happens if it is
breached.

Platform Design and the Attention Economy

Children can be harmed even when each individual piece of content is lawful. Infinite scrolling,
autoplay, streaks, frequent notifications, variable rewards, and personalized recommendations may
encourage compulsive use. A platform’s business model may benefit when a child remains engaged
for long periods. Policy proposals such as the Kids Online Safety Act have sought to require covered
platforms to exercise reasonable care regarding design features associated with harms to minors,
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while also including protections for lawful expression. As of July 2026, proposals in the 119th Congress
remain part of an active policy debate rather than a single comprehensive federal law governing all
youth-platform design. This distinction is important: the public should not describe a bill as enacted
merely because it has been introduced or debated.

Sexual Exploitation and Grooming

Federal criminal law has a clear role when adults solicit children, produce or distribute child sexual
abuse material, engage in trafficking, or use threats and coercion. Platforms should provide accessible
reporting, preserve evidence appropriately, detect known illegal material, and cooperate with lawful
investigations. Detection systems must be governed carefully because automated tools can make
errors and private communications raise significant privacy questions. Children also need education
about manipulation. Grooming often begins with attention, secrecy, gifts, shared interests, or
requests to move to a private channel. Telling children never to speak to strangers is insufficient
because an offender may present as a peer or gradually become familiar. Children need to know that
they will not be punished for reporting an uncomfortable interaction.

Advertisements and Commercial Manipulation

The original essay raises concern about advertisements that promise free products or downloads and
later create charges or misleading contracts. This remains relevant. Children may not recognize
sponsored content, in-app purchases, influencer marketing, or dark patterns designed to make refusal
difficult. Federal consumer-protection law can address deceptive and unfair commercial practices.
Platforms and advertisers should clearly identify advertising, avoid behavioral targeting based on
children’s data, and require meaningful adult authorization for purchases. Games that use random
paid rewards can resemble gambling and should receive age-appropriate scrutiny. Protection should
focus on the design and transaction rather than assuming that every advertisement is harmful.

Violence, Sexual Content, and Context

Parents commonly want tools to limit graphic violence, pornography, drug promotion, or explicit
language. Rating systems, content labels, restricted modes, and device-level controls can help.
However, filters are imperfect. They may fail to block harmful material or may suppress information
about sexual health, abuse prevention, LGBTQ+ support, art, history, or news. A child searching for
help after assault should not be prevented from finding a trusted service because a filter treats every
sexual term as explicit. Government should encourage transparency and effective controls while
avoiding one universal definition imposed across all ages and contexts. Older adolescents require
increasing autonomy and access to accurate information.
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Cyberbullying and Harassment

Cyberbullying can follow a child beyond school hours through group chats, anonymous accounts,
image sharing, and coordinated exclusion. Federal law does not replace the role of schools, states,
parents, and platforms, but it can support civil-rights enforcement where harassment is discriminatory
and can fund prevention and research. Platforms should allow users to block, mute, report, and
control who can contact them. Reporting systems must be understandable and timely. Removing one
post may be insufficient when a campaign involves many accounts. Schools should distinguish
protected expression from conduct that substantially disrupts education or targets a student.
Punishment alone is not enough; victims need safety planning and support, while responsible
intervention should also address peer norms.

Misinformation and Harmful Challenges

Children may encounter false health claims, conspiracy theories, self-harm content, dangerous
challenges, and manipulated media. Government should be cautious about becoming an authority
that decides truth for all lawful speech. Better tools include media-literacy education, disclosure of
recommendation systems, access to researcher data with privacy protections, and enforcement
against fraud. Platforms can reduce amplification of demonstrably dangerous instructions without
removing discussion by people seeking help. For self-harm content, systems should distinguish
encouragement or graphic promotion from recovery stories and crisis resources. A blunt filter can
silence the very people who need support.

The Role of Parents and Caregivers

The original essay correctly gives parents a central role, but parental responsibility should not
become an excuse for unsafe platform design. Families cannot monitor every interaction, understand
every data broker, or audit every algorithm. They can create age-appropriate rules, use shared
devices for younger children, review privacy settings, discuss advertising, and maintain open
communication. Co-viewing and conversation are often more effective than secret surveillance.
Children should know what to do when they see disturbing material and should be able to disclose
mistakes without fear of losing all technology. Rules must develop with maturity. A teenager needs
more privacy and participation in decisions than a young child.

The Role of Schools

Schools teach digital citizenship, source evaluation, consent, privacy, respectful communication, and
reporting. They also use educational technology that may collect student data. School procurement
should evaluate security, advertising, retention, and vendor access rather than assuming an
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“educational” label guarantees safety. The Children’s Internet Protection Act requires certain schools
and libraries receiving specified federal support to adopt Internet-safety policies and use technology
protection measures, but compliance should not replace instruction. Students need practice
evaluating sources and understanding how platforms influence attention. A filter can block a site; it
cannot teach judgment.

Industry Self-Requlation and Its Limits

Voluntary codes can respond faster than legislation and allow technical expertise, but self-regulation
is weak when company revenue depends on the behavior being regulated. Ratings, family controls,
and safety-by-design commitments are useful only if companies report how they perform and face
consequences for deception. Independent audits, clear metrics, researcher access, and regulator
authority strengthen credibility. Industry should not be allowed to define success solely by the
number of items removed. Measures should include response time, repeat offender control, appeal
accuracy, privacy, and whether children can understand the available settings.

Age Assurance and Privacy

Age assurance is often proposed as the gateway to child protection. Methods range from self-
declaration and parental confirmation to identity documents and automated estimation. Stronger
verification may reduce access by children but can exclude people without documents, expose
sensitive identity information, and create databases attractive to criminals. The principle of data
minimization should guide design. A service may need to know that a user is within an age band, not
the person’s full identity. Verification providers should be prohibited from repurposing data, and users
should receive alternatives and appeal routes when a system makes a mistake.

A Balanced Federal Strategy

A balanced approach includes several layers. Federal agencies should enforce COPPA, consumer-
protection law, civil-rights requirements, and criminal laws against exploitation. Congress can
establish privacy and design duties that are precise, evidence-based, and compatible with the First
Amendment. Platforms should use age-appropriate defaults, limit unnecessary data collection,
provide effective controls, and publish risk information. Schools should teach digital literacy, while
parents maintain communication and boundaries. Researchers need access to study effects without
receiving identifiable child data. No layer is sufficient alone. Children move between home, school,
games, social media, and private messaging; protection must follow the risk rather than depend on
one gatekeeper.
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Conclusion

The federal government has an important but limited role in protecting children from harmful online
content and conduct. It can regulate privacy, deceptive commerce, exploitation, and specific platform
practices, but it must not use child protection as a vague justification for suppressing lawful speech or
collecting excessive identity data. Parents remain essential, yet they cannot carry the entire burden
of systems deliberately designed to maximize engagement. Effective protection combines law, safer
design, parental tools, school education, industry accountability, and child participation. The goal is
not to create an Internet from which every difficult idea has disappeared. It is to reduce exploitation
and manipulation while enabling children to learn, communicate, seek help, and gradually develop
the judgment required for digital citizenship.
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