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KIDS ONLINE DURING COVID: CHILD SAFETY
IN AN INCREASINGLY DIGITAL AGE

THURSDAY, MARCH 11, 2021

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
SUBCOMMITTEE ON CONSUMER PROTECTION AND
COMMERCE,
COMMITTEE ON ENERGY AND COMMERCE,
Washington, DC.

The subcommittee met, pursuant to notice, at 10:30 a.m., via
Cisco Webex online video conferencing, Hon. Jan Schakowsky
(chair of the subcommittee) presiding.

Members present: Representatives Schakowsky, Rush, Castor,
Trahan, McNerney, Clarke, Cardenas, Dingell, Soto, Rice, Craig,
Fletcher, Pallone, Bilirakis (subcommittee ranking member), Latta,
Guthrie, Bucshon, Dunn, Pence, Lesko, Armstrong, and Rodgers.

Also present: Representatives Blunt Rochester and Walberg.

Staff present: Jeffrey C. Carroll, Staff Director; Lisa Goldman,
Senior Counsel; Waverly Gordon, General Counsel; Daniel Greene,
Professional Staff Member; Tiffany Guarascio, Deputy Staff Direc-
tor; Perry Hamilton, Clerk; Alex Hoehn-Saric, Chief Counsel, Com-
munications and Consumer Protection; Ed Kaczmarski, Policy Ana-
lyst; Zach Kahan, Deputy Director, Outreach and Member Services;
Mackenzie Kuhl, Digital Assistant; David Miller, Counsel; Elysa
Montfort, Press Secretary; Kaitlyn Peel, Digital Director; Caroline
Rinker, Press Assistant; Tim Robinson, Chief Counsel; Chloe Rodri-
guez, Clerk; Andrew Souvall, Director of Communications, Out-
reach and Member Services; Sydney Terry, Policy Coordinator; C.dJ.
Young, Deputy Communications Director; Anna Yu, Professional
Staff Member; Sarah Burke, Minority Deputy Staff Director; Mi-
chael Cameron, Minority Policy Analyst, Consumer Protection and
Commerce, Energy, Environment; Nate Hodson, Minority Staff Di-
rector; Bijan Koohmaraie, Minority Chief Counsel; Tim Kurth, Mi-
nority Chief Counsel, Consumer Protection and Commerce; and
Brannon Rains, Minority Professional Staff Member, Consumer
Protection and Commerce.

Ms. SCHAKOWSKY. The Subcommittee on Consumer Protection
and Commerce will now come to order. That is the gavel.

Today we will be holding a hearing entitled “Kids Online During
COVID: Child Safety in an Increasingly Digital Age.”

Due to the COVID-19 public health emergency, today’s hearing
is being held remotely. All Members and witnesses will be partici-
pating via video conference.

As part of our hearing, microphones will be set on mute for the
purpose of eliminating inadvertent background noise. Members and
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witnesses, you will need to unmute yourselves each time that you
wish to speak.

Additionally, Members will need to visibly be on screen in order
to be recognized.

Documents for the record can be sent to Ed Kaczmarski, the
staffer—sorry, Ed, for messing up your name—at the email address
that we have provided to all staff.

All documents will be entered into the record at the end of the
hearing.

I also wanted to mention that we do have votes that are being
called right now, and people will have to go in and out. I will call
on Tony Cardenas, the vice chair of this committee, when I have
to leave, but we can do it in segments. We are not going to recess
for votes.

The Chair will now recognize herself for 5 minutes.

STATEMENT OF HON. JAN SCHAKOWSKY, A REPRESENTATIVE
IN CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF ILLINOIS

Ms. SCHAKOWSKY. So, again, good morning, and welcome to our
hearing on child safety online during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Children are spending twice as much time online as compared to
before the pandemic. This time is increasingly spent on digital plat-
forms not designed with children in mind.

Although we all hope—and in some cases, it is already hap-
pening—the kids will be able to safely return to schools, we should
not be naive, however, and believe that in-person schooling will
mean that companies stop targeting our children online.

Techniques honed by companies during the pandemic, and online
habits developed by kids, will continue long after they are back in
school. Many online platforms are addictive by design, grabbing at-
tention and, of course, maximizing profits.

Children are especially vulnerable to addictive or manipulative
techniques and technologies. They are more susceptible to coercive
advertising and have trouble resisting attention-grabbing features.

The more time children spend online, the more likely they are to
be subjected to harmful or age-inappropriate content.

There are few effective barriers that protect our children and
teens, as well, from the harmful content and hate speech that
plague our online discourse right now.

Nor are they shielded from the loss of privacy that has become
a feature of online platforms. Platforms that are intended for gen-
eral audiences are not required to protect the privacy of children,
and many of the most popular platforms say they do not allow chil-
dren that are under the age of 13 but do almost nothing to enforce
their minimum age requirement.

The harms that children and teens experience online have very
real and lasting side effects offline. More screen time has been as-
sociated with higher levels of anxiety, depression, sleep depriva-
tion, obesity, and even suicide.

Children need tailored protections from privacy infringements
and manipulative marketing practices. Children’s privacy must be
protected by updating COPPA, the current law, for our increasingly
complex and connected digital word.

And thank you.
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[The prepared statement of Ms. Schakowsky follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. JAN SCHAKOWSKY

Good morning, and welcome to our hearing on child safety online during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

Children are spending twice as much time online compared to before the pan-
demic. This time is increasingly spent on digital platforms not designed with chil-
dren in mind.

Although we all hope that kids will be able to safely return to school soon, we
should not be naive and believe that in-person schooling will mean that companies
stop targeting our children online.

Techniques honed by companies during the pandemic, and online habits developed
by kids, will continue long after they are back in school.

Many online platforms are addictive by design, grabbing attention, and maxi-
mizing profits. Children are especially vulnerable to addictive or manipulative tech-
nologies. They are more susceptible to coercive advertising and have trouble resist-
ing attention-grabbing features.

The more time children spend online, the more likely they are to be subjected to
harmful or age-inappropriate content. There are few effective barriers protecting
children and teens from the harmful content and hateful speech that plague our on-
line discourse.

Nor are they shielded from the loss of privacy that has become a feature of online
platforms. Platforms that are intended for general audiences aren’t required to pro-
tect children’s privacy.

Many of the most popular platforms say they do not allow children under the age
of 13 but do almost nothing to enforce their minimum age requirement.

The harms that children and teens experience online have very real and lasting
side effects offline. More screen time has been associated with higher levels of anx-
iety, depression, sleep deprivation, obesity and even suicide.

Children need tailored protections from privacy infringements and manipulative
marketing practices. Children’s privacy must be protected by updating COPPA, the
current law, for our increasingly complex and connected digital word.

Thanks, and thank you to the witnesses for joining us today.

I yield the remainder of my time to my colleague Ms. Castor.

Ms. SCHAKOWSKY. And at this time I want to yield to the author
of this bill that we are going to be discussing today, Congress-
woman Kathy Castor.

Ms. CASTOR. Well, thank you, Chair Schakowsky.

You are right. When Congress wrote the Children’s Online Pri-
vacy Protection Act, COPPA, back in 1998, 23 years ago, the inter-
net was in its infancy. The majority of households did not have a
computer, and even less had the internet. There were no internet-
connected cell phones or devices, and if a child wanted to get on
the internet, they would have to go to the family desktop, usually
in a shared space, and type in the Web address and wait for a dial-
up internet.

So, despite how antiquated this may seem to us in 2021, it was
revolutionary in 1998, and at that time Congress acted to meet the
moment, and they put in place safeguards to protect our children
in this new online environment.

But, boy, have things changed since then. We are at another crit-
ical moment where technological innovations in our children are at
the forefront. Their every move is being tracked and monetized by
their phone, tablets, apps, and more.

Platforms are manipulating children to stay online longer and
pushing them towards extreme content, infinite scrolling, and
awards of badges for repeated interactions.

Big business is profiting, and our children are paying the price.
And, as our witnesses point out, that price is the real-world harm-
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}flul in}llpact on our kids’ safety, their development, and their mental
ealth.

It has gotten worse during the pandemic. Children’s screen time
has gone up while parents’ ability and time to monitor screen time
has gone down. So parents are looking to Congress to make sure
their kids are safe and that educational experiences work.

So we need to meet this moment. I intend to reintroduce my Kids
PRIVCY Act and the KIDS Act to safeguard our kids, and I would
like to invite Members from both sides of the aisle to work with
me to update COPPA.

Thanks, and I yield back.

Ms. SCHAKOWSKY. The Chair now recognizes Mr. Bilirakis, the
ranking member of the subcommittee, for his 5 minutes.

You are recognized, Mr. Bilirakis.

STATEMENT OF HON. GUS BILIRAKIS, A REPRESENTATIVE IN
CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF FLORIDA

Mr. BILIRAKIS. Thank you, Madam Chair, and I want to thank
you for holding this very important hearing.

I know we share a similar view that, while technology can be
amazing in keeping us all connected, when it comes to substitution
for interpersonal communications, we are all at a loss.

My father served on this committee, and back when he did serve,
we could talk amongst the dais, write each other notes, commu-
nicate more directly on what is happening in our lives, both person-
ally and professionally. Unfortunately, here we are all in a virtual
hearing.

While we have gotten a bit better from the early days of virtual
hearings, we are all human. I expect there will still be miscues
today, like when someone is ready to talk or providing the kind of
attention our witnesses deserve for their statements. And I appre-
ciate them being here.

Now, think about what it is like for our kids. This is the new re-
ality, and it is a sad one, in my opinion. The COVID-19 pandemic
has caused so many Americans to become isolated in their homes,
especially our kids.

Without the opportunity for children to interact in person with
their friends directly, many turn to social media to fill the void.
Sadly, this has led to a cascade of negative effects for me.

I believe this hearing can serve as an important alarm bell for
safely reopening our schools and getting students and teachers
back in the classroom and reverse this trend.

To be fair, at the beginning of the pandemic there was much un-
known about the virus, and virtual school was seemingly viable. It
is a viable bridge to educating students, and it is better than not
having anything.

Distance learning can certainly be a positive tool for some stu-
dents. But the facts now make clear that, as a primary means of
instruction, it just does not work for advancing our kids’ education,
especially those children with disabilities.

There is good news, however. A number of schools have shown
they can safely open up, including my great State of Florida, and
so I hope we can find avenues for all students to have the same
accessibility to educational opportunities.
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The alternative is catastrophic, unfortunately. This was on full
display in Clark County, Nevada, last year. In that case more than
3,000 alerts about students with suicidal thoughts flooded the
inbox of district officials.

The school district since reopened to in-person schooling, but
tragically too late. By December of last year, 18 students took their
own lives. Eighteen families lost their children.

We all believe, like Clark County, history can repeat itself. That
is why I was pleased that, earlier this year, President Biden
pledged to reopen the schools by his 100th day in office, and the
CDC Director Walinsky relayed that data indicated schools can
begin to safely reopen—and more than one day a week, I'll add.

Still we are all alarmed by recent contradictory statements to the
science behind these commitments. So it will be interesting to find
out what changed. Hopefully, the panel will have some insight
there.

I also want to know as privacy protection is on the agenda today
that I want to be part of the real solution. Committee Republicans
have been and remain committed to this.

And to speak more on this topic, I would like to yield to my good
friend Congressman Tim Walberg for his efforts to reach a bipar-
tisan deal on a bill to improve upon the Child Online Privacy Pro-
tection Act.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Bilirakis follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. GUS BILIRAKIS

Thank you Madame Chair for holding this important hearing.

I know we share a similar view that while technology can be amazing in keeping
us all connected, when it becomes a substitution for interpersonal communications,
we are all at a loss.

My dad served on this committee back when we could talk amongst the dais,
write each other notes, communicate more directly on what’s happening in our lives,
both personally and professionally.

Unfortunately, here we all are, in a virtual hearing.

While we have gotten a bit better from the early days of virtual hearings, I expect
there will still be missed cues today like when someone is ready to talk, or providing
the kind of attention our witnesses deserve for their statements.

Now think about what it is like to be our kids. This is their new reality, and it
is a sad one.

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused so many Americans to become isolated in
their homes, especially our kids.

Without opportunities for children to interact in person with their friends directly,
many turn to social media to fill the void.

Sadly, this has led to a cascade of negative effects for them.

I believe this hearing can serve as an important alarm bell for safely reopening
our schools and getting students and teachers back in the classroom and reverse
this trend.

To be fair, at the beginning of the pandemic there was much unknown about the
virus, and virtual school was a seemingly viable bridge to educating students.

Distance learning can certainly be a positive tool for some students—but the facts
now make clear that as a primary means of instruction, it just doesn’t work for ad-
vancing our kids’ education, especially those with disabilities.

There is good news. A number of schools have shown they can safely open up in-
cluding in Florida, and so I hope we can find avenues for all students to have the
same accessibility to educational opportunities.

. The alternative is catastrophic. This was on full display in Clark County, Nevada
ast year.

In that case, more than 3,000 alerts about students with suicidal thoughts flooded
the inbox of district officials.

The school district since re-opened to in person schooling, but tragically, too late.
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By December of last year, 18 students took their own life. 18 families lost their
children.

We all have a Clark County where history can repeat itself.

That’s why I was pleased that earlier this year President Biden pledged to reopen
schools by his 100th day in office and CDC Director Walensky relayed that data in-
dicated schools can begin to safely reopen.

Still, we are all alarmed by recent contradictory statements to the science behind
these commitments, so it will be interesting to find out what changed. Hopefully the
panel will have some insight there.

I also want to note as privacy protections are on the agenda today that I want
to be part of a real solution.

Committee Republicans have been and remain committed to this, and to speak
more on this topic, I would like to yield to my good friend, Congressman Tim
Walberg, for his efforts to reach a bipartisan deal on a bill to improve upon the
Child Online Privacy Protection Act.

Thank you.

Mr. BiLIRAKIS. I yield the rest of my time to Representative
Walberg.

Thank you.

Mr. WALBERG. I thank my good friend.

When 1 first introduced the PROTECT Kids Act, there was a
pressing need to modernize the Children’s Online Privacy Protec-
tion Act to reflect the digital era.

In the midst of this global pandemic, with children and their par-
ents challenged, there is an even more pressing need than ever.
While the FTC made improvement to COPPA in 2013, they did not
go far enough to protect children against new threats in the evolv-
ing digital ecosystem.

The internet has drastically changed since 2013, and while in-
creased internet usage presents many complicated risks, children’s
online privacy is one area Congress established clear law.

But the law is outdated. It needs to be updated to ensure chil-
dren are protected from troubling conduct of Big Tech. The PRO-
TECT Kids Act represents a commonsense, bipartisan solution, and
I appreciate my good friend Congressman Rush for joining me in
this effort to put children’s wellbeing at the top of Congress’ pri-
ority list.

Together we are continuing to work with stakeholders to
strengthen this bill. We welcome input from members of this sub-
committee and look forward to working together to pass these
much-needed reforms.

I thank you, and I yield back.

Ms. SCHAKOWSKY. The gentleman yields back.

And the Chair now recognizes Mr. Pallone, chair of the full com-
mittee, for 5 minutes for his opening statement.

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. FRANK PALLONE, Jr., A REP-
RESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF NEW JER-
SEY

Mr. PALLONE. Thank you, Chairwoman Schakowsky.

The COVID-19 pandemic is an unprecedented public health and
economic crisis which has greatly disrupted our lives. The children,
in particular, have had their world turned upside down. Visits with
friends and extended family have been replaced by video confer-
encing and in-person activities replaced with video games, social
media, video services, and other digital activities.
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And as a result, kids’ screen time has doubled during the pan-
demic, and you just told me that, Madam Chair, on the elevator
and I did not realize it was that much, twice.

As this subcommittee has heard time and time again, consumers
online face manipulative advertising, disinformation, harassment,
dark pattern manipulation, and privacy intrusions. For adults,
these dangers are extremely hard to manage, but for children, such
practices are downright predatory.

Children do not possess the same levels of cognitive development
to defend themselves and are often uniquely vulnerable to any neg-
ative effects. The online world can affect children’s mental and
physical health.

Growing bodies of research confirm the link between increased
digital media use and depression and higher instances of addiction,
anxiety, sleep deprivation, and obesity. And we also have seen
garmful behaviors such as cyber bullying increase during the pan-

emic.

Unfortunately, many companies are well aware that children are
spending more time online, and they are taking advantage of that
by proactively targeting, manipulating, and monetizing our chil-
dren. For example, some internet platforms, app developers, and
content creators propagate addiction by design through sophisti-
cated, thoroughly tested means to keep kids on their sites and ex-
tract money.

Common elements include pressuring in-app purchases without
parental consent, so-called freemium apps that tease paid versions,
and gamification marketing where gameplay elements themselves
are used to promote purchases or products.

And then there is influencer advertising, Madam Chair. People
on social media with lots of followers post photos and videos of
themselves using a product, but kids, and sometimes adults, do not
understand that those people are often paid for those posts.

And young children frequently have no idea that the video they
are watching of someone opening a new toy is actually meant to
sell the toy.

So online advertising spending is now the largest of any medium,
and spending on digital ads specifically targeting children is ex-
pected to reach $1.7 billion this year.

Most apps directed to or used by children contain ads, including
95 percent of the apps aimed at kids under 5. Ads for toys or junk
food are commonplace, but far too often kids are exposed to ads for
tobacco products, alcohol, violent movies or video games, or other
age-inappropriate content.

And it is deeply concerning that business models online contin-
ually seek to maximize engagement to increase revenue at the ex-
pense of children’s health. Many parents try to balance the benefits
of internet use, such as social connections and educational apps,
while trying to limit the possible negative effects.

But many parents are overwhelmed, and even their best efforts
are not enough to protect their kids against sophisticated predatory
practices.

And the pandemic has made it painfully clear this problem is not
going to fix itself, nor will the harmful activities targeting our kids
stop when the pandemic is behind us.
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Despite laws to protect children’s privacy, data collection and
tracking of children is disturbingly prevalent. Many apps for kids
on mobile devices are notorious for collecting personal information,
and their personal information is then bought and sold, resulting
in targeted advertising designed to influence and manipulate chil-
dren even more.

So Congress granted the FTC rulemaking authority under the
Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act, or COPPA, precisely so it
could update the safeguards for children online as technology ad-
vanced, and the internet has experienced a sea change since the
last updates to the COPPA rule.

I know that Ms. Castor mentioned this with her legislation, and
it is clear those rules are out of date and no longer provide the in-
tended protections for our kids.

So, while the FTC has started the process of updating its rules
under COPPA, we also must examine whether the statute should
be updated and whether other practices targeting children should
be regulated. We cannot leave it all to parents.

The challenges children face online existed before the pandemic,
but they have only gotten worse. And it is going to continue to in-
crease after the pandemic is behind us, unless we do something
about it.

So I just wanted to thank you, Madam Chair, and also Kathy
Castor because of the fact that you are having this hearing draw-
ing attention to this with the legislation.

I look forward to this expert panel on what is a very important
topic.

Thank you.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Pallone follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. FRANK PALLONE, JR.

The COVID-19 pandemic is an unprecedented public health and economic crisis,
which has greatly disrupted our daily lives. Children, in particular, have had their
worlds turned upside down. Visits with friends and extended family have been re-
placed by video conferencing. And in-person activities replaced with video games, so-
cial media, video services, and other digital activities. As a result, kids’ screen time
has doubled during the pandemic.

As this subcommittee has heard time and time again, consumers online face ma-
nipulative advertising, disinformation, harassment, dark pattern manipulation, and
privacy intrusions. For adults, these dangers are extremely hard to manage, but for
children such practices are downright predatory. Children do not possess the same
levels of cognitive development to defend themselves and are often uniquely vulner-
able to any negative effects.

The online world can affect children’s mental and physical health. Growing bodies
of research confirm the link between increased digital media use and depression and
higher instances of addiction, anxiety, sleep deprivation, and obesity. We also have
seen harmful behaviors such as cyber bullying increase during the pandemic.

Unfortunately, many companies are well aware that children are spending more
time online and they are taking advantage of that by proactively targeting, manipu-
lating, and monetizing our children.

For example, some internet platforms, app developers, and content creators propa-
gate “addiction by design” through sophisticated, thoroughly tested means to keep
kids on their sites and extract money. Common elements include pressuring in-app
purchases without parental consent, so-called freemium apps that tease paid
versions, and “gamification” marketing where gameplay elements themselves are
used to promote purchases or products.

Influencer advertising to kids is also prominent. People on social media with lots
of followers post photos and videos of themselves using a product, but kids, and
sometimes adults, don’t understand that those people are often paid for those posts.
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Young children frequently have no idea that the video they’re watching of someone
opening a new toy is actually meant to sell the toy.

Online advertising spending is now the largest of any medium, and spending on
digital ads specifically targeting children is expected to reach $1.7 billion this year.
Most apps directed to or used by children contain ads, including 95 percent of the
apps aimed at kids under five. Ads for toys or junk food are commonplace but far
too often kids are exposed to ads for tobacco products, alcohol, violent movies or
video games, or other age inappropriate content.

It is deeply concerning that business models online continually seek to maximize
engagement to increase revenue at the expense of children’s health.

Many parents try to balance the benefits of internet use—such as social connec-
tions and educational apps—while trying to limit the possible negative effects. But
many parents are overwhelmed and even their best efforts are not enough to protect
their kids against sophisticated predatory practices. The pandemic has made it pain-
fully clear this problem will not fix itself. Nor will the harmful activities targeting
our kids stop when the pandemic is behind us.

Despite laws to protect children’s privacy, data collection and tracking of children
is disturbingly prevalent. Many apps for kids on mobile devices are notorious for col-
lecting personal information from children. Their personal information is then
bought and sold, resulting in targeted advertising designed to influence and manip-
ulate children.

Congress granted the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) rulemaking authority
under the Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act, or COPPA, precisely so it could
update the safeguards for children online as technology advanced. The internet has
experienced a sea change since the last updates to the COPPA Rule in 2013, and
it’s clear those rules are out of date and no longer provide the intended protections
for our kids.

While the FTC has started the process of updating its rules under COPPA, we
also must examine whether the statute should be updated and whether other prac-
tices targeting children should be regulated. We can’t leave it all to parents.

The challenges children face online existed before the pandemic, but it’s only got-
ten worse. And it will continue to increase after the pandemic is behind us, unless
we do something about it.

I look forward to hearing our expert panel on the challenges our children are fac-
ing online and how we can best protect them.

Ms. SCHAKOWSKY. The gentleman yields back.
And the Chair now recognizes Mrs. Rodgers, ranking member of
the full committee, for 5 minutes for her opening statement.

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. CATHY McMORRIS RODGERS,
A REPRESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF
WASHINGTON

Mrs. RODGERS. Good morning, Madam Chair. And, everyone, wel-
come.

Our discussion today is especially important to me not just as a
Member of Congress but as a mom. We absolutely need to have a
serious discussion about what is happening to our kids online, their
mental health and safety, and what needs to happen to reopen
schools immediately.

Yesterday we heard from four doctors who wrote in USA Today,
quote, “Keeping schools closed, even partially closed, based on what
we know now, is harming our children.” They said the Biden ad-
ministration misinterpreted their research and science when cre-
ating the CDC guidance, and it ultimately led to harmful policies
that hamstrung States to reopen schools quickly.

The science is clear. Viral transmission is minimal in schools.
Children are not at significant risk of poor outcomes from COVID-
19. It is time to reopen immediately and listen to the experts who
are saying loud and clear “follow the science.”



10

School closures are harming children. It is more than just a
homework gap. There are serious health and mental health risks
associated with children spending more time online. And as we
have heard today, it has doubled.

These are stories I am hearing from parents who are pleading for
schools to reopen. I hear it every day. Our kids are not active. They
are not engaged. They are falling asleep during remote school.
They are isolated.

Suicide and overdose risks are going up. As our children spend
more time online, they are more at risk to online predators.

This has all happened in my community, and I know we are not
alone. The science tells us all these risks of despair far outweigh
COVID-19 in schools.

In addition to the USA Today, I encourage everyone also to read
a piece from the New York Times. It documents scientific insights
from health professionals.

Here is what one pediatrician from San Francisco said, quote,
“We are witnessing a significant public health crisis in our children
who are experiencing unprecedented mental and physical illness
during this time. This would be mitigated, if not completely allevi-
ated, by in-person schooling,” end quote.

I understand that our focus today is on child safety in an increas-
ingly digital age. For the safety of our children, surely, we can all
agree science, not fear, should dictate how we protect them and
build a better future, a future with hope.

We can mitigate a lot of the harms and risks we are talking
about today by not letting another day go by of school closures.
That is what 1s going to give our children the best chance to suc-
ceed and thrive in life.

Now, specifically regarding the protection online, I am committed
and convinced as to the importance of updating and modernizing
our laws. I look forward to joining bipartisan work for data and pri-
vacy protections, especially children’s privacy.

I sincerely hope these efforts resume soon and that this com-
mittee plows the hard ground necessary to legislate in a bipartisan
way again.

As we look to the future of building a better world for the next
generation, I want to be clear: America can lead a new era of tech-
nological innovation. We must lead with our values for freedom,
human rights, and human dignity.

But we are failing with closed schools, and this yearlong experi-
ment of remote learning, more screen time, and more isolation is
failing our kids. Our kids are in crisis.

Technology should add to education. It is not a substitute for ev-
eryday learning. It is not a substitute, period. Reopening for in-per-
son learning does not mean 2 days a week. It means 5 days, both
with the teacher and the children in the classroom together.

Before the President’s address tonight, we should all be asking
why more is not being done to reopen. Just as the doctors wrote
in USA Today, this is a human rights issue. Let’s open the doors
of our schools and let our kids learn and thrive again.

Thank you.

And, Ms. Chairman, I ask unanimous consent to include both ar-
ticles I mentioned in the record.
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[The prepared statement of Mrs. Rodgers follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. CATHY MCMORRIS RODGERS

Good morning and welcome.
Our discussion today is one especially important to me, not just as a Member of
Congress, but as a mom.
We need to leave politics at the door and have a serious discussion about what
is happening to our kids online.
.. their mental health and safety.
... and what needs to happen to reopen schools immediately.
SCHOOLS
Yesterday, we heard from four doctors who wrote in USA TODAY.
Quote: “keeping schools closed or even partially closed, based on what we know
now, is harming our children.”
They said the Biden administration misinterpreted their research and science
when creating the CDC guidance.
.. and it ultimately led to harmful policy that hamstrung States to reopen schools
quickly.
SCIENCE
The science is clear.
Viral transmission is minimal in schools. Children are not a significant risk either
of poor outcomes from COVID-19.
It’s time to reopen immediately and listen to the experts who are saying loud and
clear, follow the science.. school closures are harming children.
It’s more than just a homework gap. There are serious health and mental risks
associated with our children spending more time online.
These are stories, I'm hearing from parents who are pleading for schools to re-
open.
I hear this every day.
Our kids aren’t active.
They are not engaged and falling asleep during remote school.
They are isolated. suicide and overdose risks are going up.
And as children spend more time online, they are more at risk to online predators.
This has all happened in my community and I know we aren’t alone.
The science tells us all these risks of despair far outweigh COVID-19 in schools.
MORE HEALTH EXPERTS
In addition to USA Today, I encourage everyone to also read a piece from the New
York Times.
It documents scientific insight from health professionals.
Here’s what one pediatrician from San Francisco said:
“We are witnessing a significant public health crisis in our children, who are expe-
riencing unprecedented mental illness and physical ailments during this time.
“This would be mitigated, if not completely alleviated, by in-person schooling.”
End quote.
I understand that our focus today is child safety in an increasingly digital age.
For the safety of our children, surely we can all agree science—not fear—should
dictate how we protect them and build a better future....
.. A future with hope.
We can mitigate a lot of the harms and risks we are talking about today by not
letting another day go by of school closures.
That’s what will give our children the best chance to succeed and thrive in life.
PROTECTING ONLINE
Now, specifically regarding their protection online...
I am always open to updating and modernizing our laws.
I'm committed to bipartisan work for data and privacy protections, especially chil-
dren’s privacy.
I sincerely hope those efforts resume soon
. and this committee does the hard work of legislating in a bipartisan way again.
WIN THE FUTURE
As we look to the future of building a better world for the next generation, I want
to be clear.
America can lead a new era of technological innovation.
We must lead with our values for freedom, human rights, and human dignity.
But we are failing with closed schools and this year long experiment of remote
learning, more screen time, and more isolation.
Technology should add to education. It’'s not a substitute for everyday learning.
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It’s not a substitute period. Reopening for in-person learning doesn’t mean two
days a week.

It means five days—with both the teacher and children in the classroom together.

Before the President’s address tonight, we should all be asking why isn’t more
being done to reopen.

Just as the doctors wrote in USA Today, this is a human rights issue.

Let’s open the doors of our schools and let our kids learn and thrive again.

Thank you.

Ms. Chairman, I ask unanimous consent to include both articles I mentioned in
the record.

Ms. SCHAKOWSKY. All of those will be added at the end of the
hearing, and she yields back.

Mrs. RODGERS. I yield back. Sorry, Madam Chair.

Ms. SCcHAKOWSKY. Thank you.

And the Chair would like to remind Members that, pursuant to
committee rules, all Members’ written opening statements shall be
made part of the record.

And now I will introduce the witnesses that we have and thank
them so much for their participation today.

Dr. Nusheen Ameenuddin—did I get that?—Ameenuddin, chair
of the Council on Communications and Media at the American
Academy of Pediatrics.

We have Corey A. DeAngelis, Ph.D., Director of School Choice at
the Reason Foundation, adjunct scholar at the Cato Institute, and
executive director of the Educational Foundation Institute.

And Ariel Fox Johnson, who is the senior counsel of global policy
at Common Sense Media.

And we want to thank all of you for joining us for this very im-
portant hearing today, which I am getting the feeling has a good
deal of bipartisan support, and we look forward to your testimony.

So, Dr. Ameenuddin, you are recognized.

STATEMENTS OF NUSHEEN AMEENUDDIN, M.D., CHAIR, COUN-
CIL ON COMMUNICATIONS AND MEDIA, AMERICAN ACAD-
EMY OF PEDIATRICS; COREY A. DEANGELIS, Pu.D., DIREC-
TOR OF SCHOOL CHOICE, REASON FOUNDATION; AND ARIEL
FOX JOHNSON, SENIOR COUNSEL, GLOBAL POLICY, COM-
MON SENSE MEDIA

STATEMENT OF NUSHEEN AMEENUDDIN, M.D.

Dr. AMEENUDDIN. OK. Thank you.

Good morning, Chair Schakowsky, Ranking Member Bilirakis,
Chair Pallone, and Ranking Member Rodgers, along with members
of the subcommittee. Thank you so much for inviting me to discuss
young people’s digital media use during the pandemic.

I am Dr. Nusheen Ameenuddin, and I am a pediatrician at the
Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota. I am here today representing
the American Academy of Pediatrics, a nonprofit, professional med-
ical organization of more than 67,000 pediatricians, where I serve
as chair of the Council on Communications and Media.

Today’s youths are growing up immersed in digital media. In
1970, kids began watching TV around 4 years of age, but today ba-
bies start interacting with digital media within the first few
months of their lives.

Media’s impact on children has been an issue for years, well be-
fore a global pandemic forced us all to move our lives online. The
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pandemic has laid bare this longstanding issue, creating an oppor-
tunity to address structural issues within the digital ecosystem.

As a pediatrician who has been caring for patients this entire
pandemic, I have to acknowledge the unprecedented challenges
that families are up against. It is no surprise that screen time has
increased significantly under these circumstances.

As pediatricians, we also have to acknowledge the reality of the
ubiquity of digital devices. We do not simply preach device absti-
nence. We encourage moderate, balanced, pro social use of devices
as part of the media diet.

Technology can have important benefits for children and teens,
like broadening horizons and as a learning tool. The internet pro-
vides space for community building among youth who are
marginalized, including children with serious diseases. Children of
color who face racism can build resilience by sharing those experi-
ences and finding support online.

With these benefits in mind, we also need to focus on the real
threats posed by technology. The bottom line is that parents need
help, and technology companies must be held accountable for the
products that they create.

Data collection and compromised privacy are among the most
pervasive threats facing young people. Companies can contact,
track, and influence users through digital trails that they leave be-
hind. Users can unknowingly disclose location, activities, likes and
dislikes, along with in-app behavior.

This intentionally opaque process is then used to make ads more
effective and platforms more successful and profitable. Children
using these products do not fully understand the ramifications of
this data collection, which can also influence the information that
reaches them.

Ad content is tailored to their interests and creates false norms
that undermine healthy behaviors. Algorithms can accurately pre-
dict what a child will want to watch next. These elements make it
so hard for young brains to resist.

Many products feature manipulative design that nudges users
into specific behaviors. An example is the autoplay feature on plat-
forms like Netflix and YouTube, which places the onus entirely on
young people to opt out of watching the next video, making in-
creased screen time an almost foregone conclusion.

But that is not all. Gamified ads and in-app purchases that re-
ward users for watching ads and buying products are very appeal-
ing to children.

During the pandemic, users of a supposedly free math game were
shown 16 different ads and only four math problems over 19 min-
utes of game play.

Social media allows companies to reach young people with paid
influence they are marketing through platforms like YouTube and
TikTok. Young people are led to believe that posts reflect the gen-
uine preferences of the poster when, in fact, they are actually being
targeted by marketing campaigns.

Algorithms also drive young people to inaccurate, inappropriate,
and even harmful content like misinformation about COVID-19
and vaccines, another issue that pediatricians experience firsthand
and have for a while.



14

Youth of color face challenges accessing positive aspects of tech-
nology due to a longstanding digital divide, which includes dis-
proportionate targeting for unhealthy ads that worsen health dis-
parities and increase screen time stemming from structural issues.

In order to make real progress for children and families, we must
preserve the positive aspects of technology while removing the per-
vasive threats it can pose. The AAP recommends that Congress
strengthen the Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act. An en-
hanced COPPA should protect all children under the age of 18 and
cover the wide array of devices that collect data from children.

If data collection is even allowed for young people, it should be
an opt in.

Congress must also ban targeted advertising to those under age
18.

And, finally, Congress should fund efforts to improve digital lit-
eracy, address digital equity, and expand research on how digital
media impacts children.

The issues that young people and their families face in the dig-
ital world are not insurmountable. Through effective public policy,
it is possible to build a better digital world for our children during
and after this pandemic.

Thank you.

[The prepared statement of Dr. Ameenuddin follows:]
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Good morning. Chair Schakowsky, Ranking Member Bilirakis, and members of the subcommittee, it is my
pleasure to be here today to address young people's digital media use during the pandemic. Pediatricians have
been raising concerns about the impact of media use on children for years, particularly digital and online
media, and | look forward to sharing more about the opportunities and challenges presented to us by these
technologies. Itisin our power to create a digital ecosystem that works better for children and families, and |
hope we will seize this opportunity to do that.

My name is Dr. Nusheen Ameenuddin, and | am the chair of the American Academy of Pediatrics Council on
Communications and Media. | am also a pediatrician with extensive clinical experience in how
communications and media impact children. I currently serve as an Assistant Professor of Pediatrics at the
Mayo Clinicin Rochester, Minnesota, in the Division of Community Pediatric and Adolescent Medicine. During
routine well-child visits, | invest significant time in conversations with children, teens, and their parents about
the safe and appropriate use of digital media. | answer their questions and counsel them as they make difficult
decisions about how to set boundaries with their devices. | am also passionate about advocating for
underserved populations and immigrant populations who face systemic barriers to realizing optimal health
and achieving their full potential. In our discussions about the challenges presented by the digital ecosystem, it
is critical we not lose sight of the fact that structural racism and inequities compound and feed into the
challenges young people of color are facing online.

| am here today representing the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP), a non-profit professional medical
organization of more than 67,000 pediatricians, pediatric medical subspecialists, and pediatric surgical
specialists across the United States. The AAP is dedicated to the health, safety, and well-being of infants,
children, adolescents, and young adults. In my role as chair of the Council on Communications and Media, |
work to ensure that children, families, and pediatricians have the knowledge and tools to make informed
choices about children’s media use. The Council also develops the Academy's official evidence-based policy on
issues ranging from children's screen time to digital advertising targeting children. Our policies include
recommendations for pediatricians, families, and policymakers to create an optimal digital environment for
young people.

Today's generation of children and adolescents is growing up immersed in media, using platforms that allow
users to both consume and create content, including broadcast and streamed television and movies; sedentary
and active video games; social and interactive media that can be creative and engaging for both individuals
and groups; and even highly immersive virtual reality. In 1970, children began watching TV regularly at about 4
years of age, whereas today, children begin interacting with digital media as young as a few months of age. In
2015, according to research published in Pediatrics, most 2-year-olds used mobile devices on a daily basis and
92.2% of 1-year-olds had already used a mobile device." Many preschoolers in this study were already media
multitasking (using more than one form of media at a time). Data has also shown that three-quarters of
teenagers own a smartphone, 24% of adolescents describe themselves as “constantly connected” to the
internet, and 50% report feeling "addicted" to their phones.

All of this was the reality we faced long before a global pandemic forced all of us to migrate much of our lives
online. It is therefore essential that we address notjust the issues of the moment but also the broader
structural issues with the digital ecosystem that the pandemic has simply laid bare.

Young People & Digital Technology in the Age of COVID-19

Thisis an unusual time for children and parents, and it is important that we acknowledge this reality from the
outset. Parents and families have faced unprecedented challenges over the last year as children have
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experienced extended periods of virtual schooling, isolation from family, friends, and supportive networks,
and increased emotional, financial, and other stressors. Millions of parents are working from home while
managing their children's education and extracurricular activities, while countless others have lost jobs or seen
their earnings reduced dramatically. Still others have faced the unique challenges of securing childcare for
their children during a pandemic while they report to jobs that cannot be done virtually. In the face of these
trying circumstances, families have shown enormous adaptability and resilience.

Atatime when families are being strained more than any in recent memory, the pandemic has brought
longstanding concerns about the digital ecosystem to the forefront, making normal screen time
recommendations more challenging than ever to abide by and exacerbating concerns about exploitative
industry practices that target young people. According to one survey-based study of Michigan school-aged
children’s media use during the pandemic, 35% of parents reported that their child had started using social
media ata younger age than they had planned. The study also showed that 49% reported that their child has
come across media content or videos that they consider creepy or not age-appropriate and 28% of parents
report that their child is distracted during virtual schooling with other websites or apps like YouTube on their
learning device.* With advances in technology, the line between the online and offline world is increasingly
blurred, making hard and fast rules about technology use challenging for parents to put into practice.

It has also become increasingly clear based on clinical experience and anecdotal reports that screen time has
increased significantly since pandemic-related lockdowns and virtual schooling began. Initial data have shown
children’s screen time for both educational and entertainment purposes increasing in 2020.2 One study of
Indian school children found that children’s screen media use increased during lockdown, particularly on
weekdays. The study also found that children with higher screen media use had more sleep disruption, though
the study was notable to establish causation.* Video game use among children also appears to have
increased.* Though it will take time for a large body of rigorous, peer-reviewed studies to be published on this
topic, we have seen enough to know that concerns about the impact of the pandemic on children's digital
media use are justified.

As pediatricians, we recognize the need for moderation in device use, and we have adjusted the ways we
counsel our patients to reflect our new reality. We are not simply preaching device abstinence or demanding
families make unrealistic sacrifices that do not align with the modern world or the realities of the pandemic.
Rather, we like to think of all the ways families use their devices on a daily basis in terms of a “media diet,”
recognizing that the myriad types of digital media out there are of varying quality and value from the
educational, socioemotional, and developmental perspectives. We strive to help families achieve a balanced
media diet.

When it comes to advising parents about their children's internet and digital device use, we recommend a
collaborative approach that embraces open dialogue between parent and child and active monitoring of young
people during their time on devices. Parents can talk with their children about age-appropriate contentand
ask children to share what they are doing on their devices. Parents can also use parental controls to screen out
inappropriate content when direct supervision is not possible.

Clear guidelines for when and how devices can be used are important to creating balance and moderation. We
suggest families identify screen-free zones in the home, like bedrooms or family gathering areas, so that
parents and children can connect with each other without distractions. Specifying times of the day when every
member of the family should be fully offline and present, such as a screen-free dinner or active playtime, can
also help families develop healthy media rituals. Though devices are ubiquitous in all aspects of children's
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lives, parents can place a firm limit on the amount of time screens are used for entertainment purposes, like
streaming content or playing video games. We also encourage parents to disable apps and entertainment
features on devices during the virtual school day, if possible, to minimize distractions.

There is no doubt that parents and pediatricians play an important role helping children and teens safely
navigate the digital world. Ultimately, however, digital media and technology companies must be held to
account for the products they create. While there is no substitute for parental supervision and guidance,
families face huge headwinds using technology platforms designed to maximize profitand user engagement,
goals at odds with a developmentally appropriate approach to technology. In short, parents need help, now
more than ever.

The Promise of Technology for Young People

Despite the concerns that have brought us here today, it is important to remember that technology has
important benefits for children and teens and even greater potential, should we as a society choose to
capitalize on it.

Forinfants and toddlers still developing cognitive, [anguage, sensorimotor, and socioemotional skills, screen
time of any kind is typically discouraged, and adult interaction is crucial for toddlers to learn effectively from
digital media. In this age range, co-viewing of media with parents in addition to teaching back after the fact
may increase young children’s engagement with media and understanding of content.® Interactive devices that
allow apps to know whether a child is responding accurately and tailor responses, reinforcement, and next
steps to the child’s input may increase educational potential by providing scaffolding to build skills at the
child’s edge of competence. Additionally, young children can [earn words from live video-chatting with a
responsive adult or from carefully designed, interactive screen interfaces that prompt the child to tap on
relevant learning items.”® More broadly, video chats can provide an opportunity to connect with distant family
and friends with the guidance of an adult, and therefore are appropriate for young children.®

Among school-aged children and teenagers, research studies as well as anecdotal reports have suggested
benefits of media use, such as communication and engagement.” For children young and old, technology can
help broaden horizons beyond theirimmediate surroundings and serve as a tool for learning. Cultural and
educational institutions around the world, such as zoos and museums, have met this moment with new online
offerings, allowing young people to see a live giraffe or tour the Louvre from their couch. Teenagers are able to
share their art through online platforms or create their own digital content, allowing them to develop their
creativity.

The internet has also created space for community-building among marginalized young people from a wide
variety of backgrounds. For instance, young people with chronicillnesses or disabilities can connect with those
dealing with similar conditions, and research suggests that these networks may be particularly helpful for
patients with ongoing health issues.” Children of color can build resilience through digital community to help
overcome lived experiences of racism and discrimination. Young people from religious minority backgrounds
can come together for shared worship and cultural experiences that are reflective of their age and shared
values.

Digital media platforms also allow young people to organize and advocate for issues that impact their
generation. For instance, the post-Parkland movement to address gun violence, including the widely attended
March for Our Lives, was youth-led and helped spur important changes in a dialogue that had stagnated for
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years. The potential for young people to demand change through collective action represents a real and
meaningful bright spot from their exposure to the digital ecosystem.

Harms of Technology for Young People

With these benefits in mind, we must now turn to the real threats posed by the digital ecosystem to young
people's health, well-being, and long-term trajectories. Technology companies and online platforms are not
developed with child developmentin mind. Whether intended or not, they have incentives that harm children.
Itis therefore critical to understand the ways that common practices designed to benefit the goals of these
companies impact young people.

Data Collection Practices and Children's Privacy Online

Data collection on a vast scale is a core characteristic of modern technology platforms. Nearly every connected
platform, from social media to internet-connected virtual assistants, collects data from users in some form to
inform commercial goals like product advertising. Despite limitations on the collection of data from young
children enshrined in the Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA), this practice has accelerated
largely unabated for children of all ages due to outdated statutory protections and insufficient enforcement.
Enabled by an internet connection, companies can contact, track, and influence users, as guided by behavioral
data collection, essentially a user's digital trail of location, activities, in-app behavior, likes, and dislikes.™ These
data contribute to a digital profile shared among many companies that can be used to make advertising
messages more effective and technology platforms more successful.

A report examining this so-called "datafication” of children concluded that school-aged children up to
teenagers do not comprehend the full complexity of how digital data are collected, analyzed, and used for
commercial purposes.” For example, studies suggest that teenagers have a more interpersonal, and less
technical, conceptualization of privacy, so they may not be as aware of the ramifications of sharing data with
governments or corporations compared with sharing private information with friends or parents. Young
children are more trusting of privacy-invasive technologies, such as location trackers, likely because of their
convenience.

In a recent report commissioned by the UK Information Commissioner’s Office, children and parents reported
not reading the terms and conditions or privacy notices in platforms, feeling pressured to accept cookies to use
websites, and feeling uncomfortable with their data being used for targeted advertising.” In addition,
preschool-aged children up to teenagers in this study believed they should have the right to erase or [imit the
use of their digital data. However, data-brokering services are highly complex, using evolving algorithms
across multiple platforms, with business practices that are intentionally opaque, which even adults do not fully
understand.”

Data collection also influences the information that reaches young people through the internet. Previous
online behaviors shape what is delivered to users via news, notifications, and social media feeds, creatinga
filter bubble in which all input, unbeknownst to users, is tailored to their interests and creates false norms that
can undermine healthy behaviors. When algorithms can accurately predict what a child will want to watch
next, itis hard for young brains to resist social media feeds, or for parents to enforce limits.

In the United States, COPPA is meant to “place parents in control over what information is collected from their
young children online” and limit the data that child-directed websites, apps, or other online services collect,
use, or disclose to third parties in the absence of parental consent.”” However, COPPA was originally enacted in
1998, making many of its protections better suited for the dial-up era than the complex digital ecosystem
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families inhabit today. COPPA leaves open many gaps in its protections. It generally does not protect children
when they are using websites or apps that are considered targeted to a general audience, nor does it apply
aftera child is13 years of age. In addition, the [aw has not been enforced reliably." For instance, research has
found that two-thirds of Android apps played by 3- and 4-year-olds had data trackers and shared identifiers
with third parties like Facebook graph and that children of parents with lower education were at higher risk for
privacy violations.” In light of these considerations, widespread data collection and privacy concerns for
children are among the most pervasive threats facing children and teens today, and the growing use of
artificial intelligence and machine learning may further compromise young people's privacy through novel
data collection and analysis processes that are not yet widely understood.

Manipulative Design Practices

The digital ecosystem is replete with features intended to influence user behavior while maximizing product
use and engagement. Such design elements are intended to nudge users into specific behaviors by
constraining choices, highlighting preferred buttons to click, or providing rewards for preferred behavior, and
they are now a common part of digital design.?® These design elements extend digital engagement in ways
thatincrease product engagement and exposure to advertising, and children and teenagers may not be able to
identify or resist. One very clear example of this type of design element is the auto-play feature found
commonly on such platforms as Netflixand YouTube. With the clock rapidly counting down and the onus on
young people to opt out of watching the next video, continued viewing becomes almost a forgone conclusion.
Such practices are at odds with developmentally appropriate digital media use habits, which center
moderation and active engagement from users.

Deceptive Marketing and Design Practices

Digital media also employ child-friendly tactics to extend engagement and sell products and services.
Gamification of ads and in-app purchases rewards users for watching ads or buying products. The practice has
evolved to include advertising that is less evident to the child.” For example, an analysis of the most-
downloaded free apps for children younger than 5 years on Google Play revealed that 96% contained
commercial content, including hidden ads, interstitial ads that pop up automatically, and ads that, when
viewed, provided incentives, such as more game tokens or making gameplay easier. App characters were noted
to encourage in-app purchases in some games.?

During the pandemic, education technology companies have incorporated in-app purchases in school-
sanctioned educational games assigned as part of the virtual curriculum. These games, advertised to schools as
cost-free to use, encourage young people to upgrade to unlock additional game features or to advance in the
game. In one instance, a math-oriented game was documented to have 16 unique advertisements for
membership and only four math problems over 19 minutes of game play, according to a complaint filed with
the Federal Trade Commission (FTC).? Students were told they could "have more fun” or get "better pets” in the
game if they paid up. Such exploitative tactics prey on children.

User-created influencer marketing on platforms is another form of deceptive advertising targeting children.
Such content appears regularly on social media platforms and video-streaming services such as TikTokand
YouTube and involves commercial content and marketing messages. For instance, the highly popular
unboxing and toy-play videos as well as influencers reviewing or using products with sponsorship from
companies have become commonplace viewing among young people.



21

Tobacco companies are notorious for their use of youth-appealing product promotion to attract young people
to experiment with and continue using their highly addictive products, and there is a correlation between
exposure to tobacco product advertising and youth's desire to try tobacco products.* * For instance, tobacco
companies have been known to use paid social media influencers as a form of product promotion and have not
always disclosed that the posts are ads.* In essence, young people are led to believe that the post is organic
content that reflects the poster's genuine product preferences and habits, when in fact they are being targeted
by a marketing campaign intended to influence their behavior.?

Child advocacy groups have highlighted the large amount of child-directed influencer marketing, often
undisclosed, which is not allowed on children’s television (i.e., “host selling,” using stars of a television program
in commercials airing during that program) because it is harder for children to identify or resist.®

Exposure to Extreme, Age-Inappropriate, or Inaccurate Content

Algorithms for digital platforms are designed to maximize user engagement by prioritizing sensational and
outrageous content that draws users in over other content. This “click driven” mindset means that companies
create platforms that often lead young people to videos that may be violent or adult in nature. Even a child
who watches a child-oriented video will be served up content that is increasingly extreme, inappropriate, and
even harmful. A report from Common Sense found that one in five videos viewed by children 8 and under on
YouTube contained ads that were not age appropriate, including content that was violent or sexual in nature.?
The same report found that nearly a quarter of videos that children under 8 watch on YouTube are intended for
older audiences.

Pediatricians also have serious concerns about misleading health information that is shared online that makes
our work with families more challenging. Social media platforms are becoming an increasing source of news
for most Americans; a recent study conducted by the Pew Research Center found 53% of U.S. adults get news
from social media sites.*® According to the same study, conducted in August-September of 2020, a majority of
the people who get news on social media continue to question its accuracy. While technology companies have
taken some strides to curtail misinformation and shore up accurate content in the wake of the pandemic, more
needs to be done to ensure accurate information is reaching children, teens and adults who get their news
from these platforms.

In 2019, the AAP wrote to the heads of Google, Facebook and Pinterest urging them to take a more proactive
role combating misinformation online related to vaccines.* While the outreach resulted in an effective
partnership with Pinterest to do so, the other companies failed to make meaningful changes.® Misinformation
around COVID-19 and the vaccines to stop its spread have only made the need to shore up scientific, accurate
content while minimizing misleading content all the more urgent. Digital media offer anti-vaccine
organizations a platform to spread misinformation about disproven harms claimed to be posed by vaccines or
outright conspiracy theories. While the majority of families support vaccinations, conscientious vaccine-
hesitant families need accurate information and guidance from a trusted health care provider, not exposure to
inaccurate information.

Health and Developmental Risks of Media Use

A growing amount of evidence has established negative physical and mental health effects stemming from
digital media use. Health concerns range from increased likelihood of obesity, poorer sleep quality,
engagement in high-risk behaviors among older children and teens, and higher incidence of mental health
concerns like depression.
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Screen media exposure may increase obesity risk through both decreasing young people’s physical activity and
exposing young people to sophisticated marketing campaigns for unhealthy foods. Over the course of decades,
research has demonstrated that high levels of media use like television watching are linked to obesity and
cardiovascular risk.> One study found that 5- to 10-year-olds who watched more than 5 hours of TV per day
were 4.6 times more likely to be overweight than those who watched between 0 and 2 hours per day.*® Another
study found that screen media consumption is inversely correlated with fruitand vegetable intake and directly
correlated with energy-dense, nutrient-poor snacks, drinks, and food.* Digital ads often promote high-calorie,
low-nutrient food and beverages.

There is a growing body of evidence that suggests that media use negatively affects sleep.?” Increased duration
of media exposure and the presence of a TV, computer, or mobile device in the bedroom in early childhood
have been associated with fewer minutes of sleep per night, especially among children of racial/ethnic
minority groups.* Later bedtimes after evening media use and violent content in the media also may be
contributing factors, and suppression of endogenous melatonin by blue light emitted from screens is another
possible cause.®*° Associations between media and sleep are seen in infants as well; 6- to 12-month-olds who
were exposed to screen media in the evening hours showed significantly shorter night-time sleep duration
than those who had no evening screen exposure.*

The links between media and health behaviors among adolescents have been backed by decades of evidence
in traditional media.****+* For instance, studies have shown that exposure to alcohol or tobacco use or risky
sexual behaviors in TV or movies is associated with initiation of these behaviors, [eading some to describe TV as
a“superpeer.”®4” 48 A growing body of evidence suggests that these influences also are strong in digital and
SOCia[ media449' 50, 51,52, 53, 54, 55, 56, 57

Health Equity

Youth of color encounter additional challenges from digital media and face barriers accessing the beneficial
aspects of technology. Basic access to broadband internet and devices remains a major concern nationwide,
and ayear of virtual learning has only increased the stakes of this digital divide. Without access to an adequate
internet connection or device, those left disconnected are missing out on critical opportunities for learning and
socialization, with long-term implications for the achievement gap and developmental trajectories. A recent
report found that 26% of Latinx, 30% of Black, and 35% of American Indian students [acked adequate
connectivity to broadband and digital devices as compared to 18% of white students.s®

Though recent data are limited, it appears that communities of color are disproportionately targeted ads for
unhealthy products that worsen health. For instance, more fast food and sugar beverages are advertised in
Black, Latinx, and low-income communities, as well as candy and cereals. Nearly 40% of ads on television
targeted to Black and Latinx populations are for fast food and other restaurants.® Studies have also shown that
Black, Latinx, and American Indian youth are exposed to alcohol content via social media, banner ads, and
video ads at disparately high rates. " ** More broadly, the alcohol and tobacco industries have a long history
of targeting communities of color with their harmful products. Targeted marketing also results in different
products being advertised to different populations, which may accentuate existing disparities.

Itisalso clear that children from under-resourced communities tend to spend more time in front of a screen,
which could be due to structural issues that [imit access to safe spaces for them to play, parents who may work
long hours or night shifts that do not allow them to actively supervise children, limited affordable childcare
options, and lack of access to high quality programs. For instance, Sesame Street recently moved from PBS to
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premium pay cable station HBO. We must be attentive to these specific considerations and others impacting
communities of color as we craft solutions to these problems.

The Path Forward

In the face of this extraordinarily complex digital ecosystem, the question then becomes how we as a society
move forward to make real progress for children and families. We must be bold in our thinking and ensure that
government action on technology addresses the most pervasive and concerning industry practices that harm
children and teens while preserving and enhancing the positive aspects of technology for young people.

Itis critical that Congress act to improve and strengthen laws thatare designed to protect children online.
Updating the Children’s Online Privacy Protection Actis a good place to start. An enhanced COPPA should, ata
minimum, be expanded to protect all children under the age of 18 and cover the wide array of devices that
collect data from children, including mobile devices, internet-connected toys, and others. Technology
platforms should also be required to set the highest level of privacy protections as the default.

As a general rule, data collection should be considered an opt in practice for young people, if the practice is
even allowed atall. In the event that data is collected, mandated disclosures with information on what data
will be collected, how the data will be used, with whom data might be shared, and the risks and benefits to the
consumer should be prominently provided at appropriate literacy and developmental levels. This must also
include information about blocking this data collection and how young people can go about deleting their
personal information permanently. Congress must also act to close the loophole that has allowed technology
companies to evade COPPA regulations by claiming to be "general audience” rather than "child-directed”
platforms.

We as pediatricians understand that young people are particularly vulnerable to deceptive or unfair marketing
practices. We call on Congress to ban targeted (i.e., data-driven behavioral) advertising to all individuals under
the age of18. These invasive and extraordinarily effective ads have no place in our society targeting young
people who may not fully understand that they are being sold a product or why. We further request that
Congress ban all commercial advertising to children younger than 7 years, and limit advertising to older
children and teenagers in light of developmental considerations. Advertising for products with demonstrated
health effects on young people, like unhealthy food, alcohol, and cannabis, need additional attention from
Congress.

Congress should also fund digital literacy curricula in schools to ensure that children and teens are equipped
with the skills they need to navigate an increasingly complex digital ecosystem. Congress can also fund efforts
to promote digital equity by expanding access to broadband internet and devices, while also targeting digital
media practices and marketing tactics that disproportionately impact youth of color. Lastly, we need more
research to better understand how digital media impact children’s health and development and ultimately
how we can create a digital ecosystem that is most beneficial to young people.

The issues young people and their families face in the digital world are significant, but they are not
insurmountable. It starts with holding digital platforms accountable for the real-world impacts on children of
the products they create. Through effective public policy, it is possible to build a better digital world for our
children.

Thankyou for your attention to this critical issue.
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Ms. SCHAKOWSKY. Thank you.
Now, I will recognize Dr. DeAngelis.
You are recognized for 5 minutes.

STATEMENT OF COREY A. DEANGELIS, Pu.D.

Dr. DEANGELIS. Thank you, Chair Schakowsky, Ranking Member
Bilirakis, and distinguished Members of Congress. Thank you so
much for the opportunity.

There have been substantial costs associated with keeping
schools closed in terms of students losing ground academically,
mentally, and physically, and many of these negative effects have
disproportionately impacted less advantaged groups, leading to in-
equities.

Meanwhile, the evidence has generally indicated that schools can
reopen safely for in-person instruction and that school reopenings
are generally not associated with major increases in overall
COVID-19 transmission or hospitalizations.

In addition to the science, actions by several teachers’ unions and
the stark contrast in the response to the pandemic from the private
versus the public sectors suggest that reopening decisions have had
more to do with political partisanship and power dynamics than
safety and the needs of families.

Private schools have been open for the most part of the past year
or have been fighting to reopen in that time. In fact, private
schools in Kentucky took the fight to the Supreme Court in an at-
tempt to provide in-person services, and private schools in States
such as Ohio and Michigan took similar legal actions.

A private school in Sacramento even rebranded itself as a day
care to try to get around the government’s arbitrary school closure
rules.

But many teachers’ unions have been fighting to remain closed
by shifting the reopening goalpost every step of the way. It is not
because of a difference in intentions or benevolence on the part of
the employees between the two sectors. The difference is one of in-
centives. One of these sectors gets children’s education dollars re-
gardless of whether they open their doors for business.

Several actions by teachers’ unions also raise some eyebrows.
Just as school closures hit in March 2020, union groups in States
such as Oregon and Pennsylvania lobbied the governments to make
it illegal for families to switch to virtual charter schools that have
already been successfully providing students with remote instruc-
tion for years.

These actions aimed to protect a system at the expense of fami-
lies at the worst time possible.

Then came the political demands. In their report on safely re-
opening schools, the Los Angeles Teachers’ Union called for things
unrelated to school reopening, such as defunding the police, Medi-
care for All, a wealth tax, and a ban on charter schools. At least
10 teachers’ unions similarly joined the Democratic Socialists of
America to hold a National Day of Resistance to demand safe
schools, including political demands on two occasions in less than
a year.
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Other things just did not add up. Why was it safe enough for
public school buildings to reopen for in-person child-care services
but not for in-person learning?

Why was it safe enough for teachers’ union officials to travel to
Puerto Rico to vacation in person and to send their own children
to in-person private schools but not safe enough for their members
to return to work in person?

Why have four studies each found that school reopenings are
more strongly related to political partisanship and teachers’ union
influence than COVID risk?

Why did the Congressional Budget Office estimate that only 5
percent of the $128 billion in relief funding would be spent this
year, while up to 95 percent of the funding would be paid out after
the pandemic if the goal is to reopen schools now?

Why did half of the Senate block an amendment that would have
made a Federal funding conditional upon reopening schools in per-
son if all teachers were vaccinated?

Why has Florida, a State that only spends about $10,700 per stu-
dent, far below the national average, been able to essentially fully
reopen its schools while California, a State that has much stronger
teachers’ unions and spends about 38 percent more per student,
has kept its doors shut?

It might be because the school reopening debate has always been
more about politics and power than safety and the needs of fami-
lies.

The past year has put a spotlight on the main problem with K
to 12 education in the U.S., a long existing, massive power imbal-
ance between public school teachers’ unions and individual fami-
lies. And the only way that we are ever going to fix that messed-
up set of incentives that is baked into the public school system is
to empower families by funding students directly.

Think about it this way. If a grocery store does not reopen, fami-
lies can take their money elsewhere. If a school does not reopen,
families should similarly be able to take their children’s education
dollars elsewhere.

After all, education funding is supposed to be meant for edu-
cating children, not for protecting a particular institution. Families
have been getting a bad deal, and they are realizing that there is
not any good reason to fund closed institutions when we can fund
students directly instead.

The latest nationwide survey conducted by RealClear Opinion
Research found that support for funding students directly surged
by 10 percentage points between April and August of 2020.

And we already fund students directly in higher education with
Pell Grants and the GI Bill and in pre-K with programs such as
Head Start. The funding goes to individual students and families
as opposed to buildings.

With all of these programs, in addition to food stamps, Section
8 housing vouchers, and Medicaid, we fund individuals instead of
institutions. We should apply the same logic to K to 12 education
and fund students, not systems.

Thank you so much.

[The prepared statement of Dr. DeAngelis follows:]
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Chairman Pallone, Chairwoman Schakowsky, Ranking Member Rodgers, Ranking Member Bilirakis,
and Distinguished Members of Congress,

Thank you so much for the opportunity.

There have been substantial costs associated with keeping schools closed in terms of students losing
ground academically, mentally, and physically — and many of these negative effects have
disproportionately impacted less advantaged groups, leading to inequities. Meanwhile, the evidence
has generally indicated that schools can safely reopen for in-person instruction and that school
reopenings are not associated with major increases in overall Covid-19 transmission or
hospitalizations.

In addition to the science, actions by several teachers’ unions — and the stark contrast in the
response to the pandemic from the private versus public sectors — suggest that reopening decisions
have had more to do with political partisanship and power dynamics than safety and the needs of
families.

Private schools have been open for most of the past year — or have been fighting to reopen in that
time. In fact, private schools in Kentucky" took the fight to the Supreme Court in an attempt to
provide in-person setvices, and private schools in states such as Ohio® and Michigan® took similar
legal actions. A private school in Sacramento even rebranded itself as a daycare to try to get around
the government’s arbitrary closure rules. But many teachers’ unions have been fighting to remain
closed by shifting the reopening goalposts every step of the way.’ That’s not because of a difference
in intentions or benevolence on the part of the employees between the two sectors. The difference

! Danville Christian Academy, Inc., et al v. Andy Beshear, Governor of Kentucky. Supreme Court of the United States.
Retrieved from https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/20pdf/20a96_e29g.pdf

2 Monclova Christian Academy; St. John’s Jesuit High School & Academy, Emmanuel Christian School; Citizens for
Community Values dba Ohio Christian Education Network v. Toledo-Lucas County Health Department. United States
Court of Appeals for the Sixth Circuit. Retrieved from https:/ /www.opn.cat.uscourts.gov/opinions.pdf/20a0392p-
06.pdf

3 Justice Department backs Michigan private schools in virus challenge. U.S. News & World Report. Retrieved from
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/michigan /articles /2020-12-11/justice-department-backs-private-schools-
in-virus-challenge

+ Sacramento County must stop Capital Christian School’s coronavirus ‘day care’ stunt. The Sacramento Bee. Retrieved
from https:/ /www.sacbee.com/opinion/editorials / article245037380.html

5 Teachers” Unions Make the Case for School Choice. National Review. Retrieved from
https://www.nationalreview.com/2021/02/teachers-unions-make-the-case-for-school-choice/
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is one of incentives. One of these sectors receives children’s education dollars regardless of whether
they open their doors for business.

Several actions by teachers’ unions also raised some eyebrows. Just as school closures hit in March
2020, union groups in states such as Oregon® and Pennsylvania’ lobbied the government to make it
illegal for families to switch to virtual charter schools that have already been successfully providing
students with remote instruction for years. These actions aimed to protect a system at the expense of
families at the worst time possible.

Then came the political demands. In their report® on safely reopening schools, the Los Angeles
teachers’ union called for things unrelated to reopening schools, such as defunding the police,
Medicare-for-All, a wealth tax, and a ban on charter schools. At least ten teachers’ unions similarly
joined with the Democratic Socialists of America to hold a “National Day of Resistance” to
“Demand Safe Schools” including political demands on two occasions in less than a year.”

Other things just didn’t add up: why was it safe enough for public school buildings to reopen for in-
person childcare services, but not for in-person learning? Why was it safe enough for teachers’ union
officials to travel to Puerto Rico to vacation" in person, and to send their own children to in-
person private schools, but not safe enough for their members to return to work in person? Why
have four studies each found that school reopenings are more strongly related to political
partisanship and teachers’ union influence than Covid risk?

Why did the Congressional Budget Office estimate' that only 5 percent of the $129 billion in relief
funding would be spent this year, while up to 95 percent of the funding would be paid out after the
pandemic, if the goal is to reopen schools now? Why did half of the Senate block an amendment
that would have made federal relief funding conditional on reopening schools in person if all
teachers were vaccinated?

Why has Florida — a state that only spends about $10,700 per student” — been able to essentially
fully reopen™ its schools, while California — a state that has much stronger teachers’ unions and
spends about 38 percent more per student — has kept their doors closed?

It might be because the school reopening debate has always been more about politics and power
than safety and the needs of families. The past year has put a spotlight on the main problem with K-

¢ Oregon’s Coronavirus Education Lockdown. The Wall Street Journal. Retrieved from

https:/ /www.wsj.com/articles /oregons-coronavirus-education-lockdown-11585697080

7 Cyber charters in Pa. keep teaching amid confusion in coronavirus shutdown order. WHYY. Retrieved from

https://whyy.org/articles/ cyber-charters-in-pa-keep-teaching-amid-confusion-in-coronavirus-shutdown-order/

8 The Same Storm, but Different Boats: The Safe and Equitable Conditions for Starting LAUSD in 2020-21. United

Teachers Los Angeles. Retrieved from https://www.utla.net/sites/default/ files /samestormdiffboats_final.pdf

9 National Day of Resistance. Demand Safe Schools. Retrieved from https:/ /www.demandsafeschools.org/demands/

10 CTU board member facing criticism for vacationing in Caribbean while pushing remote learning. WGN. Retrieved

from https://wgntv.com/news/wgn-investigates/ ctu-board-member-facing-criticism-for-vacationing-in-caribbean-

while-pushing-remote-learning/

11 After Leading School Closures, Berkeley Teachers Union President Spotted Dropping Daughter Off at In-Person

Preschool. KQED. Retrieved from https://www.kqed.org/news/ 11862469/ after-leading-school-closures-berkeley-

teachers-union-president-spotted-dropping-daughter-off-at-in-person-preschool

12 Congressional Budget Office Cost Estimate. Retrieved from https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2021-

02/hEdandLaborreconciliationestimate.pdf

13 Table 11. Summary Tables. 2018 Public Elementary-Secondary Education Finance Data. United States Census Bureau.

Retrieved from https://www.census.gov/data/tables /2018 /econ/school-finances/secondary-education-finance. html

14 Burbio’s K-12 School Opening Tracker. Burbio. Retrieved from https://cai.burbio.com/school-opening-tracker/
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12 education in the U.S.: a long-existing massive power imbalance between public school teachers’
unions and individual families.

The only way that we’re ever going to fix that messed-up set of incentives that’s baked into the
public school system is to empower families by funding students directly. Think about it this way: if
a grocery store doesn’t reopen, families can take their money elsewhere. If a school doesn’t reopen,
families should similarly be able to take their children’s education dollars elsewhere. After all,
education funding is supposed to be meant for educating children, not for protecting a particular
institution.

Families have been getting a bad deal and they’re realizing that there isn’t any good reason to fund
closed institutions when we can fund students directly instead. The latest nationwide survey
conducted by RealClear Opinion Research found that support for funding students directly surged
by 10 percentage points between April and August 2020.

We already fund students directly in higher education with Pell Grants and the GI Bill and in pre-K
with programs such as Head Start. The funding goes to individual students and families as opposed
to buildings. With all of these programs — in addition to food stamps, Section 8, and Medicaid —we
fund individuals instead of institutions. We should apply the same logic to K-12 education and fund
students, not systems.

15 Support for School Choice Surges as Schools Start. RealClear Opinion Research. Retrieved from
https://www.federationforchildren.org/support-for-school-choice-surges-as-schools-start/
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Students Are Losing Ground Academically, Mentally, and Physically

The negative effects on student learning have disproportionately harmed less advantaged groups,
meaning school closures have exacerbated deep, already-existing, inequities in our school system and
society. A nationwide analysis by McKinsey and Company (2020b) found that students lost about
three months of learning in reading and math from school closures in 2020, and the researchers
predicted that the learning losses would continue to escalate. In fact, the researchers predicted that
the learning losses would actually increase to nearly 7 months overall, and to about 12 months for
students from low-income families, even if schools had reopened for full-time in-person instruction
back in January 2021 (see Figure 1 in Appendix) (McKinsey & Company, 2020a).

McKinsey and Company (2020a) further estimated that these negative effects on academic outcomes
associated with keeping schools closed for in-person instruction would worsen existing achievement
gaps by race by 15 to 20 percent. They also estimated that the learning losses associated with school
closures could increase high school dropout rates by 2 to 9 percentage points, which would translate
to about 232 thousand to 1.1 million additional ninth to eleventh graders dropping out of high
school. They further estimated that the average K-12 student in the U.S. could lose $61,000 to
$82,000 in lifetime earnings — with larger earnings reductions for Black and Hispanic students —
solely as a result of COVID-19-related learning losses.

An analysis conducted by Stanford University’s Eric Hanushek and the University of Munich’s
Ludger Woessmann, published by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) in Fall 2020, estimated that learning losses from school closures for students in grades 1
through 12 could reduce their lifetime earnings by around 3 percent. They additionally estimated
that the learning losses that had already accrued by the Fall of 2020 could reduce long-run economic
output in the U.S. by $14.2 trillion (Hanushek & Woessmann, 2020).

Christakis, Van Cleve, and Zimmerman (2020) similarly found that missed instruction during 2020
could be associated with an estimated 13.8 million years of life lost associated with reductions in
educational attainment based on U.S. studies.

The nationwide analysis by McKinsey and Company (2020a) additionally found that students of
color fell further behind academically than White students in the spring of 2020. The same study
indicated that student engagement with online math coursework dropped 16 percent among low-
income students, whereas the drop was about 2 percent for high-income students, suggesting more
evidence of widening disparities in learning. A study of over 5 million students in grades 1 through 8
from all 50 states, conducted by Renaissance Iearning, found evidence to suggest that students in some
grades were performing as far as 7 weeks behind in reading and that students in all grades were
performing 12 or more weeks behind in math.'

The same national analysis found that the negative effects were larger for students identified as
Black, Hispanic, and American Indian, students who attended schools serving low-income families,
and students in public schools as opposed to private schools. Another study of nearly 4.4 million
studies in grades 3 through 8, conducted by Northwest Evaluation Association (NWEA), found that
student achievement in Fall 2020 was 5 to 10 percentile points lower in math relative to the previous
year (Kuhfeld et al., 2020). The same evaluation found that overall reading achievement in Fall 2020

16 How Kids Are Performing. Tracking the Impact of COVID-19 on Reading and Mathematics Achievement. Special
Report Series. Fall 2020 Edition. Renaissance Learning, Inc. Retrieved from
https://renaissance.widen.net/s/wmjtlxkhbm
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was similar to Fall 2019, on average, but the researchers noted that there was evidence of reading
declines that were disproportionately concentrated among students identified as Black and Hispanic.
Agostinelli et al. (2020) found that “school closures have a large and persistent effect on educational
outcomes that is highly unequal” and that “high school students from poor neighborhoods suffer a
learning loss of 0.4 standard deviations, whereas children from rich neighborhoods remain
unscathed.”

Harvard University’s Opportunity Insights Economic Tracker further highlights these disparities.
Student progress on math achievement, as measured by data provided by Zearn Math, was relatively
similar across income groups before the schools started to close after the pandemic emergency was
declared on March 13", 2019. Ever since then, through mid-February of 2021, the data have
consistently indicated stark disparities in rates of math achievement progress by income levels (see
Figure 2 in Appendix).”

Several individual school districts have also reported surges in the percentages of students failing
their courses in 2020. Fairfax County Public Schools, for example, reported that the percentage of
middle and high school students failing two or more courses in 2020 increased by 83 percent overall
since the same time in the previous school year." That rate of failing grades increased even more, by
111 percent, for students with special needs. The percentage of students failing classes in St. Paul,
Minnesota in 2020 increased by 127 percent for high school students and increased by 222 percent
for middle school students since the same time in the previous school year.”” At the same time, data
reported by the Houston Chronicle indicated that nearly 4 in 10 students failed two or more classes
in Houston Independent School District in Texas.”

Data from Arlington Public Schools in Virginia revealed that failing grades in 2020 increased by 91
percent since the previous year for middle school students with disabilities and by 81 percent for
high school students with disabilities.” Data from Montgomery County Public Schools in Maryland
revealed that failing grades skyrocketed, with 36 percent of ninth-grade students from low-income
families failing the first marking period in English, representing about a 500 percent increase in the
rate of failure from the same group of students during the previous year.”

Learning losses are just the tip of the iceberg. Significant evidence suggests school closures are also
contributing to negative effects on children’s mental health (Lee, 2020; Varas, Menon, & Bellafiore,
2021). A national survey of parents with school-aged children conducted by Gallup in May 2020
found that 29 percent of respondents reported that their child was “already experiencing harm” to

17 Percent Change in Student Math Progress. Opportunity Insights Economic Tracker. Harvard University. Retrieved
from https://tracktherecovery.org/
18 Study of Teaching and Learning During the Covid 19 Pandemic. Analyses of Q1 Secondary Marks. Fairfax County
Public Schools. Retrieved from
https://go.boarddocs.com/vsba/ fairfax/Board.nsf/ files/ BVJV847E7247/ $file / Q1%20Marks %20Rpt %620~
%020v6%201zh.pdf
19 Retrieved from https://www.twincities.com/2020/12/08/st-paul-district-offers-second-chance-after-hs-students-fail-
34-of-classes/
20 Failing grades spike in Virginia’s largest school system as online learning gap emerges nationwide. Washington Post.
Retrieved from https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/education/ fairfax-schools-more-failing-
grades/2020/11/24/1ac2412e-2e34-11eb-96¢2-aac3f162215d_story.html
21 Secondary First Quarter 2020-21 Grade Report. Arlington Public Schools. Retrieved from
https://go.boarddocs.com/vsba/arlington/Board.nsf/ files/ BWDQHQGI6BIC/ $file / D-1%208Y %02020-
21%20Update?620-%20Secondary%2015t%20Quarter”20Grades %20Rept.pd f
2 Failing grades double and triple — some rising sixfold — amid pandemic learning, Washington Post. Retrieved from
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/education/montgomery-county-failing-grades/2020/12/03/913affd0-34fb-
11eb-8d38-6acaladb3839_story.html
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their emotional or mental health because of social distancing and school closures.” An additional 14
percent indicated that they believed their children could only continue distancing for “a few more
weeks” until their mental health would suffer. Gallup additionally found* that 86 percent of parents
said “being separated from classmates and teachers” was a challenge for their children, with 45
percent responding that the separation was a “major challenge.”

A poll conducted by Pew Research Center in October 2020 found that 59 percent of parents were
more concerned than before the pandemic about the emotional well-being of their children, with
higher levels of concern among parents with children in remote learning environments relative to
parents with children who had access to in-person instruction.”® A national survey published in
Pedjatrics found that 14 percent of parents with children reported worsening behavioral health for
their children between March and June of 2020 (Patrick et al., 2020).

A study published in The Journal of the American Medical Association Network Open compared
reports of student mental health problems in China, before and after the pandemic started, and
found that school closures were associated with an increase in depression, self-injury, and suicidal
thoughts, plans, and attempts (Zhang et al., 2020). Viner et al. (2021) performed a systematic review
of 72 studies on the topic and concluded that school closures are “associated with considerable
harms to CYP [children and young people] health and wellbeing.” Clark County Public Schools, the
nation’s fifth-largest school district, reopened their schools after 18 student suicides occurred over
nine months, which was twice the amount from the previous year (Green, 2021).

Some pediatricians have also warned that school closures have led to weight gain among children. A
pediatrician from Brooklyn, New York, for example, recently said® that they were “seeing a lot of
elementary school-aged kids who are gaining 20 to 30 pounds in a year.” Rundle et al. (2020) also
reported that Covid-induced school closures “may exacerbate the epidemic of childhood obesity and
increase disparities in obesity risk.”

There are other unintended consequences of preventing families from having the option of in-
person instruction. For example, recent studies have found that closures have disrupted the
childcare market (Ali, Herbst, & Makridis, 2021) and that women have disproportionately dropped
out of the labor market to school their children.” Economists from the Federal Reserve Bank of San
Francisco found “significant differences between men and women conditional on their parental
status several months into the pandemic recession as schools failed to re-open for the start of the
new school year” (p.3) and that “prime aged women with a child at home experienced significant job
loss and a weaker labor market recovery” (Lofton, Petrosky-Nadeau, & Seitelman, 2021, p.15).
Another study by economists from the Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis reported that “school

23 U.S. Parents Say COVID-19 Harming Child's Mental Health. Gallup. Retrieved from
https://news.gallup.com/poll/ 312605/ parents-say-covid-harming-child-mental-health.aspx
24 Social Factors Most Challenging in COVID-19 Distance Learning. Gallup. Retrieved from
https://news.gallup.com/poll/ 312566/ social-factors-challenging-covid-distance-learning.aspx
25 Most Parents of K-12 Students Learning Online Worry About Them Falling Behind. Pew Research Center. Retrieved
from https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2020/10/29/most-parents-of-k-12-students-learning-online-worry-
about-them-falling-behind /
26 Remote Learning During Covid-19 Is Causing Children to Gain Weight, Doctors Warn. The Wall Street Journal.
Retrieved from https://www.wsj.com/articles/ remote-learning-duting-covid-19-is-causing-children-to-gain-weight-
doctors-warn-11613298602
27 How covid-19 triggered America’s first female recession in 50 years. The Economist. Retrieved from
https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail /2021/03/08/how-covid-19-triggered-americas-first-female-recession-in-
50-years
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closures and child care issues have placed an added burden on parents” and that “mothers have
increasingly left the labor force because of care responsibilities” (Boesch et al., 2021).

Some families might have privacy concerns associated with remote learning, particularly if they do
not have access to an in-person alternative. Parents might also feel uncomfortable with having their
children on virtual classrooms or might have concerns regarding screen time or data collection by
third-party apps or other software that could be used to facilitate remote instruction.”

Schools Are Not Major Contributors of Community Spread and Can Reopen Safely

Substantial evidence suggests that schools can reopen in person safely and that schools are generally
not major contributors of overall community transmission or COVID-19 hospitalizations
(Christakis, Van Cleve, & Zimmerman, 2020; Harris, Ziedan, & Hassig, 2021; Honein, Barrios, &
Brooks, 2021; Oster, 2020; UNICEF, 2020). A study published in The Journal of the American Medical
Association Network Open by researchers from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
concluded that “the preponderance of available evidence from the fall school semester has been
reassuring insofar as the type of rapid spread that was frequently observed in congregate living
facilities or high-density worksites has not been reported in education settings in schools” and that
“there has been little evidence that schools have contributed meaningfully to increased community
transmission” (Honein, Barrios, & Brooks, 2021, p. E1).

Data from Brown University’s COVID-19 School Response Dashboard has consistently found that
positivity rates in the schools are generally lower than the positivity rates in their overall
communities (Oster, 2020). Harris, Ziedan, and Hassig (2021, p.26) concluded that their “results
suggest that school reopenings have not increased COVID-19 hospitalizations, especially for the 75
percent of counties that had the lowest baseline hospitalizations.” For the counties with the highest
COVID-19 hospitalizations at baseline, Harris, Ziedan, and Hassig (2021, p.1) found that the
“estimates are inconsistent across methods and are therefore inconclusive.” The Journal of the American
Academy of Pediatrics published a study of 11 school districts in North Carolina and found that “no
instances of child-to-adult transmission of SARS-CoV-2 were reported within schools”
(Zimmerman et al., 2021). Goldhaber et al. (2020) examined data from Michigan and Washington
state and found that in-person schooling does not contribute to community transmission of the
virus in locations with low levels of pre-existing COVID-19 cases.

Oster (2020) reported that “in-person schooling does not appear to increase the risk of Covid-19
transmission for staff and students, according to data from New York state.” In New York City, the
7-day average of the citywide Covid-19 positivity rate was 6.35 percent” as of March 3, 2021,
whereas the positivity rate in their schools was only 0.57 percent through March 4, 2021.*° New
York Governor, Andrew Cuomo, noted™ this fact as well, stating that New York is “not seeing

28 Massive Shift to Remote Learning Prompts Big Data Privacy Concerns. EducationWeek. Retrieved from
https://www.edweek.org/ technology/massive-shift-to-remote-learning-prompts-big-data-privacy-concerns/2020/03
29 Daily Cases, Hospitalizations and Deaths. COVID-19: Data. New York City Department of Health and Mental
Hygiene. Retrieved from https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/covid/covid-19-data.page
30 School Based Testing Report. New York City Department of Education. Retrieved from
https://testingresults.schools.nyc/
31 Audio & Rush Transcript: Governor Cuomo Calls into MSNBC Live with Katy Tur. Governor Andrew M. Cuomo.
New York State. Retrieved from https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/ audio-rush-transcript-governor-cuomo-calls-
msnbc-live-katy-tur
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spread in the schools. You see a very low percentage of positivity in the schools.” At the end of
November, 2020, Dr. Anthony Fauci said on ABC that “If you look at the data, the spread among
children and from children is not really very big at all” and that we should “close the bars and keep
the schools open.”

UNICEF (2020, p. 5) reported that “data from 191 counties collected from February to September
2020 show no consistent association between school reopening status and COVID-19 infection
rates.” The New England Journal of Medicine published a 2021 analysis of data from Sweden, a country
that largely kept schools open in person in 2020, which found that 0.90 children between the ages of
7 and 16 per 100,000 were admitted to an ICU for Covid-19 and that “no child with Covid-19 died”
(Ludvigsson et al., 2021) Ludvigsson et al. (2021) also found that the sex- and age-adjusted risk ratio
of intensive care among schoolteachers was 0.43 relative to other occupations excluding healthcare
workers. Another study from Sweden, published by Stockholm University, noted that “one other
finding worth discussing on its own is the low Covid-19 mortality risk of children’s and adolescents’
teachers” (Billingsley et al., 2020).

Politics and Power Dynamics Influence School Reopening Decisions

Private schools have been substantially more likely to reopen for in-person instruction than public
schools in the U.S., suggesting that incentives might have something to do with reopening
decisions.”

In the private sector, school leaders understand that families can take their children’s education
dollars elsewhere if they are not sufficiently satisfied with the provided services (Chubb & Moe,
1988; Friedman, 1955; DeAngelis & Holmes Erickson, 2018). In the public sector, in general, the
school district continues to receive children’s K-12 education dollars despite the desires of individual
families, and regardless of whether they open their doors for in-person instruction, because there are
large transaction costs associated with switching out of residentially assigned schools — families
would have to move residences to access a different public school, pay out of pocket for private
school tuition and fees, or pay to cover the costs of home-based private education (Hanushek et al.,
2007).

In fact, Hartney and Finger (2020) found evidence to suggest that private school competition was
associated with a higher likelihood of nearby public school districts reopening for in-person
instruction in 2020.

Some people have theorized that private schools have been more likely to reopen because they
believe private schools are more well-funded than public schools, which would support the theory
that reopening decisions are explained by resources.” However, there is no conclusive evidence that

32 Private schools pull students away from public schools. Axios. Retrieved from https://www.axios.com/private-
schools-coronavirus-public-schools-d6aaf803-d458-4301-a3a7-71364b00a5b0.html; School reopenings more common in
rural areas and in private schools, state data shows. Cal Matters. Retrieved from
https://calmatters.org/education/2021/02/ california-school-reopening-divide-public-private/; In the Same Towns,
Private Schools Are Reopening While Public Schools Are Not. The New York Times. Retrieved from
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/16/upshot/coronavirus-school-reopening-private-public-gap.html
33 Private schools pull students away from public schools. Axios. Retrieved from https://www.axios.com/private-
schools-coronavirus-public-schools-d6aaf803-d458-4301-a3a7-71364b00a5b0.html
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private schools, on average, are more well-funded than public schools on a per-student basis. On the
contrary, Garet, Chan, and Sherman (1995) estimated that public K-12 schools spent an average of
43 to 52 percent more per student than private schools in the 1991-92 school year. A more recent
analysis estimated that public K-12 school funding per student was about 80 percent higher than
private school funding per student in the 2016-17 school year.** Another analysis similarly estimated
that, on average, per-student funding was about 89 percent higher in public schools than private
schools in 2018 (Van Kipnis, 2020). Moreover, K-12 private schools in the U.S. generally report
tuition levels that are, on average, substantially lower than total public school revenues per student.”

An analysis by researchers at the Edunomics Lab at Georgetown University found that public
school districts that decided to reopen fully or mostly remote in the 2020-21 school year generally
demonstrated financial surpluses, suggesting that resources were not the primary reason that their
schools did not reopen mostly in person.” For example, the researchers estimated that Los Angeles
public schools, which opted to reopen remotely, had over a half of a billion dollar — or about a
$1,100 per student — funding surplus in the 2020-21 school year.

DeGrow and Rigterink (2021) noted that the school districts receiving more federal CARES Act
funding were less likely to reopen than districts receiving less funding. My latest analysis with MI'T’s
Christos A. Makridis examined nationwide data from over 12,000 school districts, covering the vast
majority of school-aged children, and did not find any evidence to suggest that higher levels of
revenues or expenditures per student are associated with a higher probability of reopening schools in
person (DeAngelis & Makridis, 2021b). Instead, we consistently found that public school funding is
either uncorrelated, or even negatively correlated, with the decision to reopen in person.”

As found in a few other studies, we did not find a consistent relationship between Covid-19 risk in
the community and the probability of reopening in person — but that school reopenings were instead
strongly related to political partisanship in the surrounding area (DeAngelis, 2020; DeAngelis &
Makridis, 2021a; 2021b; Flanders, 2020; Hartney & Finger, Valant, 2020). In a peer-reviewed study,
accepted for publication at Social Science Quarterly, we found substantial evidence to suggest that
public school districts with stronger teachers’ unions were much less likely to reopen for in person
instruction (DeAngelis & Makridis, 2021a).

These results were robust to various analytic techniques, four measures of union influence, and
empirical specifications which included controls for district size and several county-level
demographics including political partisanship, Covid risk, educational attainment, household income,
marital status, gender, age, and race.

In the same study, we found that political partisanship strongly predicted reopening decisions, but
that reopenings were not generally related to Covid-19 risk as measured by cases or deaths per
capita. In a Brown University working paper, Hartney and Finger (2020) separately found that public
school districts with stronger teachers” unions were less likely to reopen in person. Tulane University

34 Public School Funding Per Student Averages 80% More Than Private Schools. Just Facts. Retrieved from
https://www.justfactsdaily.com/public-school-funding-per-student-averages-80-more-than-private-schools
35 U.S. K-12 Education Spending Comparisons. Educational Freedom Institute. Retrieved from
http:/ /efinstitute.org/education-spending-comparisons/
% Financial Turmoil: Open or Remote? What it Means for School District Budgets. Edunomics Lab at Georgetown
University. Retrieved from https://edunomicslab.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Financial- Turmoil-Webinar-
Mar3.pdf
37 School Isn’t Closed for Lack of Money. The Wall Street Journal. Retrieved from
https://www.wsj.com/articles/school-isnt-closed-for-lack-of-money-11615332385
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researchers also observed that public school districts with more teachers’” union influence were less
likely to reopen in person (Harris, Ziedan, & Hassig, 2021).

The stark contrast between Florida and California is a prime example of our overall findings
(DeAngelis & Makridis, 2021a; 2021b). The latest data from Burbio® this month indicates that in
Florida, a state that spends about $10,700 per student per year according to the latest data® from the
U.S. Census Bureau, nearly all public schools offer full-time in-person instruction. In California,
which spends about 38 percent more per student and has much stronger teachers’ unions, most
public school students still don’t have access to in-person options.

Several actions by public school teachers’ unions also raised some eyebrows and suggested that the
school reopening debate was more about politics and power than safety. Just as school closures hit
in March 2020, union groups in states such as Oregon® and Pennsylvania" lobbied the government
to make it illegal for families-in-need to switch to virtual public charter schools that have already
been successfully providing students with remote instruction for years.

In their report*” on safely reopening schools, the Los Angeles teachers’ union called for things
unrelated to reopening schools, such as defunding the police, Medicare-for-All, a wealth tax, and a
ban on charter schools. At least ten teachers’ unions joined with the Democratic Socialists of
America to hold a “National Day of Resistance” to “Demand Safe Schools” on two occasions in less
than a year. Included in their list of demands, in addition to more funding and staffing, were police-
free schools, rent cancelation, unemployment benefits for all, and a ban on standardized tests and
new charter schools.”

Other things just didn’t add up: why was it safe enough for public school buildings to reopen for in-
person childcare services, but not for in-person learning? Why was it safe enough for teachers’ union
officials to travel to Puerto Rico to vacation* in person, and to send their own children® to in-
person private schools, but not safe enough for their members to return to work in person? Why
have four studies each found that school reopenings are more strongly related to political
partisanship and teachers’ union influence than Covid risk?

Why did the Congressional Budget Office estimate’ that only 5 percent of the $129 billion in relief
funding would be spent this year, while up to 95 percent of the funding would be paid out after the
pandemic, if the goal is to reopen schools now? Why did half of the Senate block an amendment

38 Burbio’s K-12 School Opening Tracker. Burbio. Retrieved from https://cai.burbio.com/school-opening-tracker/
392018 Public Elementary-Secondary Education Finance Data. United States Census Bureau. Retrieved from
https://www.census.gov/data/tables /2018 /econ/school-finances /secondary-education-finance.html
4 Oregon’s Coronavirus Education Lockdown. The Wall Street Journal. Retrieved from
https://www.wsj.com/articles / oregons-coronavirus-education-lockdown-11585697080
4 Cyber charters in Pa. keep teaching amid confusion in coronavirus shutdown order. WHYY. Retrieved from
https://whyy.org/ articles / cyber-charters-in-pa-keep-teaching-amid-confusion-in-coronavirus-shutdown-order/
2 The Same Storm, but Different Boats: The Safe and Equitable Conditions for Starting LAUSD in 2020-21. United
Teachers Los Angeles. Retrieved from https://www.utla.net/sites/default/ files /samestormdiffboats_final.pdf
# National Day of Resistance. Demand Safe Schools. Retrieved from https://www.demandsafeschools.org/demands/
4 CT'U board member facing criticism for vacationing in Caribbean while pushing remote learning. WGN. Retrieved
from https://wgntv.com/news/wgn-investigates /ctu-board-member-facing-criticism-for-vacationing-in-caribbean-
while-pushing-remote-learning/
45 After Leading School Closures, Berkeley Teachers Union President Spotted Dropping Daughter Off at In-Person
Preschool. KQED. Retrieved from https://www.kqed.org/news/ 11862469/ after-leading-school-closures-berkeley-
teachers-union-president-spotted-dropping-daughter-off-at-in-person-preschool
46 Congressional Budget Office Cost Estimate. Retrieved from https://www.cbo.gov/system/ files /2021~
02/hEdandLaborreconciliationestimate.pdf
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that would have made federal relief funding conditional on reopening schools in person if all
teachers were vaccinated?

It might be because the school reopening debate has always been more about politics and power
than safety and the needs of students and their families. The past year has put a spotlight on the
main problem with K-12 education in the United States: a long-existing massive power imbalance
between public school teachers’ unions and individual families.

The only way that we’re ever going to fix that messed-up set of incentives that’s baked into the
public school system is to empower families by funding students directly. If a grocery store doesn’t
reopen, families can take their money elsewhere. If a school doesn’t reopen, families should similarly
be able to take their children’s education dollars elsewhere. As a matter of fact, families should be
able to take their children’s education dollars elsewhere regardless of the reopening decision.
Education funding is supposed to be meant for educating children, not for protecting a particular
institution.

We already fund students directly in higher education with Pell Grants and the GI Bill and in pre-K
with programs such as Head Start. The funding goes to individual students and families as opposed
to buildings. With all of these programs — in addition to food stamps, Section 8, and Medicaid —we
fund individuals instead of institutions. We should apply the same logic to K-12 education and fund
students, not systems.

11
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Appendix

Figure 1: Estimated Months of Learning Lost Overall and by Subgroup

Average months of learning lost in scenario 2 compared with
typical in-classroom learning?
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‘Estimates based on income quintiles, with assumption that top 2 income quintiles receive high-quality instruction.
ZIncludes 0.05 standard deviation reduction for black, Hispanic, and low-income students to account for recession impacts (~1 month of additional lost learning).
Source: US Census 2018

Mc!
& Company
Notes. — Source: COVID-19 and student learning in the United States: The hurt could last a lifetime.
McKinsey & Company. Retrieved from https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-
sector/our-insights/covid-19-and-student-learning-in-the-united-states-the-hurt-could-last-a-lifetime
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Figure 2: Percent Change in Student Math Progress Before and After School Closures
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Ms. SCHAKOWSKY. Ms. Johnson, you are recognized for 5 min-
utes.

STATEMENT OF ARIEL FOX JOHNSON

Ms. Fox JOHNSON. Thank you.

Ms. ScHAKOWSKY. OK. Go ahead.

Ms. Fox JOHNSON. Good morning. Good morning, Chair Pallone,
Chair Schakowsky, Ranking Member McMorris Rodgers, Ranking
Member Bilirakis, and members of the subcommittee.

Thank you for the invitation to appear before you and for recog-
nizing that the digital world, for all of its opportunities, poses
unique risks and harms to children and teens.

The pandemic has certainly exacerbated these risks and harms,
but they existed before, and unless Congress acts, they will persist
after.

I am Ariel Fox Johnson, Senior Counsel for Global Policy at Com-
mon Sense Media.

Common Sense is the leading organization dedicated to helping
kids and families thrive in a rapidly changing digital world.

My testimony emphasizes three main points.

First, children and teens are on the front lines of our online
world, and they are uniquely vulnerable to digital harm.

Second, the status quo is failing young people.

And, third, solutions to these challenges are the responsibility of
Congress and tech leaders themselves.

We need a healthy internet, especially now. In my house, with
limited to no childcare, our screen time rules have gone out the
window. Just this weekend I told my children to go watch a movie
or play on their tablet so that I could prepare this testimony.

While it was once debatable whether you could choose to be on-
line, it is now clear that there is no choice. It is necessary to con-
nect with family, to learn, and to play.

Our research shows that device ownership was already the norm
for young children and that screen time had multiplied in recent
years, with children in lower-income houses spending nearly 2
hours more daily with screens.

The pandemic has turbocharged this. Distance learning is a big
driver for older kids, yes, but screen time is up for all kids. As of
this fall, children ages 2 to 15 watch television, including stream-
ing, a full day each week. YouTube and gaming consoles have seen
spikes in usage, some with 82 percent more daily users.

Social media and mobile use is up, and one study found that kids
were sending and receiving three times more messages than the
year before.

Parents are worried. Parents’ top child health concerns in 2020
were overuse of social media, bullying and cyber bullying, and
internet safety.

Young people are impulsive, and they are prone to overshare.
They do not understand that data shared on an app does not re-
main on their device, let alone grasp complex online data and ad-
vertising ecosystems. They are more susceptible to ads and other
forms of online persuasion.

Kids are no match for tech companies who have grown un-
checked and remain unaccountable. Too many are manipulating
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children, misusing their personal information, and exposing kids to
harm. And this is not something that will magically stop when the
pandemic ends.

Kids are surveilled everywhere. We talk about a digital footprint,
but at this point it is more accurately a full body scan. Manipula-
tive design pressures teens to click and scroll constantly and to tie
their self-worth to numbers of likes.

Elementary students can drain their parents’ credit cards with
in-app purchases and get shamed by beloved characters to spend
more money.

More than 9 in 10 teens report seeing violent content online. Our
own forthcoming research details how the number of teens who
have seen racist content online has nearly doubled in the past 2
years. Meanwhile, kids’ mental health is taking a hit.

So what should Congress do? Madam Chair, you and others on
this committee have been leaders here, and as we have seen from
the statements in the committee and the witnesses today, there is
clear agreement that there is a problem.

The challenge is ensuring that when Congress does act, it makes
a real difference. There is a risk that Congress may act but not do
enough.

We believe, as do many of you, that COPPA is outdated. It must
be updated in a meaningful way.

Congress should pass a strong, comprehensive privacy law with
special protections for vulnerable children and teens. The PRIVCY
Act, introduced by Representative Castor along with Representa-
tive Dingell and other Members, would address many of COPPA’s
shortcomings, would force States to acknowledge kids, protect and
empower teens, and prohibit behavioral marketing to kids.

Congress should also pass Representatives Castor, Clarke, and
Wexton’s KIDS Act, which would create rules around online mar-
keting to kids and encourage kid-healthy content and design, ban-
ning autoplay and amplification of harmful content.

We support other steps to hold tech companies accountable as
well, but we believe that there is much that industry can do right
now. They do not need to wait for Congress to minimize informa-
tion collection and design healthier products for kids. And their re-
luctance to act is inexcusable.

Technology and media offer enormous benefits, but kids deserve
better online. They needed it before, and they will need it after the
pandemic.

Thank you, and I look forward to questions.

[The prepared statement of Ms. Fox Johnson follows:]
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L. Introduction

Good morning Chair Schakowsky, Ranking Member Bilirakis, and members of the
Subcommittee, thank you for the opportunity to appear before you and for recognizing that the
digital world, for all of its opportunities, poses unique risks and harms to children. The pandemic
has exacerbated these risks and harms.

My name is Ariel Fox Johnson and I am the Senior Counsel for Global Policy at Common Sense
Media. Common Sense, which was founded in 2003 by CEO James P. Steyer, is the leading
organization dedicated to helping kids and families thrive in a rapidly changing digital world.
We help parents, teachers, and policymakers by providing unbiased information, trusted advice,
and innovative tools to help them harness the power of media and technology as a positive force
in all kids’ lives. Common Sense has helped millions of families and kids think critically and
make smart, responsible choices about the media they create and consume.

Common Sense reaches 125 million households with its age-appropriate media ratings and
reviews and our award winning Digital Citizenship Curriculum is the most comprehensive K-12
offering of its kind in the education field, we have over 1 million registered educators using our
resources in over half of U.S. schools. Our Research Program offers reliable, independent data
on children’s use of media and technology and the impact it has on their physical, emotional,
social, and intellectual development. Our Privacy program evaluates popular ed-tech products for
homes and classrooms, and we actively support the unique needs of low-income families and
families of color, empowering them to navigate the digital world with confidence.

We have long advocated for rules and policies that protect individuals’ privacy, improve
connectivity for students and families, and hold tech companies accountable to ensure a healthy
internet for all. We’ve supported efforts to update the Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act
(COPPA) and the Federal Trade Commission’s COPPA Rule. We were a sponsor of California’s
precedent-setting consumer privacy law, the California Consumer Privacy Act (CCPA). We have
also sponsored and supported privacy and technology laws across the country and at the federal
level, including California’s landmark Student Online Privacy Information Protection Act and
Delaware’s Online Privacy and Protection Act. We have also advocated for more independent
research to better understand the relationships between digital media use and early and
adolescent development, such as the Children and Media Research Advancement Act
(CAMRA). We have pushed to better connect students and families through E-Rate and Lifeline,
and laid the groundwork for the American Rescue Plan’s over $7 billion for connecting students
and teachers. And we have supported innovative state and federal proposals to address
manipulative design, curb harmful advertising, and create an online environment that lifts up
children and families.

Testimony of Ariel Fox Johnson, Common Sense, March 11, 2021, Page 1
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My testimony is divided into three sections that identify specific online threats and harms to
children and offer policy solutions to those serious challenges. First, I will discuss how
children and teens are on the front lines of our online world, uniquely vulnerable to digital
harms. Kids spend an increasing and inordinate amount of time on devices, and at the same time
their brains are still developing so they are particularly exposed. Second, I will discuss how the
status quo is failing young people. Our youngest children are the most surveilled generation
ever. Technology today manipulates kids to be ‘always on’ and drives them to more outrageous
content. Companies and influencers commercialize childhood to a degree not seen in traditional
media. Children and teens face a toxic online environment that they are ill-equipped to defend
against, and it is hurting their mental well-being. Finally, I will discuss solutions to these
challenges that can be taken by Congress and by tech leaders themselves. Updated privacy
rules, a Children’s Television Act for the digital world, and safeguards against digital
manipulation will go a long way towards holding technology companies accountable. And in the
meantime, there is much that companies can do on their own as well.

I.  Children and Teens Are On the Front Lines Online
A. Kids Spend an Increasing Amount of Time on Devices

Even pre-pandemic, young people were spending increasing amounts of time on devices and
online. And in the past year, it has felt like all of life has moved online: virtual playdates, ballet
and soccer class, music lessons, and storytimes; video calls and online games with grandparents;
remote school. While it was always debatable whether young people could “choose” to be
online, given that so many of their peers were, it is now crystal clear that this is not a choice. In
order to connect with friends and family, receive an education, and participate in cultural and
community events, children had to be online this past year.

According to Common Sense research, by 2019, device ownership was the norm for even young
children, and screen time had multiplied in recent years. Nearly half of 2- to 4-year-olds and
more than two-thirds of 5- to 8-year-olds have their own tablet or smartphone. By age 11, a
majority of kids have their own smartphone, and by 12 more than two-thirds do. Prior to the
pandemic, children from birth to age 8 use about two and a half hours of screen media a day
(almost 40 minutes a day watching online videos on platforms like Youtube and Tiktok), 8- to
12-year-olds in this country used just under five hours’ worth of entertainment screen media per
day, and teens used an average of just under seven and a half hours’ worth—not including time
spent using screens for school or homework. Already, in 2019, more than twice as many young
people watched videos every day than did in 2015, and the average time spent watching had

Testimony of Ariel Fox Johnson, Common Sense, March 11, 2021, Page 2
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roughly doubled.! The Pew Research Center reported that 53% of children younger than 11 view
YouTube daily, with 35% viewing multiple times per day.>

Much of the screen time even young kids spend today occurs without their parents. Parental co-
use goes down dramatically as the child’s age goes up: The proportion of parents who say they
use media “most of the time” with their 5- to 8-year-old child ranges from 11% to 19%,
depending on the media activity (compared to 37% to 62% for parents of children under 2).2

Importantly, children in lower-income households pre-pandemic were spending nearly two hours
more with screens than children from higher-income households, and the gap by race and
ethnicity had also grown substantially.* In addition, lower-income households are more likely to
have mobile connectivity and limited bandwidth--these factors make it harder for children to use
technology in ways that allow them to create and produce.’

The pandemic further increased the time kids spent with devices, when children turned to screens
to meet essentially all of their needs (social, educational, even physical). Screen time post-
pandemic is up, in some studies 50%.° While for older children and teens, distance learning is a
big driver, screen time is up for younger kids too. For children under 5, a Morning Consult poll
found that whereas pre pandemic, 70% of parents reported 3 hours or less of screen time, post-
pandemic, almost 60% of parents reported 4 hours or more of screen time.” Television viewing--
including smart TVs and streaming--for 2-15 year olds was literally a full day a week in October
2020.8 YouTube and gaming consoles have seen big spikes in usage.’ Roblox, a popular online
game platform and game creation system, averaged 82% more daily users in the first 9 months of
2020 than it had the year prior.!? Two-thirds of teens report texting and connecting with friends
and family on social media more than before the pandemic.!! Social media use on mobile

" Rideout, V., and Robb, M. B. (2019). The Common Sense census: Media use by tweens and teens, 2019. San
Francisco, CA: Common Sense Media. Rideout, V., & Robb, M. B. (2020).; The Common Sense census: Media use
by kids age zero to eight, 2020. San Francisco, CA: Common Sense Media.

2 parenting Children in the Age of Screens, Pew Research Center, (July 2020).

3 Rideout, V., & Robb, M. B. (2020). The Common Sense census: Media use by kids age zero to eight, 2020. San
Francisco, CA: Common Sense Media.

4 Ibid

5 Alexis Martin et al, Teacher Perspectives on COVID-19’s Impact on K-12 Computer Science Instruction, Kapor
Center, (September 30, 2020).

6 Sara Fische & Margaret Harding McGill, Kids® screen time up 50% during pandemic, AXIOS, (2021).

7 Sarah Shevenock, YouTube. Netflix and Gaming: A Look at What Kids Are Doing With Their Increased Screen
Time, Morning Consult, (August 21, 2020).

8 Ryan Tuchow, Kid device usage changing as a result of the pandemic. Kidscreen, (February 19, 2021).

9 Sara Fische & Margaret Harding McGill, Kids” screen time up 50% during pandemic, AXIOS, (2021).

10 Kellen Browning and Lauren Hirsch, Roblox. edging toward I.P.O.. reveals surging revenue and losses, New
York Times, (November 19, 2020).

" How Teens Are Coping and Connecting in the Time of the Coronavirus, Common Sense Media and Survey
Monkey, (2020).
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devices is up 49%.'2 An online monitoring company used by parents and schools found a 144%
increase in online messages sent and received by children.!* And some predict that the longer the
pandemic goes on, the more likely these media habits will stick.'*

It is important to note that “screen time” is not monolithic, and the pandemic has shown us the
variety of ways that technology can be used for good and for bad. Common Sense has joined
with other experts in trying to reframe parents’ focus to be on quality, not quantity.'®
Nonetheless, in too many instances, the content targeted at and consumed by children is not of
high quality. And parents are worried. Pew Research found in October 2020 that 63% of parents
with school aged children were more concerned about screen time now than in the past.’® A
national poll found that of the top 10 child health concerns among all parents in 2020, the first
three involved the internet: overuse of social media, bullying/cyberbullying, and internet
safety.’

B. Kids’ Brains Are Still Developing

Parental--and societal--concerns about screen time, social media, and online safety are more
acute for kids because their brains are still developing. Young people are prone to sharing and
impulsive behavior, less able to understand the complex data ecosystems that make up the
internet, and more susceptible to advertising and other online persuasion. '®

Both young children and teens are prone to overshare. The UK Children’s Commissioner found
that, pre-pandemic, children posted an average of 26 times a day to social media, averaging
70,000 posts by age 18.1? This has implications for their privacy.

Children do not understand the consequences of their sharing.?’ They anticipate that information
shared remains at a device level, or within an app or game. They believe that deleting an app or
information within an app will delete it from the internet, and do not expect or understand that an

12 Ryan Tuchow, Kid device usage changing as a result of the pandemic, Kidscreen, (February 19, 2021).

'3 Heather Kelly, Growing up on screens: How a year lived online has changed our children, Washington Post,
(March 5, 2021).

14 Ryan Tuchow, Kid device usage changing as a result of the pandemic, Kidscreen, (February 19, 2021).

15 Mike Robb. Screen Time in the Age of the Coronavirus, Common Sense Media, (April 7, 2020).

16 “Most Parents of K-12 Students Learning Online Worry About Them Falling Behind”, Pew Research Center,
(October 2020).

17 C.S. Mott Children's Hospital National Poll on Children's Health at Michigan Medicine.

18 Children, Adolescents, and Advertising, Committee on Communications Pediatrics, (Dec 2006).

18 Who Knows What About Me?, Children’s Commissioner, (Nov. 8, 2018). According to the UK Children’s
Commissioner, on average, 1,300 photos of a kid will be posted before they turn thirteen years old.

20 Children may not understand what is going on, whereas teens may have a slightly better sense but be more likely
to partake in risky behavior.; see Adriana Galvan et al., Farlier Development of the Accumbens Relative to
Orbitofrontal Cortex Might Underlie Risk-Taking Behavior in Adolescents 26 Journal of Neuroscience 25 (2006)
(teens’ brain development can bias them towards risky behaviors).
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app may gather information about them from outside-app sources.?! They may even view
monitoring by others as a positive, especially if they are very young.?? (While older children may
understand some negatives to sharing too much information, in studies this centers around
strangers and physical risks, and not commercial surveillance.?®) Even older and literate children
struggle to understand privacy policies, which can be long and full of legalese. 2*

Teens, too, are more likely to share without thinking, focusing on the immediate present and not
long-term consequences as their brains prioritize rewards and minimize risks.?® Fifty-eight
percent of twelve to fifteen-year-olds think it is easy to delete their information online.? What’s
more, given susceptibility to peer pressure, teens will even stay and share in online communities
that are no longer enjoyable to them, as that is where their friends are.?” Social media is designed
in a way that is particularly appealing to teenagers and emerging adults, when individuals are
oriented toward others, belonging, groups, and acceptance.?®

Even when teens have consented to share their information, they may not understand how far the
information will go and the lifelong consequences of that sharing. Only a third of teens think
social networking sites do a good job of explaining what they do with users’ information.?
When it comes to reading privacy policies, Common Sense research has found only a small
minority of people read the terms of service on social networking sites. Only 17 percent of teens
say they read the terms of service “almost all the time,” compared to 36 percent of parents.>

21 Anonymous Author(s). 2021. “They See You’re a Girl if You Pick a Pink Robot with a Skirt”: How Children
Conceptualize Data Processing and Digital Privacy Risks. In CHI "21: ACM CHI Conference on Human Factors in
Computing Systems, May 8-13, 2021, Yokohama, Japan. ACM, New York, NY, USA

22 Gelman, Martinez, Davidson, Noles (2018), Child Development Journal; Sonia Livingstone, Mariya Soilova,
Rishita Nadagiri, Children’s data and privacy online: Growing up in a digital age. An evidence review, (December
2018).; p. 18. Children 4-7 view GPS tracking favorably, not as a privacy concern, and even 8-11 year olds can view
monitoring as positive to ensure their safety.

23 Anonymous Author(s). 2021. “They See You're a Girl if You Pick a Pink Robot with a Skirt”: How Children
Conceptualize Data Processing and Digital Privacy Risks. In CHI *21: ACM CHI Conference on Human Factors in
Computing Systems, May 813, 2021, Yokohama, Japan. ACM, New York, NY, USA

24 Children’s data and privacy online: Growing up in a digital age. An evidence review, Sonia Livingstone, Mariya
Soilova, Rishita Nadagiri, p. 15. (December 2018).

25 Adriana Galvan et al., Earlier Development of the Accumbens Relative to Orbitofrontal Cortex Might Underlie
Risk-Taking Behavior in Adolescents 26 Journal of Neuroscience 25 (2006); Adriana Galvan and Kristine M.
McGlennen, Enhanced Striatal Sensitivity to Aversive Reinforcement in Adolescents versus Adults, 25 (2) J. of
Cognitive Neuroscience 284-296 (2013).

26 OFCOM, Children and Parents: Media Use and Attitudes Report, (Nov. 2016).

27 Center for Digital Democracy and the Campaign for a Commercial Free Childhood Comments before the Federal
Trade Commission, Competition and Consumer Protection in the 21% Century, Hearing #12: The FTC’s Approach to
Consumer Privacy (2019), at 12, citing Taylor Lorenz. Teens Are Being Bullied ‘Constantly” on Instagram, The
Atlantic (Oct. 10, 2018), “teens stay on Instagram even with cyberbullying because “quitting wasn’t an option”
28Zuboff, Shoshana, The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: The Fight for a Human Future at the New Frontier of
Power, p. 449, (January 15, 2019).

29Common Sense Media, Privacy Matters: Protecting Digital Privacy for Parents and Kids, (2018).
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This is entirely rational given that many privacy policies are written for higher grade levels and
can be full of legalese.

Parents too feel fairly helpless when it comes to protecting kids’ privacy. In many instances,
parents would like to make changes to protect privacy and are afraid of privacy consequences
and data misuse, but do not know where to begin.*! And most parents say that social networking
sites and apps don’t do a good job explaining what they do with users’ data.3? Even before the
pandemic, 71% of parents were worried that use of devices at such a young age may do kids
more harm than good.*

Children and teens’ developing brains also have trouble both identifying and understanding
advertising, and new technologies and advertising techniques, like native ads and influencer
marketing, exacerbates these difficulties.>* Research suggests children are not aware of
advertisements until they reach 4-5 years of age.>> And even older children still have trouble
identifying advertisements: 75% of kids between 8-11 years old cannot distinguish ads.3¢
Historically many of these studies have been done with television ads, but other studies have
found children are even worse at identifying advertisements on the internet. The lack of
separation between sponsored and non-sponsored content online can make it harder for a child to
discern an advertisement from entertainment.3” Online, we see older children very often confuse
Google search ads with organic search results, and indeed less than half of young teens in one
study understood that the top search results in a Google search had paid to appear, even when the
results were labeled with an orange box reading “ad”.3® Companies also hide commercial
exhortations in advergames, which are videos and online games that integrate advertising into a
game to promote products. Children play these without realizing they are engaging with an ad.*

31 What's That You Say? Smart Speakers and Voice Assistants Toplines, Common Sense Media (May 2019).
Anonymous Author(s). 2021. “They See You're a Girl if You Pick a Pink Robot with a Skirt”: How Children
Conceptualize Data Processing and Digital Privacy Risks. In CHI *21: ACM CHI Conference on Human Factors in
Computing Systems, May 8-13, 2021, Yokohama, Japan. ACM, New York, NY, USA.

32 Common Sense Media, Privacy Matters: Protecting Digital Privacy for Parents and Kids (2018).

33 Parenting Children in the Age of Screens, Pew Research Center, (July 2020).

34 Common Sense Comments to the Federal Trade Commission on Guides Concerning the Use of Endorsements and
Testimonials in Advertising, (June 22, 2020).

35 Ibid

36 Ofcom, Children and parents: media use and attitudes report, November 2016

37 American Psychological Association, Advertising and Children, February 20, 2004
http://www.apa.org/pubs/info/reports/advertising-children; Hudders, Liselot & Cauberghe, Verolien & Panic,
Katarina. (2015). How Advertising Literacy Training Affects Children's Responses to Television Commercials
versus Advergames. International Journal of Advertising. 10.1080/02650487.2015.1090045.

38 Common Sense Comments to the Federal Trade Commission on Guides Concerning the Use of Endorsements and
Testimonials in Advertising, (June 22, 2020).

39 Soontac An, Hyun Seung Jin & Eun Hae Park (2014) Children's Advertising Literacy for Advergames: Perception
of the Game as Advertising, Journal of Advertising, 43:1, 63-72, DOI: 10.1080/00913367.2013.795123
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Identifying an ad is only half the battle. Even when children can differentiate between ads and
other content, they still struggle to understand the commercial purpose of the advertisement.
Children under 8 years old lack the cognitive ability to understand the persuasive or “selling”
intent of advertisements, and this knowledge of persuasion is still underdeveloped until at least
age 12. Some researchers found that children ages 6—7 predominantly view advertisements as
informational breaks for the watchers or the makers of a tv program.*’ If ads are harder to
identify online, that cannot help children in understanding their commercial intent.

II.  The Status Quo Is Failing Young People

Technology was already failing families before covid. Shutdowns and stay-at-home policies have
magnified and multiplied these problems. Technology has intruded into every aspect of our kids’
lives and every corner of our homes. And the companies providing technologies and related
services have grown unchecked and unaccountable--too many are manipulating children online,
misusing their personal information, and exposing kids to harm.

A. Children Are Growing Up Surveilled

Kids today face surveillance unlike any other generation — their every movement online and off
can be tracked by dozens if not hundreds of companies. We talk of a digital footprint, but at this
point it is more accurately a full-body scan. And we have little reason to think that all of this data
collected is being maintained and used in a way that respects children’s privacy. As discussed
above, children and teens may not think twice before sharing information, and do not understand
what happens to their information once shared. They can also be early adopters of invasive and
insecure technology.*! One analysis found that more than half of thousands of free children’s
apps may serve kids ads in violation of federal law.*? Privacy is an equity issue, and children
with low socioeconomic status were more likely to play games collecting and sharing
information for advertisements. Among young children’s apps, a study found two-thirds
collected and shared persistent identifiers for advertising purposes, also not permitted without
parental consent under federal law.** Yet another study found that popular apps for teenagers

40 Samantha Graff, Dale Kunkel & Seth E. Mermin, Government Can Regulate Food Advertising to Children
Because Cognitive Research Shows that it is Inherently Misleading, Health Affairs 2, 392-398 2012 . Valkenburg, P.
M., & Cantor, J. 2001). The development of a child into a consumer. Journal of Applied Developmental
Psychology, 22(1), 61-72. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0193-3973(00)00066-6 Most children’s understanding of the
“selling intent” of television food ads did not emerge until around 7-8 years, reaching 90% by 11-12 years. Owen
B.J.Carter et al, Children’s understanding of the selling versus persuasive intent of junk food advertising:
Implications for regulation, Social Science & Medicine, Volume 72, Issue 6, p. 962-968, (March 2011).

41 Johnson, Ariel Fox (2019) "13 Going on 30: An Exploration of Expanding COPPA’s Privacy Protections to
Everyone." Seton Hall Legislative Journal: Vol. 44 : Iss. 3 , Article 1.

42 Reyes et. al, “Won’t Somebody Think of the Children?” Examining COPPA Compliance at Scale. Proceedings on
Privacy Enhancing Technologies, (2018).

43 Zhao F, Egelman S, Weeks HM, Kaciroti N, Miller AL, Radesky JS. Data collection practices of mobile
applications played by preschool-aged children. JAMA Pediatrics, accepted for publication.
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included more third-party trackers than apps for adults, and were more likely to seek access to
personal information stored on phones.** More than half of connected devices do not provide
proper information on how they collect, use and disclose users’ personal information.** In the
last five years, millions of kids and parents have had sensitive information--including family
chats--exposed by connected toys.*® Data brokers have sold profiles of children at least as young
as two (and identity theft can occur before a child’s first birthday).*” And companies are almost
always seeking more--it is not uncommon for companies to use clever design to get as much
information as possible out of a user, and then use that knowledge to go back for more.

This poses real concerns for kids. As the head of the UK ICO has noted, “if we have a generation
who grow up seeing digital services misuse their personal data, what does that do to their trust in
innovation in the future?” *® Children do not want their data shared: research in the UK and
Ireland has found kids are “outraged” when they learn what businesses do with information they
collect, and that kids find targeted ads to be “unfair” and “annoying” as “companies ha[ve] no
business using their personal data for profit.”* And feelings are similar here: 68% of teens are
concerned about how social media sites target them with advertisements.> The risks to young
people of having all of their information and data collected are manifold, as detailed extensively
in Common Sense’s report Privacy Risks & Harms.>! Inadvertent disclosure or misuse of a
child’s personal information can lead to emotional, behavioral, and safety problems, including:
cyberbullying, radicalization, substance abuse, limited educational opportunities, self-harm,
contact from strangers, identity theft and increased parent-child conflict. Ultimately, children
will self-censor themselves for fear of surveillance.

B. Tech Manipulates Kids To Be “Always On” And Drives Them To More Outrageous
Content

44 Risky Business: A New Study Assessing Teen Privacy in Mobile Apps, BBB National Programs, (October 2020).
45 GPEN Privacy Sweep on Internet of Things, (2016).

46 Jensen, Data Breach Involving CloudPets “Smart” Toys Raises Internet-of-Things Security Concerns. Data
Privacy + Security Insider (2017).; and Caroline Knorr, Real-World Reasons Parents Should Care About Kids and
Online Privacy, Common Sense Media, (2018).

47 Tbid.

48 Elizabeth Denham, From facial recognition technology to children online: regulating data protection in 2021
Office of the ICO, (March 3, 2021).

493onia Livingstone, Mariya Soilova, Rishita Nadagiri, Children’s data and privacy online: Growing up in a digital
age. An evidence review, (Dec. 2018).; Know Your Rights and Have Your Say! Stream Two of the DPC’s Public
Consultation on the Processing of Children’s Personal Data and the Rights of Children as Data Subjects under the
GDPR, Data Protection Commission, (January 28, 2019).; “Some stuff you just want to keep private!” — Preliminary
report on Stream II of the DPC’s consultation on the processing of children’s personal data and the rights of children
as data subjects under the GDPR, (July 29,2019).

50 Common Sense Media, Privacy Matters: Protecting Digital Privacy for Parents and Kids, (2018).

51 Kelly, G., Graham, J., Bronfman, J., & Garton, S. (2019). Privacy risks and harms. San Francisco, CA: Common
Sense Media.
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Manipulative design takes further advantage of kids--subverting their choices and autonomy and
causing them not only to give up more information than otherwise but also to spend more time
clicking and scrolling and taking them down rabbit holes. Indeed, almost half of teens report
feeling “addicted” to their phones.>? Social media platforms offer immediate and variable
rewards, just like casino games, and these can lead to compulsion.>® Infinite scrolls do not offer
any visual cues or reminders to young people to stop. “Awards” for repeat use or actions, like
Snapchat’s “Snapstreaks” for daily communication with friends, encourage unnecessary and
excessive engagement. Autoplay videos keep kids glued to the screen even after a show is over.

Video and content recommendations do more than keep kids hooked. They also lead children to
increasingly sensationalist, inappropriate, and illegal content (and lead adults to similar,
including content involving children).>* Social media can glorify harmful crazes (like
swallowing laundry detergent) and violence (children posing with weapons and being virtually
cheered on can and has turned into tragedy). A parent reported to us that when the pandemic
began and she had no childcare, she turned to YouTube, and was horrified when her nine year
old’s autoplay of Dora videos turned into a graphic clip of Dora being raped. Kids have moved to
digital spaces to connect with friends during the pandemic, and such spaces can be difficult for
parents to monitor and easy for kids to navigate into mature content. With little adult oversight
either by parents or the companies themselves, these platforms can quickly allow for bad
behavior and sharing of explicit content. Almost half (46%) of parents say their child younger
than 11 has accessed inappropriate videos on YouTube, and 65% say they are concerned about
the types of videos recommended to their child (Auxier et al., 2020).> On the user generated
gaming platform Roblox, reporters found numerous virtual spaces where underage users created
animated pornographic images and naked avatars could engage in simulated sexual acts. A recent
report by Fast Company outlined the rise of spaces created for digital sex parties, known as
“condo games”, to be created and then shared on platforms such as Roblox and Discord. These
“condo games” have been strongly criticized by experts on child predators for operating as prime
spaces for predators to groom children for sexual abuse.>

Online games and social media are also rife with harassment and hate speech. One recent survey
found that 65 percent of players experience some form of severe harassment, including physical
threats, stalking, and sustained harassment; 38 percent of women and 35 percent of LGBTQ+

52 Rideout, V., and Robb, M. B. (2018). Social media, social life: Teens reveal their experiences. San Francisco,
CA: Common Sense Media.

53 Zuboff, Shoshana , The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: The Fight for a Human Future at the New Frontier of
Power, p. 448, (January 15, 2019).

54 Max Fisher & Amanda Taub, On YouTube’s Digital Playground. an Open Gate for Pedophiles, New York Times,
(June 3,2019) .

55 Radesky, J. S., Schaller, A., Yeo, S. L., Weeks, H. M., & Robb, M.B. (2020). Young kids and YouTube: How
ads, toys, and games dominate viewing, 2020. San Francisco, CA: Common Sense Media.

56 Burt Helm, Sex. lies. and video games: Inside Roblox’s war on porn, Fast Company, (August 19, 2020).
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players reported harassment on the basis of their gender and sexual orientation.>” A study found
8 in 10 tweens and teens reported witnessing or experiencing bullying in 2020, and 9 in 10
witnessed violent subject matter.® A forthcoming report from Common Sense looks at how
teens have turned to social media during the pandemic, and in many ways social media has been
a lifeline for teens and young adults in managing their mental health. And yet it remains mired in
hate speech and harmful content--for example, the percent of teens who see racist content has
nearly doubled in the past two years.> This is especially concerning as hate speech exacerbates
negative mental health outcomes - and it’s already being targeted at vulnerable groups by race,
gender, and sexual orientation.

C. The Commercialization of Childhood Online Is More Insidious Than in Traditional
Media

Kids are also subject to a high level of commercialism online. The internet offers frictionless
opportunities for endless consumption, be it of ads, content, in-app items, or physical goods. And
traditional safeguards--like a parent shopping in a physical store with a child--are lacking.

Ads are pervasive. Recent Common Sense research looking at children’s content on YouTube
found advertising occurred in 95% of early childhood videos. Over one-third of videos in the
early childhood category contained three or more ads, while 59% contained one to two ads. Ad
design in these videos was often problematic, such as banner ads that blocked educational
content, sidebar ads that could be confused for recommended videos, or ads for video games that
showed doctored versions of popular characters, such as Peppa Pig.*° Past research on
advertising in children’s apps has shown a high prevalence of manipulative or disruptive ad
designs as well as adult-oriented ad content that is easily clickable by child users.®! And apps
encourage ad viewing, including by offering in-app rewards in exchange.®

In-app spending is also a big problem. Teen apps are highly monetized--a recent study highlights
that teen apps are over three times more likely to support in-app purchases than general audience
apps.®® And even young and pre-literate children are directly encouraged to spend money within

57 Free to Play? Hate. Harassment. and Positive Social Experiences in Online Games, Anti-Defamation League,
(2020).

58 Haley Zapa, Bark’s Annual Report: 2020 Research on Teens and Tweens, (January 15, 2021).

59 Rideout, V., Fox, S., Peebles, A., & Robb, M. B. (2021). Coping with COVID-19: How young people use digital
media to manage their mental health.San Francisco, CA: Common Sense and Hopelab.

60 Radesky, J. S., Schaller, A., Yeo, S. L., Weeks, H. M., & Robb, M.B. (2020). Young kids and YouTube: How
ads, toys, and games dominate viewing, 2020. San Francisco, CA: Common Sense Media.

81 Ibid

62 Meyer M, Adkins V, Yuan N, Weeks HM, Chang YJ, Radesky J. Advertising in young children's apps: A content
analysis. Journal of Developmental & Behavioral Pediatrics. 2019 Jan 1;40(1):32-9.

63 Risky Business: A New Study Assessing Teen Privacy in Mobile Apps, BBB National Programs, (October 2020).
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apps and games. Beloved cartoon characters berate preschool players for not spending money.**
Educational games allow children to advance faster than their friends if they purchase
subscriptions.®® Often, the fact that a purchase involves actual money is not made clear to kids,
who believe their activities have no “real world” consequences and do not realize they are
spending their parents’ money. And kids have spent hundreds and thousands of dollars,
collectively totalling millions. Indeed, Google, Apple, and Amazon have all settled with the
Federal Trade Commission over unfairly permitting minors to make in-app purchases when it
was not clear a purchase was being made and when parents were not given a choice whether to
allow the purchases.®® Facebook documents show the company allowing children as young as
five unwittingly spending their parents’ money, and intentionally making it difficult for children
and parents to get refunds.®’

Children and teens have also taken to commercializing their peers, both inadvertently and very
intentionally. On the unintentional side, children are often prompted to share their mobile game
progress on social media and rate apps on app stores, °® which is effective at commercializing
friends. Similarly, teens may inadvertently become product ambassadors--as in Facebook’s
“sponsored stories” program-- and encouraged to submit photos and share products and content
with friends, all of which is monitored and monetized.® Despite having to pay a $20 million
settlement in a lawsuit about these”, Facebook still allows for sponsored stories.”! Additionally,
“peers” intentionally push products via unboxing videos and influencer campaigns. Common
Sense research has found that a third of children under age eight report sometimes or regularly
watching unboxing videos -- essentially program-length advertisements -- on YouTube.”? The
nine-year old multi-million dollar star of many popular unboxing videos has faced consumer

64 Marisa Meyer, Victoria Adkins , Nalingna Yuan , Heidi M Weeks , Yung-Ju Chang , Jenny Radesky, Advertising
in Young Children's Apps: A Content Analysis, (January 2019).

85 Alyson Klein, Popular Interactive Math Game Prodigy Is Target of Complaint to Federal Trade Commission,
Education Week, (February 23, 2021).

66 See ruling in 7C v. Amazon, 2016 Federal Court Finds Amazon Liable for Billing Parents for Children’s
Unauthorized In-App Charges., and F7C v. Apple, FTC Approves Final Order in Case About Apple Inc. Charging
for Kids’ In-App Purchases Without Parental Consent, and F7'C v. Google, FTC Approves Final Order in Case
About Google Billing for Kids’ In-App Charges Without Parental Consent.

67 Request for the Federal Trade Commission to Investigate Facebook In-App Purchases for Violating the Federal
Trade Commission Act and the Children's Online Privacy Protection Act.

8 Meyer M, Adkins V, Yuan N, et al. Advertising in Young Children's Apps: A Content Analysis. Journal of
Developmental and Behavioral Pediatrics : JDBP. 2019 Jan;40(1):32-39. DOI: 10.1097/dbp.0000000000000622.
59 Josh Constine, Facebook Sponsored Story Ads To Appear In The Web News Feed In 2012, TechCrunch,
(December 20, 2011).; Brittany Darwell, Understanding the difference between Facebook Sponsored Stories, Page
Post Ads, Promoted Posts and Marketplace Ads, Ad Week, (January 11, 2013).; Generation Like, PBS Frontline,
(Feb. 18, 2014), ; see also Workgroup on Children’s Online Privacy Protection, Report to the Maryland General
Assembly on Children’s Online Privacy, 17 (Dec. 30, 2013).

70 Brain Feldman, Facebook Reaches Settlement in Sponsored Stories Lawsuit, The Atlantic, (August 27, 2013).
™ Facebook states in its terms of service that users give it permission to use their name or photo “next to or in
connection with ads, offers, and other sponsored content that we display across our Products, without any
compensation to [the user].”

72 Common Sense Census: Media Use by Kids Age Zero to Eight, Common Sense Media, (October 19, 2017).
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complaints over failures to disclose paid product placement.” He recently opened an online
world within Roblox where children can make in-game purchases.”* Host-selling is rampant
online, and characters can hawk products in ways that would be prohibited on tv because of
children’s special relationships with the hosts. Teenagers look to influencers as peers with whom
they have their own relationships.”

Online promotions cause real world harm. Sales in e-cigarettes amongst middle school and high
school students increased drastically when U.S. tobacco companies began exploiting their online
ads to children.”® Children who saw the online ads were significantly more likely to use the
products. And rules meant to limit what purchases young people can make are less effective
than in physical retailers. Social media companies provide markets for teenagers to find illegal
goods, like drugs.”” Ineffective purchasing gates, such as simply stating in a Terms of Use that a

user must be 18, have, for example, allowed children to purchase weapons from Amazon.”®

D. Children and Teens Face a Toxic Online Environment

The internet and especially social media have changed the way kids view themselves and others.
While social media can be a body positive place for teenagers™, for some it can be detrimental,
especially if they are prone to comparing themselves to images.®® Almost half of girls say social
media makes them feel they have to look or act a certain way.®! According to Common Sense
Media’s body-image research, teens who are active online worry a lot about how they’re
perceived.®? Tweens and young teens have reported pressure to create a “personal brand” and to
“be perfect and compare myself to others all the time.”® And teenagers measure self-worth and

73 Tiffany Hsu, Popular YouTube Toy Review Channel Accused of Blurring Lines for Ads, New York Times,
(September 4, 2019).

74 Sahil Patel , 9-Year-Old YouTube Star Ryan Kaji Opens Virtual World on Roblox, Wall Street Journal,
(December 4, 2020).

75 Common Sense Comments to the Federal Trade Commission on Guides Concerning the Use of Endorsements and
Testimonials in Advertising, (June 22, 2020).

76 Lisa Rapaport, Teens Most Drawn to E Cigarettes by Online Ads, Reuters Health Report, (April 2016).

77 Rachel Paula Abrahamson, Mom warns about drug dealers on Snapchat after son. 16. dies from overdose, Today
Show, (February 8, 2021).

78 The Parent’s Accountability and Child Protection Act, A California 14 year old purchased a BB gun, throwing
knives, and a hunting knife on Amazon without his parent’s knowledge, (September 2018).

7@ Cohen, R., Fardouly, J., Newton-John, T., & Slater, A. (2019). #BoPo on Instagram: An experimental
investigation of the effects of viewing body positive content on young women’s mood and body image. New Media
& Society, 21(7), 1546-1564. https://doi.org/10.1177/146144481982653

80 Kleemans M, Daalmans S, Carbaat I, Anschiitz D. Picture perfect: the direct effect of manipulated Instagram
photos on body image in adolescent girls. Media Psychology. 2018;21(1):93-110.

81 Reclaiming the Internet for Girls, Plan International UK, (2017).

82 Common Sense Media, Children, Teens, Media, and Body Image, (January 20, 2015).

83 Zuboff, Shoshana , The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: The Fight for a Human Future at the New Frontier of
Power, p. 448, (January 15, 2019).
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happiness in how many likes and comments their posts receive.®* Many studies have shown a
correlation between social media use and mental health issues, though causation still requires
further research.

The pandemic has exacerbated concerns about mental health. As detailed in Common Sense’s
forthcoming report, depression continues to go up, especially among LGBTQ+ and teens and
young adults who have had COVID-19 infections in their homes.®> This is particularly
concerning because research has shown social media has an outsize impact--both negatively and
positively--on the severely depressed and those at risk for substance abuse. Among the severely
depressed, our forthcoming work shows a high number of respondents report that social media
made them feel more anxious, stressed, and depressed. Numbers for this vulnerable group are
trending in the wrong direction.

III.  Building a Safe, Empowering, and Equitable Digital Future for Kids

Technology should be a force for equity and opportunity, for connection and creativity. As our
CEO and Founder James P. Steyer has said, “we are at a pivotal moment in history, as
technology collides with our democracy, our fundamental approach to education, and our mental,
physical, and emotional health. Technology’s original promise to foster connection has been lost,
but it is not too late for us to right the ship.” It is high time to right the ship. To do so, Congress
must take a holistic view of the interconnected harms young people experience online and
support a variety of related solutions that overall can improve the online landscape for kids both
today and tomorrow. And technology leaders should do what they can immediately to improve
their products.

Congress has long recognized children’s special vulnerabilities--including in media and
technology specifically--and provided additional protections for kids and families.®® The
Children’s Television Act requires a certain amount of educational programming during hours
children are likely to be watching, limits commercial time, and requires clear delineations
between ads and other content. Congress has also provided for special protections for young
children on the internet, with the Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act, which sought to re-
insert parents as gatekeepers of their children’s lives and protect against unwanted contact from
strangers and marketers--in an era when children were dialing up the internet on bulky desktops
shared with the whole family. Now, the internet is always on, and always within reach in a
pocket, atop a bedside stand, or on a kitchen counter. “Simply existing” can subject a child or
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