KIDS AND THE INTERNET 

If you haven't got the slightest idea how to create a sideways happy face, or if you think that ICQ is a unit in a hospital, and that SPAM is a type of luncheon meat; you're not speaking the same language as your kids. I'm talking about the internet and the less you know about it, the more danger your children may be in.

In my private practice I constantly see children who are involved in what I call e-mail bullying, chat room exclusion, and cyber gossip. It is normal to struggle with social interactions and peer relationships in adolescence, but the internet can often make power struggles, bullying, and dating even more complicated and confusing.

Children are enticed by the internet because in many ways it is easier for some kids who are not successful in real life social situations to fit in. They like the fact that because they are anonymous, they are not judged on how they look or the clothes that they wear, and they can pretend to be smart, athletic, attractive, or rich even if they're not. Children find it much easier to lie over the internet because others can't see their facial expressions, watch their body language, or listen for changes in their tone of voice.

The danger of chat rooms is that there is no adult monitoring of the community and the rules of social interaction can easily be broken. To help guide your children to explore the internet world safely, please follow these suggestions: 

-Make sure your children know the basic safety rules related to using the internet which include; keeping personal information (name, phone number, address, passwords etc.) private, and never meeting someone that you have met online. Post these rules on the computer so that they have a constant reminder. Make sure that you have parental filters and a blocking system. 

-Ensure that your children are a part of successful social environments through involvement in teams, groups, clubs, and lessons. The more opportunities they have to make friends and support networks in the real world, the less they will turn to the internet world. 

-Teach and model social skills that will help your child to be successful in real life social situations. Teach basic skills such as introducing themselves by making eye contact and shaking someone's hand. They should also learn sharing, cooperating, compromising, playing fairly, communication, problem solving, and conflict resolution. Once they have built social relationships you want them to have the skills and confidence to be able to maintain good friendships and avoid harmful ones.

Most importantly, as a parent you must monitor your child's social life whether it is in the real world or on the internet. You may be happy that your children are quietly entertaining themselves for hours on the internet, but just because they are quiet doesn't mean they are making good or safe choices. You wouldn't feel comfortable with them standing on the street corner talking to strangers until midnight, yet that is essentially what they are doing every night in a chat room from the privacy of your home. 

-Move the computer to a shared part of your house where it is more easily monitored and the temptation to break the rules is diminished. Know that they also have access to the internet at school, libraries and friends' houses. 

-Ask your children about the friends they have on the internet. Let them know that they can ask you questions and talk about things that they see or learn online. 

-Explore the internet together as a shared activity and learning experience. 

-Keep them busy with other fun, creative, and engaging activities so that the internet holds less of an appeal.
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