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Abstract 
Library websites are potentially important resources for parents and caregivers seeking guidance 

information regarding children’s screen media use. This article analyzes a representative sample 

of 500 U.S. public library websites to determine the discursive construction of children’s use of 

screen media and the role of public libraries in providing guidance information. Descriptive 

analysis determined the presence of guidance information, qualitative thematic analysis 

examined the text identified as mediated information, and multi-modal theory explored the 

communicative functions of the information. Forty-four (8.8%) sites contained guidance 

information, while 11 sites (2.2%) provided mediated information. Sites with mediated 

information position library staff as content curators as opposed to active media mentors. The 

information provided discursively construct all media as internet-connected and risky while also 

positioning children as naïve and unskilled. These connected constructions underestimate 

children’s capacities, ignore beneficial and nuanced uses of screen media, and reinforce existing 

biases and hierarchies about ‘good parenting’. 
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Introduction  

As domestic spaces become increasingly embedded with screen media1, parents and caregivers 

are continually making decisions and establishing routines connected with their children’s 

engagements with these technologies. Advice to parents and caregivers about screen media is 

widely available from a range of sources - educators, pediatricians, non-profit organizations, 

“mommy blogs”, and so on. Importantly, advice is shaped by particular interests and expertise of 

the people and organizations providing the guidance, leaving parents with a complex space to 

navigate.  Public libraries are one potential source of guidance information about children and 

screen media, particularly as youth service librarians position themselves as ‘media mentors’ 

(Campbell et al., 2015).  It is particularly important, therefore, to understand ways that guidance 

information available through public libraries is discursively constructing children, 

parents/caregivers, and screen media. This article analyzes available guidance information about 

children’s use of screen media from 500 U.S. public library websites. A detailed analysis of the 

discursive construction of children’s use of screen media and the role of public libraries in 

providing guidance information for families is presented. We recognize that librarians’ role is not 

to provide direct advice about children and screen media, but rather to provide information and 

serve as a resource for helping parents and other caregivers to navigate available 

recommendations and advice. The analysis and discussion are not meant to be a value judgment 

of libraries and librarians; rather, the aim is to provide one part of a broader picture of public 

librarians as community information professionals and their role within an ever-changing media 

environment. 

 
1 We are defining screen media as any device with a screen or anything viewed on a screen. This includes 
ipads/tablets, televisions, and game consoles, apps, e-books, television shows, movies, videogames, and anything on 
the internet. 
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Literature review  

Library staff as media mentors  

Curating and recommending sources for library users of all ages is a long-standing practice in 

U.S. public libraries. Youth services librarians have traditionally been considered trusted experts 

responsible for selecting and recommending the “best” media (in all forms) for young people 

since children’s librarianship first began in the U.S. (Lundin, 2004; Martens, 2013; Martens, 

2017; McDowell, 2009). This practice is supported by the ALSC Competencies for Librarians 

Serving Children in Public Libraries (2009). In recent years there has been a call to change the 

role of youth services librarians to serve as media mentors (Donahue, 2014; Guernsey, 2014; 

Campbell et al., 2015). Media mentors “support children and their families in their decisions and 

practice around media use” (Campbell et al., 2015: 1). As librarians and staff take on the role of 

media mentor, this practice of curating resources may be evolving from recommending resources 

to developing mediated content, modeling behavior and observations, and becoming media 

advocates.  

A few studies have begun to measure if public libraries are providing media mentoring. 

Mills and colleagues reported that while 71% of libraries reported using some form of media in 

their programming, only 22% of respondents said they were providing device mentoring in some 

form, such as one-on-one appointments with library users or office hours (Mills et al., 2015). 

Subramaniam and colleagues found that 98% of the youth librarians and staff they interviewed 

were using some form of media in their programming, and “youth-serving public librarians and 

staff often embraced the role of media mentor by collaboratively learning or exploring a new 

technology with their youth patrons” (Subramaniam et al., 2018: 324).  
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When discussing the evolving role of youth librarians as media mentors, attitudes toward 

taking on this role should be considered. Technology has facilitated constant change of library 

services and professionals’ roles. For example, with the advent of the Internet, librarians became 

expert web searchers and digital collection managers (Grazia Melchionda, 2007), and librarians 

and staff in school libraries served as technology integration mentors. Studies measuring the 

attitudes of library professionals as their roles evolve show that school librarians often felt ill-

prepared to serve as technology integration experts (Johnson, 2012; Perez, 2013). More recent 

studies related to media mentorship found that children’s librarians lack confidence when taking 

on the role of media mentor, citing challenges such as lack of experience with technologies and 

low confidence in their ability to incorporate technologies into programming or to serve as 

mentors in maker programs (Mills et al., 2015; Martens, 2017; Subramaniam et al., 2018). Each 

study cites the need for additional training and professional guidelines. Further, Martens (ibid) 

and Subramaniam et al. (ibid) report that is it common for information professionals to abdicate 

their role as expert in media to others, such as teens or other professionals. 

 

Navigating discourses about risks and benefits connected with the internet  

One of the challenges of providing information about screen media is the polarized nature of 

much of the guidance and advice, particularly concerning the internet. Research devoted to 

understanding young people’s interactions with internet-based media has identified a range of 

potential risks as well as a range of potential benefits (e.g. Mascheroni and Ólafsson, 2014). The 

most commonly-identified risks of children’s internet use relate to sexual harassment, privacy 

risks, cyberbullying, and potential physical safety risks stemming from meeting online 

acquaintances in face-to-face environments (Mascheroni et al., 2014). Commonly identified 
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potential benefits of children’s internet use include entertainment, communication, exposure to 

new ideas and information, social support and connection, community participation, and civic 

engagement (American Academy of Pediatrics Council on Communications, 2016; Rodríguez-

de-Dios et al., 2018).  

Although studies such as these have presented a mixed perspective of potential risks 

coupled with potential benefits, the popular narrative surrounding young people’s use of the 

internet has more commonly been framed largely – if not exclusively – in terms of risk. Several 

researchers (e.g. boyd, 2014; Marwick, 2008; Quayle, 2015) have shown that much of the risks 

presented in the popular news and entertainment media have been exaggerated, as have young 

people’s tendency to eschew potential risks and to engage in frequent thoughtless or even 

reckless online behaviors (e.g. anonymized reference).  

Still, in some cases, researchers have approached the study of young people’s use of 

digital media from the perspective of “value-laden negative judgments of youths’ online 

behaviors” (anonymized reference), echoing the risk panic narrative often reported in the popular 

media. Tsaliki has suggested that these “moral panics” – at least in relation to risk narratives 

focusing on the digital media-based sexualization of young girls – are “symptoms of more 

general anxieties provoked by the rapid pace of social change, as this is effected by technological 

developments within modernity” (2015: 501). In fact, online interactions between youth and 

sexual predators occur less frequently than in face-to-face interactions between youth and adults 

(Biegler and boyd, 2010; Hinduja and Patchin, 2008). 

 Numerous popular parenting books reinforce these discourses about risk and warn against 

the negative effects of screen media, with titles such as The Boogeyman Exists: And He’s in your 

Child’s Back Pocket (Weinberger, 2017). More measured approaches come from organizations 
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such as Common Sense and the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP), which provide specific 

recommendations and information to parents and caregivers. Common Sense (which includes 

Common Sense Media, Common Sense Education and Common Sense Kids Action) is a non-

profit group funded through various foundations, companies, and individuals, with the stated 

goal: “To call attention to the outsized influence of media and tech on kids' lives and to empower 

families with the information they need to be advocates for their children” (Common Sense, 

n.d.). The Common Sense Media website provides detailed reviews of various forms of media, 

with content ratings on topics such as positive messages, positive role models, sex, violence, 

consumerism, language, and drinking/drugs/smoking.  

More specific advice about managing children’s media consumption comes from the 

American Academy of Pediatrics. In 1999, the AAP made the oft-cited recommendation, 

referred to as the ‘2x2’ rule, that children under age 2 have no access to screens, and for children 

over age 2, screen time be limited to one to two hours per day (AAP Council on 

Communications and Media, 2010). In 2016, the AAP conducted a review of evidence and 

revised their ‘2x2’ rule to make it more flexible and less one-size-fits all. In the 2016 guidelines, 

parents and caregivers are advised to avoid screen media with toddlers younger than 18 months, 

support co-viewing with children 18 to 24 months, and limit screen use for children ages 2 to 5 

to 1 hour a day of “high-quality programming,” ideally with an adult present to engage them in 

interactive discussion. For children over age 6, parents are told to have screen media-free times 

and spaces, hold conversations about online citizenship and safety, and “place consistent limits 

on the time spent using media, and the types of media, and make sure media does not take the 

place of adequate sleep, physical activity and other behaviors essential to health” (AAP Council 

on Communications and Media, 2016). In spite of these revisions, the 1999 ‘2x2’ rule still 
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pervades much of the discourse around children’s screen time (Livingstone and Blum-Ross, 

2017).  

Guidance sources indicate that parent intervention is the solution to dilemmas about 

children and screen media, rather than, for example, government regulation of media industries. 

Parents are expected to 1) evaluate children’s media, with preference given to “high quality” 

media, 2) discuss media and co-participate in media consumption in particular ways, and 3) 

establish and enforce strict rules about media use, including “screen-free” times and spaces (for a 

review of parental mediation theories in relation to digital technologies, see Clark, 2011). 

Researchers have identified several forms and styles of parental mediation in relation to screen 

technology: posing restrictions, discussing content, co-using media, monitoring by staying 

nearby, monitoring by checking browser history or logs, and using technical restrictions 

(Livingstone et al, 2017; Nikken and Schols, 2015). Importantly, researchers have investigated 

how these practices align with socio-economic status and may favor middle- and upper-middle-

class styles of parenting practices (Clark, 2013; Lareau, 2011). This raises questions about how 

institutions can provide information and guidance that takes account of different styles of 

parenting and without creating hierarchies along socio-economic lines.  

The literature indicates challenges connected with the role of media mentors in public 

libraries. While curating resources is a long-standing role of public librarians, with the rapid 

increase of children’s access to media technologies, this role has become more complex.  In 

particular, information regarding children’s use of screen media is embedded within polarized 

discourses regarding risks and benefits of media. These discourses construct children, 

parents/caregivers, and screen media in ways which potentially favor particular viewpoints and 
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practices. This indicates the importance of considering what types of guidance information about 

screen media libraries are presenting to families through mechanisms such as websites. 

 

Methodology  

The study addresses two research questions: What guidance information about children and 

screen media is available for parents and caregivers on U. S. public library websites? In what 

ways does this information discursively construct libraries, parents, children, and screen media? 

[‘Information’ in this context includes direct guidance as well as links to resources that provide 

advice and recommendations.] To investigate these questions, the research team conducted a 

review of a representative sample of U.S. public library websites, selected from the Institute of 

Museum and Library Services (IMLS) Public Library Survey (PLS) 2016 database, which 

contains data gathered from library directors at 9,235 public libraries across the United States. A 

sample of 500 libraries was created using stratified random sampling of the libraries listed on the 

PLS database. Strata were based on the size of library service populations, using the IMLS 

service population categories, which range from populations under 5,000 to those over 500,000. 

Separate files for each stratum of the sample were created, and the RANDOM function of Excel 

was utilized to build a 5% sample from each stratum with some oversampling to account for 

libraries with no websites. Each stratum file was reviewed to check for geographic distribution of 

libraries. The sample was augmented through the addition of libraries in underrepresented states 

and the removal of those from overrepresented areas.  

Three of the authors first completed a pilot study examining two websites from each 

stratum to determine search methods and types of information to record. The pilot study resulted 

in agreements on definitions, methods for searching, and six data collection categories: 
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information available; title of the page on the website where information was located; url of 

where information is located; types of information; suggested websites for information; and 

dedicated programming that directly addressed families’ use of screen media. The authors 

searched all parts of library websites, including sections for children, teens and parents; library 

policies; and calendars looking for any guidance information regarding technologies, media, 

screens, apps, or other relevant topics. Each of the three authors was then allocated one-third of 

the full sample for the full data collection component of the study. Data collection occurred in 

July through September 2018, and this study represents a snapshot of these websites during these 

months. Inevitably, some websites have evolved since the time of the data collection. 

The first layer of analysis involved calculating simple descriptive statistics about the data 

set, as well as a subset of websites that contained any type of information related to children’s 

media use, including links to parental advice or recommendations. Because the majority of the 

websites in the sample did not offer any information about children and screen media, we 

conducted an in-depth analysis of the information available to understand how U.S. public 

libraries are positioning this information and librarians’ expertise in providing it.  

A second layer of analysis focused on one subset of websites, those containing 

information about children’s screen media use that was mediated by library staff. This subset 

was chosen because it represents the greatest amount of work and positioning by library staff: 

staff provided curated lists of links to recommendations and in some cases summarized 

information and/or provided commentary. Qualitative thematic analysis was used to examine the 

text (in the form of words) that the team identified as mediated information (Braun and Clarke, 

2006). Codes identifying patterns, repetitions, absences, and so on were then developed (see 

Appendix: Codebook). However, this process did not capture the ways that information was 



Pre-edited draft for Library Quarterly, accepted January 2020. 11 

positioned on websites in terms of the information architecture or visual arrangements. Toward 

this end, the subset of library websites containing mediated information using multi-modal 

theory were analyzed using multi-modal theory and Burn and Parker’s (2003) three 

communicative acts representational, organizational, and orientational. The orientational and 

organizational aspects of multi-modal theory provide a means of analyzing the ways public 

libraries orient the information toward their audiences, for example, making demands on parents 

(orientational function); and also the spatial arrangement of websites, for example, the 

significance of information appearing at the top of the home page (organizational function). 

Discourse analysis provides a way of investigating the representational aspect of information, for 

example, how screen media are represented in recommendations to parents.  

The two sections below follow these two layers of analysis. Part 1 provides a discussion 

of findings related to the entire data set of 500 libraries. Part 2 provides an in-depth analysis of 

data from 14 library websites (2.8% of the sample) that provided mediated information. Three 

websites that did not include any screen time and media content information specifically directed 

toward parents/caregivers or children (for example, general recommendations in a library’s 

Internet Use Policy) were removed. Part 2, therefore, focuses on 11 websites (2.2% of the 

sample) that provided information involving mediation (beyond a curated list of websites) by 

library staff. 

 

Findings and Analysis Part 1: What information is available? 

Of the 500 public library sites, only 44 (8.8%) contained any type of information for parents 

and/or caregivers regarding screen time and consumption of electronic media. Significantly, 40 

of the 44 sites with guidance information included links to external organizations, and only 11 



Pre-edited draft for Library Quarterly, accepted January 2020. 12 

sites provided information that was mediated in some way (e.g. contextualized, summarized, or 

evaluated). As discussed above, the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) dominates the 

general screen time discourse, with AAP recommendations and guidelines, including the 

pervasive ‘2x2’ rule, remaining a frequent reference point, creating challenges for public 

librarians and staff to utilize their position and set of skills to position themselves as media 

mentors. 

Looking more closely at the set of 44 websites that contain guidance information, the 

websites were categorized into three groups: unmediated, mediated links, and mediated (see 

Table 1: Library mediation categories). The unmediated category included sites with content 

devoid of additional library staff input, with the only staff action involving the selection of links 

to non-library resources. For the second category, mediated links, rather than simply providing 

links to external guidance resources, staff contributed minimal text, which frequently took the 

form of brief descriptions of linked external sites. For example, the Seminole County Public 

Library website linked to NetSmartz and Common Sense Media and included a brief description 

of each one. The third category, mediated information, included text created by staff that 

contains on-page guidance, although sites in this category might also provide links to non-library 

resources. Additionally, staff-created content might have been adapted from external sources. 

Finally, several sites, whether mediated or unmediated, contained broken or non-operational 

links to external sources. All categories were counted as mutually exclusive; therefore, if a site 

contained link(s) that were all broken, it was not counted as mediated or unmediated.2 

 
2All six sites with broken links were linking to the same page (FBI Kids Safety 
https://www.fbi.gov/kids/k5th/safety1.htm) from a standard set of mediated links called ‘Kids 
Corner’ (see for example, https://www.mountcalmlibrary.org/kids-teens/kid-s-corner). All sites 
used the same graphic representation to organize the links, contained the same links and 
descriptions, and five were Texas-based libraries. For the five Texas libraries, this was their only 
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Table 1: Library mediation categories 

Information type Number of library websites  
Unmediated guidance 12 
Mediated links 12 
Mediated guidance 14 
Mediated or unmediated with broken link(s) 6 
Total 44 

 

Analysis 

The limited amount of guidance information across the 500 public libraries in the sample 

suggests hesitance on the behalf of public librarians to stake a claim as screen time and media 

experts, as indicated in the literature review above. Of course, there may be other factors, such as 

limited prioritization and systematic constraints, that contribute to the infrequent presence of 

guidance information. Based on the public library websites in which such information exists, it 

appears that library staff frequently operate as intermediaries by referring to other experts, as 

evidenced by the overwhelming reliance within the dataset of websites pointing users to content 

created by experts from other fields. The presence of expertise online and the ever-changing 

nature of the field of screen media raises questions about the feasibility and even the necessity of 

library staff to develop content for parents in their role as media mentors and also highlights 

complications of library staff acting as curators of guidance and advice resources.  

  For example, the Mohave County Library District provides a link to a blog published by 

Google and written by the company’s VP of Engineering for Kids and Families. In doing so, the 

library staff continue to fulfill their role as information curators while simultaneously ceding 

their position as media experts – in this case to the technology industry. In another example of 

 
guidance information about screen media; the sixth library also had a link to an IMLS project 
that was closed and no longer updated.  
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directing users to an industry-produced resource, the North Valley Public Library provides a link 

to ‘Safe Search Kids’, a Google-powered search engine that filters search results. Several of the 

linked sites direct users to information provided by the AAP, thereby contributing to the ongoing 

predominance of AAP as the leading expert voice regarding screen time.  

The types of information provided in linked resources and the ways the links and text 

frame or describe screen time and electronic media were also categorized and analyzed. Seven 

categories of information across the 44 websites were identified (see Table 2: Categories of 

information). Most websites focused on one area of information (e.g. internet safety); however 

five sites contained information in multiple categories. Most common was information in the 

form of advice about internet safety. Here, advice was framed in a way that positioned the 

internet as potentially unsafe and threatening (see Findings and Analysis Part 2 below). The sites 

contained lists of resources, primarily authoritative organizational websites (e.g. AAP’s 

guidelines on media and screen time for children, Department of Homeland Security’s 

Stop.Think.Connect™ Campaign, FBI’s Safe Online Surfing site, GetNetWise, NetSmartz, and 

Common Sense Media). One frequently cited organization is the National Center for Missing and 

Exploited Children, the creator of the NetSmartz training website. One library requires all 

children and teens to complete NetSmartz training before using library computers (although 

parents can sign a form to waive the requirement). By connecting screen media guidance with an 

organization whose entire focus is on “missing and exploited children”, the internet is further 

positioned as a dangerous place.  

Table 2: Categories of guidance information 

Information category Number of library websites*  
Internet safety 20 
Technology as a tool 7 
Media evaluation (including co-viewing) 7 
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Library policy  3 
Screen time 3 
Privacy 2 
Security 1 

*Five sites with multiple types of guidance information were counted in multiple categories. 

A second common category, technology as a tool, positioned technology and electronic 

media as a productive and useful tool in the lives of parents and caregivers and their children. 

Most of the cases in this category focused on parents and caregivers as positive role models and 

required them to actively participate and monitor their children’s screen time and electronic 

media consumption. A third common category, media evaluation, directed parents and/or 

caregivers to external evaluation sites, most commonly to Common Sense Media. Also in this 

category is one website that advised parents to co-participate in media consumption with their 

children as a way of evaluating and mediating the content. 

While less common, another category situated guidance information regarding screen 

time and electronic media consumption as an issue of library policy. Three libraries included 

screen media advice in policy documents, positioning the internet as potentially dangerous and 

cautioning parents and caregivers to monitor their children’s screen time. This framing and 

location of advice also served to protect the library in the event of any adverse circumstances 

resulting from activity while on library computers. Three libraries addressed screen time by 

citing the American Academy of Pediatrics’ 2016 guidelines. A small portion of libraries framed 

guidance information in terms of privacy and security.  Libraries that framed information in this 

way implicitly positioned the internet as a potentially dangerous space in which users, including 

parents/caregivers and their children, need to take precautions to protect their personal 

information in online spaces.  



Pre-edited draft for Library Quarterly, accepted January 2020. 16 

Whether mediated or unmediated, the guidance information public librarians and staff 

have collected is similar across categories and sites. Of the sites focused on internet safety, 

content instructs children and youth to report inappropriate behavior to their parents/caregivers. 

The two sites that situate guidance information in library policy documents assign responsibility 

of their children’s actions to parents/caregivers and suggest that they monitor their children’s 

online behaviors. Similarly, the sites that frame electronic media as a potential educational and 

entertainment tool place responsibility upon parents/caregivers to monitor and jointly engage 

with their children to promote learning and development. The majority of the guidance 

information, however, conflates screen time with internet use – often discussed in terms of safety 

– thus framing the internet as potentially dangerous and risky. Screen time advice frequently 

takes the form of lists that direct children and youth about what not to do and how not to act in 

online spaces, which is analyzed in Part 2. The similarity that exists across categories and types 

of guidance information again demonstrates the role of public librarians and staff as curators in 

the provision of guidance and advice about screen media. 

 

Findings and Analysis Part 2: What does mediated guidance information look like?  

This section further investigates a subset of the data using multi-modal theory to analyze the 

communicative functions of the guidance information on the 11 websites in the mediated 

information category. The analysis focuses on questions about how the location of the 

information on the website constructs meaning, how information is orientated toward parents and 

children, and ways the information discursively constructs parents, children, and screen media. 

Overall, the findings from this analysis indicate that there is no consistency in how guidance 

information about screen media is organized on websites in terms of structure or page 
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organization. Further, information is orientated toward parents and children as authoritative 

advice, primarily about necessary regulations and restrictions connected with internet use. 

Finally, guidance information represents the internet as the key area of concern and as an unsafe 

space for children and teens. In constructing representations in this way, children are positioned 

as vulnerable, and there is an implicit viewpoint regarding the ‘correct’ way to parent with digital 

technologies. 

 

Organizational function 

The organizational function of communicative acts organizes communication as text and 

composes it in a way that is both coherent and cohesive to provide conceptual and structural 

unity (Burn and Parker 2003). As discussed in Part 1 above, even in the category of mediated 

information, library staff tend to serve as information curators, ceding expertise to others. Rather 

than acting as media experts, they likely view their role in relation to advising parents/caregivers 

and children’s media as part of the long history of U.S. public library information and referral 

services (Zweizig, 1976), in which library staff focus on providing contact information and 

referrals to other professionals, rather than providing specific content and advice.  

Furthermore, examining the mediated information category revealed an inconsistency 

among public libraries regarding the emphasis and dedication to providing screen time and 

media information. Of the 11 libraries in this category, five dedicated webpages specifically to 

screen time and/or internet safety; and information regarding these topics was the only content 

on these pages. In contrast, the other six sites were more general in scope and included 

information related to screen time and electronic media advice along with other, unrelated 

information.  
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Examination of the websites containing mediated information revealed that they lack a 

common structure or page organization with regard to screen time and guidance information 

about electronic media. Furthermore, focusing on the five sites that contain webpages dedicated 

specifically to screen media and internet safety,  the titles of these five webpages are disparate. 

Inconsistencies in structure and labelling could contribute to confusion and frustration for 

parents/caregivers in their search for curated information regarding screen time and electronic 

media guidance for their children. For usability purposes, a clear, well-defined title significantly 

affects the experience of users accessing webpages via a screen reader. From a search engine 

optimization (SEO) perspective, title tags determine the title displayed in lists on search engine 

result pages when a user conducts a search via Google or other search engine, while also 

determining the topic of pages, which is significant in search engine crawlers as they analyze 

webpage content. Finally, from an information architecture perspective, which focuses on how 

content is organized, structured and labeled to produce an effective and efficient process for 

users to find information and complete desired tasks, information regarding screen media and 

internet safety is variously constructed within the larger library website in which it is situated. 

Like the five sites that devoted specific pages to screen media and internet safety, the 

remaining six sites were disparate in their placement of guidance information. For example, the 

Newfield Public Library’s Teen Resources page contains sections titled ‘Award Winners’, 

‘Recommended Reading’, ‘Teen Programs’ and ‘Internet Safety’. In another example, the 

Michael Nivision Public Library placed information regarding internet access and online safety 

near the top of the page; however, this information is below that of “Orion Starblast Telescope”, 

and shares the same heading space and size as this and many other headings. The implication of 
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this placement and page organization implies that internet safety is of equal, or lesser, 

importance than that of library patrons being able to utilize a telescope. 

Other sites placed content near the bottom or on the sides of pages, which required the 

user to navigate through lists of unrelated information to locate information regarding screen 

media and internet safety. In the case of the Hennepin County Library, the information was 

initially hidden as part of a three-row expandable table, with the technology advice section 

closed upon opening the page. The Kent County Public Library included internet safety 

information as part of a pdf document stating the library’s computer use policy.  

 

Representational and orientational functions  

This section focuses on ways discourse from the 11 sites positions and constructs subjects and 

ways texts establish relationships with their audiences. Across the 11 websites, guidance 

information about screen media is overwhelmingly dominated by discourse about online safety, 

representing the internet as the primary area where media advice is needed and as a risky space 

for children and teens. For example, the Seminole County Public Library website states, 

“Remember that as frustrating as your parents are on this subject, they’re only trying to keep you 

safe.” This declarative statement addresses its child audience directly with an acknowledgement 

of how “frustrating” parents can be, attempting to position the author as empathetic and 

understanding of children’s and parents’ positions. At the same time, children are represented as 

innocent, unskilled and at risk, and dependent on parents for their internet safety (parents are 

“trying to keep you safe”). By framing parents’ role as “frustrating” from children’s viewpoints, 

the declarative statement represents the role of parents as denying children their desires (notably, 

desires which put children at risk and therefore must be denied) and ultimately responsible for 
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protecting and regulating children online. Also on this page is a direct address and imperative to 

parents: “Share these tips with your kids”. This is followed by a list of do’s and don’ts that come 

from Common Sense Media, described as “Latest research, tips, and [tools] on what really keeps 

kids safe.” These themes related to representational and orientational functions of texts (internet 

as dangerous, children as vulnerable, parents as protectors, outside organizations as authorities) 

appear in similar ways across the 11 mediated sites. 

Indeed, the focus of the text across the 11 mediated sites is almost entirely on internet 

risks. The sites sometimes mention benefits of media in children’s lives in passing, almost as an 

acknowledgement before the ‘real work’ of addressing safety. For example, this statement is 

followed by descriptions with links to four online safety initiatives and organizations: “Library 

cards are valuable tools to access a wealth of knowledge and information, but there’s another 

tool just as powerful—the internet. Like any tool, there are safety issues to consider” (Kitsap 

Regional Library). Eight of the 11 websites include an “Internet Safety” or “Online Safety” 

heading. Six these 8 sites include lists of “rules for staying safe online”, and in the study’s 

dataset, these rules account for 40% of the text (858 out of 2128 words). They are often stated in 

prohibitive and negative terms and are vague in terms of the risks that are potentially being 

addressed.  

Because of the dominance of these lists of rules for internet safety, this section looks 

more closely at these texts, using Hasebrink et al.’s (2009) classification of risks for analysis. 

Based on extensive studies in 21 European countries, Hasebrink et al. created a model “to 

impose some order on the array of risks on the public agenda” (Livingstone, 2009: 158).  The 

model conceptualizes risk in terms of four motivations of online producers (commercial, 

aggressive, sexual, and values) and three different roles of children when going online (as a 
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recipient of mass communication leading to content risks; as a participant of peer/personal 

communication leading to contact risks; and as an actor who offers content leading to conduct 

risks).  This creates 12 types of risks, ranging from a child receiving spam (commercial interests 

creating content risk) to a child bullying another (aggressive motivation classified as conduct 

risk). 

Every rule list in the study’s dataset contains advice about not giving out personal 

information. It is unclear whether this rule addresses content risks (children might receive spam 

or violent, racist, or pornographic messages) or contact risks (children might have their 

information harvested or be bullied or groomed). Another area common to all lists is “stranger 

danger”. Again, because of the vague way statements are constructed, in terms of Hasebrink et 

al.’s classification, it is unclear whether the risk is sexual contact or other kinds of contact such 

as bullying. Not only are rules about stranger danger vague, they vary in their feasibility in 

relation to many popular online practices. For example, several lists contained sweeping 

statements such as “Make sure you only communicate with people you know,” a rule that is 

impossible to follow when playing online multiplayer games. Similarly, several sites contained 

statements such as, “People are often not who they say they are”; an irrelevant and contradictory 

position to take in relation to online multiplayer games. Finally, messages aimed at children and 

teens such as “Make your social networking pages private” are contradictory when applied to a 

site such as Twitter or YouTube if being used for the purpose of gaining an audience. All the 

lists address the risk of meeting face-to-face with someone met online. Some sites completely 

shut down the possibility for any conversation on this topic with rules such as “Don’t meet 

anyone in person. If someone asks if you want to meet up in real life, say NO.” Other sites 
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contained more moderate or realistic rules, such as “I won't meet in person someone I have met 

online without talking to a trusted adult.”  

Another common category of rules relates to responding to objectionable and unpleasant 

messages, with statements such as “Never respond to messages that are suggestive, obscene, 

threatening, or make one uncomfortable.” These rules relate to Hasebrink et al.’s (2009) content 

and contact classifications, with the child positioned as both recipient and possible participant, 

specifically in the aggressive, sexual and values classifications. Finally, most sites have rules 

about protecting privacy and personal identity including rules specifically related to sharing 

photos and videos. In terms of privacy, the advice is sometimes vague, such as “There's no such 

thing as ‘private’ on the Internet.” Information about protecting personal identity on the sites 

relates only to self-image (rather than risks related to fraud, for example), including statements 

such as “never post a photo or write something that you wouldn't mind your mother -- or 

grandmother – seeing.” Again, the precise risk here is unclear and seems to relate to internet 

users’ reputations both now and in the future, but it could also refer to contact and conduct risks 

(children participating in aggressive, sexual, or values-related behaviors). These kinds of 

sweeping statements ignore the more nuanced benefit and risk analysis that many scholars and 

researchers suggest when teaching young people about media (e.g. anonymized references). 

All the lists of rules directly address children and teens, with headings such as “My Rules 

for Online Safety”. Although this orientational function seems to empower youth by treating 

them as responsible for their online behavior, the representational function positions them as 

incompetent and innocent, as dependent on parents/caregivers, and in need of development. On 

most of the lists, youth are told to go to their parents to ask about sharing personal information 

(including images) or when encountering material that makes them feel uncomfortable.  
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In terms of discursive structures, the information here aligns with [anonymized reference] 

description of Prohibitive-rationalistic discourse connected with internet safety education: advice 

is constructed using “imperative verbs, reductive formats (lists, bullet points), and elliptical 

forms which avoid detail or description.” Importantly, [anonymized reference] document ways 

these discursive forms discourage discussion about potentially real risks:  

In effect, [Prohibitive-rationalistic discourse] is a form of repressive discourse, which is 

unable to speak of the dangers it fears. Ironically, as in Foucault’s ‘repressive hypothesis’ 

about sexual discourses in the 19th century (1978), it only encourages eloquent 

speculation to erupt in other discourses of risk” (2017: 247).  

In [anonymized reference]’s study children shared exaggerated narratives about pedophiles in 

their neighborhoods. Representing the internet as dangerous and children as innocent and 

unskilled, and also orientating advice as authoritative, the lists of rules potentially stop 

discussion about the risks that advice is meant to be addressing and create speculation and 

misunderstandings about what those risks mean.  

In contrast with the prohibitive discourse located on a majority of the sites analyzed in 

this study, one site stands out as providing guidance information that positions library staff as 

literacy experts and technology as potentially beneficial. Adopting the five key practices that are 

integrated into many early childhood programs in public libraries following Every Child Ready 

to Read, Hennepin County Library’s guidance about “tech time” focuses on talking, singing, 

reading, writing, and playing (ALSC & PLA, 2011). On their “Early Learning” page, under a 

collapsible text box labelled “Tech together”, the text starts with imperative statements 

addressing parents of young children: “Make ‘tech time’ an engaging, language-rich experience. 

Learn how apps can promote early learning.” This is followed by advice about how best to use 
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apps with children, following media mentorship models, to talk, sing, read, write, and play 

together. The format of advice is repeated across the five practice categories, imperative 

statements to parents about how to engage with screen media, followed by declarative statements 

about child development. For example, under the subheading “Talk together”, the advice states: 

Make sure you two are doing the talking, not the app. Ask questions, have conversations 

and ask your child to recount the action of the app later, when the device is turned off. 

Children learn oral language when you talk with them. Studies have shown that oral 

language cannot be learned from prerecorded voices or screens. 

In contrast with data across the larger set of 44 websites, technology here is defined in relation 

only to apps. There is a recognition of potential benefits of apps but benefits only come with 

parent mediation. The subtext is that technology does not directly benefit children’s 

development, apps should be consumed sparingly, and children should not use screens without 

parent involvement. It further implies that effective parenting for early learning involves 

particular ways of talking with children (e.g. asking questions, recounting). This representation 

of parenting places value on some parenting practices over others, and significantly, the valued 

practices align with middle and upper-middle-class parenting practices (Clark, 2013; Lareau, 

2011), potentially alienating parents with different styles of practice and further marginalizing 

families in lesser-privileged contexts. The values embedded in this advice are flanked by the 

declarative statements, including, in the example above, reference to “studies”. These statements 

represent the librarians as authority figures who provide educated advice based on research 

without acknowledging parents as experts. Further, they potentially alienate parents who take 

more of an “accomplishment of natural growth” style of parenting rather than one based on 

carefully selected activities and on ways of interacting that are based in “studies” of child 
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development (Lareau, 2011). Although the advice is well intended and most likely aimed at a 

diverse patron base, librarians are unwittingly reinforcing dominant discourse about ‘good’ 

parenting and favoring one style of practice over others.  

 In sum, across the different approaches to guidance information, the 11 websites with 

mediated information construct technology as in need of mediation (at best) and as presenting 

serious threats to children’s safety (at worst). Parents are positioned as responsible for mediating 

children’s interactions with technology, primarily in the form of regulation and restriction. In 

only a few places are there references to parents as media evaluators (for example, links to 

Common Sense Media with a description of the site as containing ratings and reviews of various 

media forms). Further, the mediated information clearly constructs ‘good’ ways to parent 

(enforcing rules, making decisions about user-generated content and contact, co-participating). 

On the one hand, we should not be surprised by these representations of dominant public 

discourses, as discussed in the literature review. On the other hand, librarians and other library 

staff who work with young people have an opportunity to challenge these representations, a topic 

addressed in the conclusion. 

 

Conclusion 

The analysis indicates overall that public library websites are lacking guidance information for 

parents about children and screen media, with only 44 (8.8%) of the representative sample of 500 

websites containing such information. That is, the overwhelming majority of the sites (456, or 

91.2%) offer no guidance at all for parents looking to the library as a resource for managing, 

supervising, or guiding their children’s use of screen media. Within the relatively few sites that 

do contain guidance information, there are distinct patterns that raise questions and highlight 
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issues for the field of public librarianship. In terms of the number of sites with guidance 

information, there is a lack of evidence of media mentorship in terms of positioning libraries and 

library staff as information resources for parents. Further, despite the long history of providing 

service without judgement as a core value of public librarianship, coupled with the traditional 

view of the role of public library staff as providers of information, taking care to avoid providing 

advice in areas of professional knowledge, such as medicine or law, the findings from this study 

indicate that much of the information available is framed as strong guidelines or ‘rules’ for 

children’s use of screen media.  As discussed in the literature review above, this might be due to 

librarians’ lack of confidence. Librarians feeling overwhelmed by ever-changing media content 

might focus on the curatorial aspect of information provided to parents, as they have done so 

traditionally, rather than feeling the need to become experts in all media areas. The focus of 

curation could be on identifying a variety of resources that move beyond one-size-fits all 

recommendations and, more importantly, on providing a counter-narrative to the risk discourse 

that currently dominates many of these sites.  

This connects with the second finding: screen media are discursively constructed as 

internet-connected and risky. In this overwhelmingly dominant construction, children are 

positioned as naïve and unskilled, and as a result, parents are positioned as key players in 

keeping their children safe in relation to screen media. These connected constructions 

underestimate children’s capacities, ignore beneficial and nuanced uses of screen media, and 

reinforce existing biases and hierarchies about ‘good parenting’. With the plethora of 

information and advice about screen media available to parents online and the ever-changing 

nature of this field, it is not surprising that libraries have not taken on the role of providing active 

guidance information in this area. However, their role as curators of information and as media 



Pre-edited draft for Library Quarterly, accepted January 2020. 27 

mentors provides an opportunity to provide a valuable service to parents by helping them 

navigate the wealth of polarized information and advice available; therefore, it is important for 

library staff to understand ways that advice positions children, parents/caregivers, and media. 

Libraries have an important role to play in changing narratives about screen media, children, and 

parenting. However, care must be taken to provide curated information that aligns with the basic 

tenet of libraries as a welcoming place for all. 
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APPENDIX: CODEBOOK 

1. Safety rules  
a. Sharing personal info 
b. Stranger danger 
c. Aggression 
d. Protecting personal identity and privacy 
e. Sharing photos 
f. General discomfort 
g. Other 

2. Media  
a. Offer benefits (education, edutainment, communication) 
b. contain risks 
c. offer both benefits and risks 

3. Children  
a. dependent (on parents/caregivers) 
b. incompetent, at risk, innocent 
c. agentive 
d. developing (stages) 

4. Parenting 
a. denial/limits (internet, screen time) 
b. interaction, co-participation (parents with children) 
c. evaluation of media 
d. “protect” 
e. Balance risks and opportunities of media 

5. Library as mediator 
 


