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With increasing worldwide concern about the dangers of cyberspace, including sexting, 
nude selfies and online grooming, 2014 has seen the publication of two books with 
advice for parents and educators wishing to increase their knowledge of digital 
communications and take steps to protect children from harm. In Sexts, texts & selfies 
(2014), Susan McLean, a former Australian policewoman, provides parents with practical, 
step-by-step advice on how to keep their children safe in cyberspace. Whereas in 
Raising children in a digital age (2014), Bex (Rebecca) Lewis, a Research Fellow in 
Social Media and Online Learning at Durham University in the UK, takes a broader, more 
academic approach, describing both the negatives and positives of the digital age, and 
providing extensive background information and references. Both books are directed at 
parents but will also be of interest to educators wishing to keep up-to-date with 
cybersafety security measures and academic research in this area. 
 
Sexts, texts & selfies (McLean, 2014), while aimed at parents in Australia and New 
Zealand, is full of practical advice for all parents, from the negative impacts of sending 
naked selfies, to what steps parents should take when their child has been cyberbullied 
or groomed online. Individual chapters are devoted to checking a child’s digital footprint; 
sites and apps aimed at children and teens; online grooming; cyberbullying; and, sexts 
and selfies. A separate chapter deals with pornography, ‘sextortion’ and identity theft. Of 
particular interest to parents and educators of girls will be the sections on pressures 
placed on girls to take part in sexual acts portrayed in pornographic material without any 
understanding of the mental and physical harm they could suffer (pp. 113-116) and on 
pro-ana (pro-anorexia), pro-mia (pro-bulimia) and ‘thinsporation’ or ‘thinspo’ websites 
which glorify eating disorders and extreme dieting (pp. 117-119). 
 
Throughout McLean’s book, actual cases, many of them disturbing, as well as tips and 
“quick response” checklists, are featured to illustrate the issues and dangers she is 
highlighting. McLean concludes with a summary chapter pulling together all of the steps 
discussed in the previous chapters, so parents have a comprehensive checklist to follow 
to safeguard and protect their children. There is also an extensive glossary and list of 
useful websites from Australia, New Zealand and overseas. 
 
Raising children in a digital age by Bex Lewis (2014) takes a different approach, arguing 
that media stories about the dangers of the internet are creating an unwarranted fear and 
unnecessarily panicking parents (pp. 20-23). Lewis has written a book designed to build 
parents’ confidence and “support safe and positive experiences” for parents and children 
in cyberspace (p. 19). Several chapters deal with topics including cyberbullying, mobile 
phone use, pornography, paedophilia and sexting, but others are titled: ‘Digital culture: 
Why it matters that we join in’, ‘Does digital life offer opportunities?’ and ‘Looking into the 
future’. While Lewis’s book also mentions examples of worst case scenarios, she 
provides balance through using statistics to show that these instances are relatively 



uncommon and uses the comments of 120 parents and adults who responded to a 
survey she conducted in order to pass on their advice about what worked for their family. 
While not dismissing the dangers, Lewis writes: 
 

I want to get across to parents that I have huge and positive expectations for the way 
technology will continue to enhance our lives, and the lives of the coming generations. 
The research I have come across backs up this view (p. 28). 

 
McLean and Lewis agree on many of the key issues, one of which is early and open 
communication with children. McLean, who is a member of Australia’s National Centre 
Against Bullying Cybersafety Committee and the Federal Government’s Cybersafety 
Working Group, advises parents that while starting a conversation about sexting and 
naked selfies may be difficult, if their child has a mobile with a camera and internet 
access, then “the time is now” (p. 87). She stresses how important it is that parents 
reassure their children that they will not get into trouble if they come forward with a 
problem. Making their parents angry is what “kids fear most” but, as she points out, a 
parent cannot follow the advice in her book to help their child if they are not even aware 
that an issue has occurred (p. 88). 
 
McLean states that most children are confident of their ability to identify paedophiles 
online, which “lulls parents into a false sense of security” (p. 53). Instead, she describes 
in detail how paedophiles trawl websites, such as Instagram, Facebook and Tumblr, 
looking for children and teens with unsecured accounts or posing as young children 
playing popular apps on their tablets and iPods (pp. 57-58). Lewis also deals with these 
issues in her chapter, ‘Sex Talk (Porn, Paedophilia, and Sexting)’ but points out that 
resilient children who feel comfortable seeking parental guidance when encountering 
harmful material online will cope better with these experiences than less resilient and 
vulnerable children, or those with psychological difficulties (p. 144). Lewis cites research 
from 2012 showing that most children are aware of online risks, manage their own 
behaviour to avoid them, demonstrate resilience when encountering them and actively 
seek out parental guidance when required (p. 144). It is important, therefore, that 
“parents need to open the conversational gates, however difficult that may be” (p. 147). 
 
With 217 pages of text, plus a glossary and extensive lists of websites and further 
references, Lewis’s book is a comprehensive look at the digital world and will interest 
parents wishing to know more about both the negative and positive aspects of the 
internet, as well as how integral it will be to the work, family and social lives of their 
children in the future. Educators will also find Lewis’s academic approach and extensive 
referencing of UK, European and international sources both current and useful. McLean’s 
book is slightly shorter, at 151 pages of text, but provides a detailed and very practical 
guide to cybersafety, with useful tips and checklists for parents, as well as having a 
comprehensive glossary and list of websites concentrating on Australia and New 
Zealand. 
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