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RE: AB 1766 - “Health curriculum framework: . . . online safety” (Support)

Dear Chair Patel and Members of the Assembly Committee on Education:

The undersigned organizations write to support AB 1766, an Act relative to health curriculum
frameworks and online safety. Our members invest heavily in providing parents with privacy
and safety tools and incorporating protective design features into their websites.* We strongly
support measures to incorporate media and digital literacy into the curriculum for K-12
students, as this education provides a vital resource for children and young adults, helping
them understand how to consume media and navigate online spaces in a proper manner.?
Multiple states have already instituted such measures, including New Jersey’s H588, enacted
in 2023, and Virginia, which enacted HB 2460 last year.®

Digital literacy is widely seen as an essential life skill.

The phrase “digital literacy” has evolved significantly in the past decade. Digital education used
to be reserved for knowledge workers — those who might need to fluently use specific software
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at work. Today, digital literacy means having the skills to thrive in a society where
communication and access to information are increasingly done via digital technologies, such
as online services and mobile devices, and AB 1766 would help support the development of
such skills.* The demand for digital literacy skills has grown considerably over the past 20
years, especially since the COVID-19 pandemic, and is now expected even in roles unrelated to
technology.®

However, a Pew Research study® shows that Americans still lack basic understanding of digital
topics. Most notably, Americans struggle most to answer basic questions correctly about large
language models and online privacy. Even more concerning is that those with a high school
diploma or less know the least about digital topics such as deepfakes, cookies, or two-factor
authentication. Providing digital literacy and online stewardship curricula to teens and young
adults is crucial to closing this gap. Just as many high schools provide courses that prepare
teens for college and the job market, digital literacy is increasingly important for the
ever-growing number of jobs in the digital economy.

Boston Children’s Digital Wellness Lab acknowledges that it is critical to help kids learn to
navigate digital spaces on their own, especially knowing that it is impossible to monitor their
online activity 24/7.” Social-emotional skills like empathy, kindness, and personal
responsibility, which are indeed crucial for offline interactions, can also be taught to enhance
online interactions. Even for younger children, character education through digital citizenship is
gaining traction in practice. According to a study on school children in the United States, 62%
of K-2 teachers and 69% of grade 3-5 teachers report using some digital citizenship
curriculum, with competencies related to developing positive character features being most
common, such as understanding “digital drama” and hate speech.?

Online services, whether for personal or educational purposes, are part of
everyday life for many young people.

The Child Mind Institute, which develops evidence-based prevention and intervention training
programs for K-12 school educators and mental health professionals, has found evidence that
removing access to social media and the internet from children may actually have adverse
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effects.” Alternatively, many experts recommend that parents help young people learn
self-regulation skills and proper online behavior similar to teaching them self-regulation in
other circumstances. In this environment, it is crucial to develop “foundational digital
citizenship skills that equip pupils to respond safely when exposed to harmful or
uncomfortable online content” including “how to stay safe from sexually exploitative materials
and deepfakes online,” “understanding online exploitation,” and other “online safety skills”, as
AB 1766 does.

Digital citizenship curricula can bolster existing industry efforts to support
child safety and privacy online.

Existing industry efforts coupled with educational curricula focused on how to be a good citizen
online can have positive impacts.'® Offering children such education would provide a more
holistic approach to children’s online safety. Enabling young people to properly identify and
respond to problematic behavior promotes safer online habits and may serve as a deterrent to
engaging in concerning activities.

Due to the many positive impacts social media and online services as a whole have had on
connecting with loved ones, education, resources, and much more, it is imperative to educate
young people on how to appropriately and effectively navigate these spaces. Such education
will facilitate these positive outcomes from internet use while also giving children the tools to
protect themselves when negative occurrences arise.

* * * * *

We appreciate the Committee’s consideration of these comments and stand ready to provide
additional information as the Legislature considers proposals related to technology policy.

Sincerely,

Aodhan Downey
State Policy Manager, West Region
Computer & Communications Industry Association
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