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‘Sexting’ Surprise: Teens face child porn charges

6 Pa. high school students busted after sharing nude photos via cell phones

By Mike Brunker, Projects Team editor, msnbc.com, updated 8:03 p.m. ET, Thurs., Jan. 15, 2009
In an unusual legal case arising from the increasingly popular practice known as “sexting,” six Pennsylvania high school students are facing child pornography charges after three teenage girls allegedly took nude or semi-nude photos of themselves and shared them with male classmates via their cell phones. 

The female students at Greensburg Salem High School in Greensburg, Pa., all 14- or 15-years-old, face charges of manufacturing, disseminating or possessing child pornography while the boys, who are 16 and 17, face charges of possession, according to WPXI-TV in Pittsburgh, which published the story on its Web site on Tuesday.

Police told the station that the photos were discovered in October, after school officials seized a cell phone from a male student who was using it in violation of school rules and found a nude photo of a classmate on it. Police were called in and their investigation led them to other phones containing more photos, it said. 

Police Capt. George Seranko was quoted as saying that the first photograph was “a self portrait taken of a juvenile female taking pictures of her body, nude." 

The school district issued a statement Tuesday saying that the investigation turned up “no evidence of inappropriate activity on school grounds … other than the violation of the electronic devices policy.” The statement also said that school officials didn’t learn of the charges against the students until Monday.

In the WPXI story, which included contributions from the Associated Press, Saranko indicated that authorities decided to file the child pornography charges to send a strong message to other minors who might consider sending such photos to friends.

"It's very dangerous," he said. "Once it's on a cell phone, that cell phone can be put on the Internet where everyone in the world can get access to that juvenile picture. You don't realize what you are doing until it's already done." (Seranko could not be reached for comment on Thursday, and a woman who answered the phone at the Greensburg Police Department said, “Our department is not doing any more interviews on the case.”)

But Patrick Artur, a Philadelphia defense attorney who by his reckoning has handled at least 80 child pornography cases, said the prosecution of minors for photos they took themselves runs counter to the purpose of both state and federal child pornography laws: Preventing the sexual abuse of children by “dirty old men in raincoats.”

“It’s clearly overkill,” he said. “… The letter of the law seems to have been violated, but this is not the type of defendant that the legislature envisioned” in passing the statute.

Artur said that because there is no mandatory minimum sentence under Pennsylvania’s child pornography law, unlike the federal statute, the students would not necessarily be incarcerated if they are found guilty. But he noted that convictions would have "serious, serious implications," including forcing them having to register as sexual offenders for at least 10 years. 

While Artur said the prosecution of a juvenile for allegedly creating and distributing child porn was new to him, a quick review of federal and state statistics showed there have been a handful of similar cases, and several convictions.

While few minors have found themselves in court for e-mailing or posting sexy photos of themselves, there is little doubt that ubiquitous cell phones and easy access to computers have tempted many to push the erotic envelope.

The National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy reported last month that a survey of 1,280 teens and young adults found that 20 percent of the teens said they had sent or posted nude or semi nude photos or videos of themselves. That number was slightly higher for teenage girls — 22 percent — vs. boys — 18 percent.
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A Kinder, Gentler Response to Adolescent "Sexting"

A small army of educators and telecom reps met in DC to get America's conversation over "sexting" past the panic phase. Ars attended the conference, too. By Matthew Lasar | Last updated April 23, 2009 11:52 AM CT
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They came from pretty much every sector—nonprofits, government, wireless executives, and think tanks—to a day-long conference in Washington D.C. on how to respond to the panic du jour over kids, mobile phones, and sex. "Sexting," declared one panel moderator, "we might as well just get that big, giant elephant in the room. Parents are absolutely freaking every five minutes, because there's some new technology worry to have to deal with." 
The tensest moments at the conference took place during conversations between law enforcement officials and mobile industry representatives. The latter group don't want to be clobbered either. They don't want to be blamed for sexting, and they don't want to be hit with a slew of new data retention laws or regulations. 

The Family Online Safety Institute gathered them together on Wednesday for a wireless industry backed conference titled "Wireless Online Safety: Keeping Kids Safe in a Mobile Environment." And while the talk on and off podiums often centered around the "sexting" problem—tweens and teens taking cell phone shots of each other in various states of undress—the bigger focus was on how to move the public from freak-out to problem-solving mode on this phenomenon and its categorical twin: "cyber-bullying."

"My question is why we keep putting so much of this discussion in the context of crime and victimization?" asked Anne Collier of ConnectSafely.org. "The vast majority of the behavior we're talking about is adolescent behavior and risk taking. It's not criminal behavior."

The conference took place at a law office on Pennsylvania Avenue, but much of the discussion focused on the state Pennsylvania, where a state DA threatened to prosecute a pair of girl sexters for distributing child pornography (images of themselves being the alleged porn); or other states where kids caught with this stuff are being classified as sex offenders. 

Plenty of dialogue focused on how to dial down this sort of legal goose-stepping. The events' organizers even managed to find a politician who agreed that things were getting out of hand. "We have to be very careful about criminalizing these things," Georgia State Senator Don Balfour warned the gathering. "Let's not clobber these kids." It was a message that this audience of educators and child advocates wanted to hear.

Back to square one 

Ars sat down with Stephen Balkam, CEO of FOSI, during the conference lunch break, for a sense of what he hoped to see the Institute's first conference on mobile safety accomplish. A big part of the answer is educating the public, again. 

"For years we've been telling parents to put the computer in the living room, keep and eye on what your children are doing, go and hit the history button and review where they've been," Balkam explained. "Well all that advice holds true but it gets completely upended by mobile phones, PDAs, and anything that can walk around."

Given how small many devices have become, it's sometimes a challenge for parents to figure out whether they have an Internet-connected device, Balkam noted. "I'm in the business. It took me two weeks of research to work out the kind of phone to buy for my daughter and then what to switch off in it."

What did he switch off?, we asked.

"Web access," Balkam disclosed. At the time, the service didn't have adequate filters. But "I stupidly restricted her to 250 text messages a month. She blew past that in the first week. So she now has an unlimited plan but she pays me five bucks a month for that." Plus she's got to honor school night restrictions on texting.

You decide 

So a lot of the conference was about sharing intel on the latest resources. Advocates came with websites, among them Look Both Ways, a collaborative clearing house for online safety, and Webwisekids.org's new interactive game "It's Your Call." The game poses various cell phone temptations to teens, like discovering the mobile of a classmate you don't like—plus it's packed with compromising photos. "Do you send the pictures to everyone you know?" the program asks. Players then get a taste of the confluences. "It's Your Call is your chance to show that you have what it takes," the demo video says. "You choose. You decide. It's your call."

A lot of kids are going to have to make these calls. Amanda Lenhart of the Pew Internet & American Life Project came armed with a slew of stats on kids and cell phone use. A recent survey indicates that as of last year, 71 percent of teens 12 to 17 own a mobile phone (that's up from 45% in 2004). Eighty-seven percent of 17-year-olds and over half of children 12-13 years of age have one. 

And they're talking and texting like crazy. More than half of them talk with their friends on cell phones every day, and over 40 percent of them send messages to online social networks daily. But only 29% of them reported that they actually spend time with friends in person on a day-to-day basis. 

Grabbing on to laws 

The tensest moments at the conference took place during conversations between law enforcement officials and mobile industry representatives. The latter group don't want to be clobbered either. They don't want to be blamed for sexting, and they don't want to be hit with a slew of new data retention laws or regulations. 

"I think the hope is that conversations can help the industry move towards what law enforcement needs," a representative from Sprint suggested during a panel discussion, "things like following up to provide more guidelines about what we have available, without necessarily regulating or being prescriptive and saying everyone must do it this way."

He got sympathy up to a point from Monique Roth of the Department of Justices' Child Exploitation and Obscenity section. "I would not take laws off the table," she noted. "Sometimes they serve a very useful purpose. Certainly sometimes the threat of legislation is one motivating factor for industry." 

And the impetus for legislation is not something she can always control, Roth suggested. "This is the one issue that [Congressional representatives] always tend to grab onto. And I know this because I have to review all this legislation, and there's a lot of it that comes through. This is the one place where people are very motivated to try to make a difference by passing new laws."

The wireless industry is all too aware of this enthusiasm, and that's clearly one big reason why this conference was launched. But listening to the participants talk about their new applications, websites, and educational programs, it was hard to see the event as just about that. 

"We need to change the discussion from safety 'from' bad stuff to safety 'for'," Collier emphasized. "We live in a participatory culture and democracy. And we want kids to have full, healthy participation. We need to have them safe so they can fully participate in an active global society."

<http://arstechnica.com/tech-policy/news/2009/04/a-kinder-gentler-response-to-sexting.ars >
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Commentary: Is 'Sexting' Child Pornography?

    * Story Highlights

    * Mike Galanos: Teens are sending explicit photos of themselves to other kids

    * He says parents should be aware of what's happening and educate children

    * Galanos: Sexting should be punished but not treated as child pornography

By Mike Galanos, HLN

Editor's note: Mike Galanos hosts "Prime News" from 5-7 p.m. ET Mondays through Fridays on HLN. "Prime News" uses the day's most powerful headlines as a starting point for diverse perspectives, spirited debate and your points of view.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
ATLANTA, Georgia (CNN) -- "Sexting."

Have parents out there ever even heard of this term?

Whether you want to admit it or not, teenagers are sending sexual messages and naked pictures of themselves to their boyfriends and girlfriends. In most cases it's the girl sending a picture or message to the guy.

If you're thinking to yourself right now, "What's the big deal?" then you should think again. This practice can ruin our teenagers' lives.

Six teens in Greensburg, Pennsylvania, were charged as juveniles with possessing child pornography after three girls sent nude or semi-nude pictures of themselves to three boys.

It gets even worse.

A 13-year-old boy in Middletown, Ohio, is facing felony pandering obscenities charges after taping a sex act and showing it to friends at a skating party. A felony? Yes this kid needs to be punished but we don't need our 13 or 14-year-olds charged with child porn and lumped in with adult pedophiles and labeled as sex offenders.

I've spoken with several attorneys on our show and it seems there is no one reason prosecutors are opting to charge teens with child porn instead of lesser charges. Some may be doing it to "send a message."

Some may feel they have an obligation to charge these teens with the most serious offense possible and, according to the law, naked pictures of underage kids are usually considered child porn. And others may feel they are left with no options since there aren't really any laws that apply specifically to sexting.

In any case, it's clear we need to change our laws to catch up with technology.

A great illustration of why change is needed now is the story of Phillip Alpert, of Orlando, Florida. He didn't ask, but his girlfriend sexted him naked pictures of herself, according to the Orlando Sentinel. When they broke up, he mass e-mailed the photos to get back at her. Alpert, 18, was convicted of transmission of child porn and he will carry the label of "sex offender" until he is 43. He lost friends, was kicked out of school, he can't even move in with his dad because his dad lives near a school.

Should Phillip be punished? Yes. Should the six teens in Pennsylvania face consequences? Yes. But let's kick them off cheerleading squads and sports teams. Make them do community service and take classes on sex crimes. Educate other teens on the dangers of sexting. Pay a price, yes, but these young people shouldn't pay for this for the rest of their lives.

And if you think this couldn't happen to your kid, think again. Sexting is more prevalent than you think.

The National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy teamed up with CosmoGirl.com and asked over 1,200 teens about their sexual behaviors in cyberspace.

According to their study, 39 percent of teens (that's ages 13-19) are sending or posting sexually suggestive messages over IM, text or e-mail and around the same number of teens are receiving such messages. Half of those teens, 20 percent, are sending or posting nude or semi-nude pictures of themselves. That's frightening.

Why are our kids doing this?

On our show, psychotherapist Stacy Kaiser said, "What I'm finding is a lot of girls are doing this because they're hoping it will help them get or keep a boyfriend." The numbers agree with Stacy.

According to the study, 51 percent of girls say it's "pressure from guys" that's making them send sexual messages and pictures of themselves. So guys are expecting this and our girls are saying "OK." It makes me wonder how much progress we've really made in how young women are viewed and treated.

The bottom line: We need to educate, not incarcerate, our teens and it has to start with parents.

Don't let the culture indoctrinate your little boy or girl about sex before their time. So strike first as a parent. If your kids are older, let them know a digital record is for life. When little Suzie tries to win the affection of little Bobby by sexting him a picture, she is putting her future at stake. There is no control over that image or video once it gets out. But that doesn't mean little Suzie should be charged as a child pornographer.

The opinions expressed in this commentary are solely those of Mike Galanos.

Find this article at:

<http://www.cnn.com/2009/CRIME/04/08/galanos.sexting >
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OMG, Teens R “Sexting”
High school students are being punished for exchanging X-rated cellphone photos.
Tracy Clark-Flory, Nov. 25, 2008 |

Remember the 15-year-old Ohio girl who faced child pornography charges for distributing naked cellphone photos of herself? There comes news that the charges were dropped, and the case will be dismissed if she completes a diversion program. But, most interesting of all, she revealed a typically teenage oh-by-the-way revelation during the hearing: Three of the male students who received her digital offerings also sent her back X-rated snapshots of themselves; now they might face charges, too.

That's not all in the way of teens being punished for "sexting," as it is now being called. Two teenage girls in Seattle were suspended from their cheerleading team after school officials discovered that they had taken nude cellphone photos of themselves that were circulated among students. One girl sent a topless photo to her then-boyfriend, which was "accidentally" leaked to other students; the other had a female friend take a nude snapshot, which also mysteriously ended up in other students' hands.

Now the girls' parents are suing the school, accusing "administrators of violating the girls' due process rights, needlessly sharing the photos with other school staff members and failing to promptly report the matter to police as possible child pornography," reports the Seattle Post-Intelligencer. The school did not punish the students -- including a reportedly large number of football players -- who were in possession of the photos.

And there's more: Two 14-year-old girls in Livingston County, Mich., recently circulated nude cellphone pictures. In one case, the photo was sent to "as many as 200 people," according to the Detroit News. Nineteen students were suspended and roughly a dozen cellphones were confiscated by police. The other case is still being investigated.

There's a tendency to look at cases like these and dismissively conclude: Oh, well, those girls are damaged. That may be the case, sometimes -- but we certainly don't make the same assumption about a teenage boy who shares nude photos of himself. Not to mention, cases where the photos are discovered by school officials might be relatively uncommon, but I suspect that the practice of "sexting" is anything but.

It's hard to understand being very surprised at a girl taking a sexualized self-portrait, or even that she might want to share it with a boyfriend, or friends. Typically, this is not at all a safe or smart idea -- the Seattle cheerleaders being a case in point -- but we are talking about hormonally driven teenagers, after all. If we are shocked by this behavior, I think we're lying to ourselves about girls' sexuality -- especially those of us who were once teenage girls.

< http://www.salon.com/mwt/broadsheet/2008/11/25/sexting/index.html?source=rss&aim=/mwt/broadsheet >
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Her Teen Committed Suicide over ‘Sexting’

Cynthia Logan’s daughter was taunted about photo she sent to boyfriend

By Mike Celizic, TODAYShow.com contributor, updated 9:26 a.m. ET, Fri., March. 6, 2009
The image was blurred and the voice distorted, but the words spoken by a young Ohio woman are haunting. She had sent nude pictures of herself to a boyfriend. When they broke up, he sent them to other high school girls. The girls were harassing her, calling her a slut and a whore. She was miserable and depressed, afraid even to go to school.

And now Jesse Logan was going on a Cincinnati television station to tell her story. Her purpose was simple: “I just want to make sure no one else will have to go through this again.”

The interview was in May 2008. Two months later, Jessica Logan hanged herself in her bedroom. She was 18.

Conveying the message
“She was vivacious. She was fun. She was artistic. She was compassionate. She was a good kid,” the young woman’s mother, Cynthia Logan, told TODAY’s Matt Lauer Friday in New York. Still grieving over the loss of her daughter, she said she is taking her story public to warn kids about the dangers of sending sexually charged pictures and messages to boyfriends and girlfriends.

“It’s very, very difficult. She’s my only child,” Logan told Lauer. “I’m trying my best to get the message out there.”

It is a growing problem that has resulted in child pornography charges being filed against some teens across the nation. But for Cynthia Logan, “sexting” is about more than possibly criminal activity: It’s about life and death.

Last fall, the National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy surveyed teens and young adults about sexting — sending sexually charged material via cell phone text messages — or posting such materials online. The results revealed that 39 percent of teens are sending or posting sexually suggestive messages, and 48 percent reported receiving such messages.

‘She was being tortured’
Jesse Logan’s mother said she never knew the full extent of her daughter’s anguish until it was too late. Cynthia Logan only learned there was a problem at all when she started getting daily letters from her daughter’s school reporting that the young woman was skipping school.

“I only had snapshots, bits and pieces, until the very last semester of school,” Logan told Lauer.

She took away her daughter’s car and drove her to school herself, but Jesse still skipped classes. She told her mother there were pictures involved and that a group of younger girls who had received them were harassing her, calling her vicious names, even throwing objects at her. But she didn’t realize the full extent of her daughter’s despair.

“She was being attacked and tortured,” Logan said.

“When she would come to school, she would always hear, ‘Oh, that’s the girl who sent the picture. She’s just a whore,’ ” Jesse’s friend, Lauren Taylor, told NBC News.

Logan said that officials at Sycamore High School were aware of the harassment but did not take sufficient action to stop it. She said that a school official offered only to go to one of the girls who had the pictures and tell her to delete them from her phone and never speak to Jesse again. That girl was 16.

Logan suggested talking to the parents of the girls who were bullying Jesse, but her daughter said that would only open her to even more ridicule.

“She said, ‘No, I need to do something else. I’m going to go on the news,’ and that’s what she did,” Logan said.

Finding Jesse
When Cynthia Logan decided to go public with her story, she told Lauer that a school official told a local television station that he had given Jesse the option of prosecuting her tormentors. “That was not so. It’s absolutely not true,” she told Lauer. “And if he did, why didn’t I get a notice in the mail that he gave her that option?”

After her daughter’s death, Logan quit her job and was hospitalized for a time with what she described as a mental breakdown. When she spoke about finding her daughter in her bedroom last July, tears coursed down her cheeks.

Jesse had been talking about going to the University of Cincinnati to study graphic design. Her mother thought she was over the worst of the bullying. Then one of Jesse’s acquaintances committed suicide. Jesse went to the funeral. When she came home, she hanged herself.

“I just had a scan of the room, her closet doors were open,” Logan told NBC News. “And I walked over into her room and saw her hanging. The cell phone was in the middle of the floor.”

Quest for justice
Logan said she’s been through six lawyers in what has so far been an unsuccessful battle to hold school officials responsible for the bullying of her daughter.

She was joined on TODAY by Parry Aftab, an Internet security expert and activist in the battle to protect teens from the dangers that lurk in cyberspace. Aftab said that there are laws that apply.

“There absolutely is a law,” Aftab told Lauer. “It depends on the age of the child. If somebody’s under the age of 18, it’s child pornography, and even the girl that posted the pictures can be charged. They could be registered sex offenders at the end of all of this. Even at the age of 18, because it was sent to somebody under age, it’s disseminating pornography to a minor. There are criminal charges that could be made here.”

Aftab said that it is normal kids just like Jesse who fall victim to the perils of the Internet and the easy exchange of information on cell phones.

“We talked about her being a good kid, a normal kid. Those are most of the ones that are sending out those images,” she said. “Forty-four percent of the boys say that they’ve seen sexual images of girls in their school, and about 15 percent of them are disseminating those images when they break up with the girls.”

Aftab asked Logan to join her in her fight against the electronic exploitation of kids. “I’m going to get her involved in a huge campaign to allow kids to understand the consequences of this and allow schools to understand what they need to do to keep our kids alive,” she said. 

Aftab turned to Logan to see if she would help.

“Absolutely,” she said.

RELATED STORIES:
· How to find out what your teen is doing online
· Positive parenting: Get past teen stereotypes
·   Teens talk sex, drugs, alcohol
·   Teens talk about parental trust
·   Teens talk about the Internet
· Late teen’s mom calls for prison in cyberbullying case
· Mom: Verdict is repudiation of cyberbullies
· Tina Meier calls for ‘life sentence’ for Drew
· Jay McGraw on dealing with cyberbullies
· Cyberbullying: A serious issue
RELATED LINK:

· “Teen Texting, Sexting, and Suicide II” @ < http://www.genelalor.com/blog1/?p=924 >
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Sexting 101: A Guide for Parents

Fri. Mar 20, 2009 | 1:08 PM
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OMG. You won't believe what kids are saying these days.
We confronted the sexting epidemic on the "Tyra Show," but do you know if your kids are involved in any illicit sext-ual affairs? Not only are these racy reads beyond inappropriate and hazardous to your phone bill, they can also get the send-ees in some hot water. 

Here's a crash course in sexting 101.

Legal Limit
Between social networking sites and picture messaging, there's a lot of platforms for your underage daughter to show off pictures of her increasingly adult looking bod. Of course, most teen girls are going to experiment with taking cute or even flirty pictures of themselves -- usually this isn't a reason to freak out. However, as the clothes come off, the cause for alarm should go up. Besides the sexual implications this could have, sending this type of picture can also get sexy senders in trouble for distribution of child pornography. It seems extreme -- but it has happened.

Cyber Speak
Just what are they saying with all that "LMAO," "TTFN," junk!? Abbreviated "text speak" can be perfectly innocent -- like saying ILYS to her BFF -- but other texts be a little racier than they appear. Here's a quick-tionary of some of the more scandalous ones:
8- Oral sex
9/99- Parent is watching / Parent is no longer watching
FB- F*** Buddy
FWB- Friends With Benefits
GAP?- Got A Pic?
IPN- I'm Posting Naked
MOS- Mom Over Shoulder
P&C- Private & Confidential

Intervention
As a parent -- especially one of a teenager -- we know you might not want to interfere in your child's personal life. However, if you're footing the bill it's within your right to inquire why your kid had over 1,000 text messages this past month -- a number that high is reason enough to start asking questions. To prevent over the top texting, get on a family plan with an "allowance" feature -- where you can reward your kids with more texting a month or punish them with less. 

Kristina Grish, author of "The Joy of Text" suggests taking these 3 simple steps to stop your teen from sexting:
1. Limit phone features like text messaging
2. Have passwords for your kids phones, e-mails & profiles
3. If your kids have an online profile you can be their friend and monitor their behavior
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· "Everyone's Doing It..."
· Thursday's Show: Pressure To Be Promiscuous
· How Good is Your Self Esteem?
· Teen Talk: Ending Violence before It Starts
· Dating Violence Follow-Up
Tyra Banks Show:  < http://tyrashow.warnerbros.com/2009/03/sexting_101_a_guide_for_parent.php >
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In Contempt

by Kevin Moore




If you have not heard of "sexting" — a neologism I suspect does not originate with the young people who practice it, but mostly likely arises from media hype — I recommend highly three excellent articles from the Wide, Wide World of Web: 

· Judith Levine's "What's The Matter With Teen Sexting?" at The American Prospect, where I first learned about this "trend." She makes the point I illustrate in the final panel of this cartoon, that teens face greater risks from the adults in their lives than from each other.

· Dahlia Lithwick's "Textual Misconduct: What to do about teens and their dumb naked photos of themselves" provides an insightful legal analysis of how the misuse of child porn laws by prosecutors does more harm than good. In fact, there is no "good." It's all harm.

· Tracy Clark-Flory's "The new pornographers" covers similar ground to Lithwick, but also hits upon our culture's "pathological fear" of juvenile sexuality.

< http://www.webcomicsnation.com/kevinmoore/incontempt/series.php?view=single&ID=142801 >

