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I spent this morning reading my oldest daughter’s online diary. And that of her younger 
sister. Her cousins. Her best friends. Her boyfriend…

How’d I get there? I did a 5-second Yahoo! search on my daughter’s boyfriend’s name. 
The first site that came up was his Xanga blog. It didn’t take long clicking through 
his Subscriptions to find my 
daughter’s blog. From her blog, 
I meandered through the online 
musings of her friends. And 
their friends. Each new blog 
gave me links to the next. I’m 
starting to feel like I’ve spent 
the morning reading the diaries 
of half the kids in this county.

I won’t tell them, of course. 
None of them gave me their 
links and I’m ABSOLUTELY sure 
they weren’t meaning for me 
to read the stuff they posted. 
The content was  really eye-
opening. I’m still floored by 
some of the incredibly personal things the kids said. It’s like they think they’re the only 
people living on the Net. I have to wonder how they’ll feel about those same comments 
when they’ve grown out of adolescence but their teen musings live on in perpetuity in 
cyber space…

—Anonymous Mom
Except where otherwise noted, content in this publication is licensed under the Creative  
Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 United States License, available  
at http://creative commons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/us/legalcode
ISBN 978-0-615-37366-9
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Unless you’re a pretty atypical teen, chances are that you know about blogs, at 
least in the abstract. Fourteen percent of American teens actually keep a blog. 
An even larger number “blog” their experiences on integrated social networking 
sites that include blogging features. What’s the difference? A blog is much more 
detailed, and definitely more text based. Social networking sites limit “status” 
entries (which mimic blog entries) to roughly a short paragraph. That’s more than 
a tweet, but definitely less than a blog. A traditional blog entry looks more like 
a 5- paragaph essay. That probably explains why only 14% of teens keep regu-
lar blogs. As Tom Ewing points out in Teens Don’t Blog?, “Voluntary writing at 
length is always going to be a niche, no matter how easy it is to do, and it’s not 
surprising that the much faster moving and more social world of status updates is 
more attractive to more people.” Still 14% is about one in six and those 60 million 
status updates posted to Facebook each day have the same limitations and dangers 
as their longer cousins. 

If you’re one of the teens who keeps a blog (or regularly posts status updates), have 
you thought about what types of things it’s OK to post? Or wondered what will 
happen to your postings in years to come? In this chapter, we talk about the im-
plications of having an online blog and how to do so without compromising your 
safety or your future. We’ll also talk about the history of the blogging community.

10.1 So What’s a Blog?
A blog is short for “weblog”—a website that consists of a series of data entries. 
Much like an online journal or diary, some blogs are standalone. That is, they 
don’t link to other sites. However, most blogs contain links to other blogs and sites 
of interest. While it can look, and sometimes function, like a diary, a blog is really 
a very public record. In fact, one of the problems with blogs in terms of protecting 
individual privacy is that too many users seem to treat them as if they really were 
private diaries instead of public records.

Blog A web-based log containing text entries ordered by date (like a journal) as well as 
links to other sites.

In industry terms, blogs are a fairly recent phenomena, dating only from the mid- 
to late-1990s. According to some experts, the first blog appeared in 1993, but 
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there’s some question whether Mosaic’s What’s New Page really meets the criteria 
of a blog as we understand it today. While it certainly did contain the expected 
links to other sites of interest, it also lacked the personal “diary-style” touch that 
defines the essence of today’s blogs.

Some experts date the first blog to 1997. That was when John Barger actually 
coined the term weblog to describe his Robot Wisdom Weblog. Another blogger, 
Peter Merholz, later shortened “weblog” to create the term “blog” that we use 
today. As you’ll note from the incredibly hard-to-read screenshot, this was long 
before the free web-log creation programs that simplify creating crisp web pages 
that are easy to read and navigate.

John Barger’s Robot Wisdom Weblog 
http://www.robotwisdom.com/

Today, blogs are much more polished and considerably easier to create. With the 
advent of free blog creation programs, bloggers no longer need to understand 
HTML—the programming language used to create web pages—or really have any 
knowledge of even basic web page creation. 

HTML HyperText Markup Language. The programming language used to create web 
pages.
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10.2 Blogging Makes the Big Time
While blogging dates to the mid-1990s, it didn’t really take off until Prya released 
the tool Blogger, which allowed less savvy users to create and maintain blogs with-
out becoming webmasters in the process. Blogger expanded the blogging commu-
nity from a few dozen techno-elites and opened the door for the rest of the Internet 
community. 

The rush of would-be-bloggers through that 
door was astounding. In 1999, Jesse James 
Garrett, editor of Infosif, published a website 
listing all of the blogs known to exist at that 
time. There were 23. Today, there are mil-
lions. According to Technorati, a tracking 
firm in San Francisco, a new blog or two is 
created just about every second of every day. 

Bloggers discuss everything from yesterday’s 
social studies test to international events and 
national policy. Political blogs have taken off 
to the point that some bloggers were issued 
official press passes to cover the major party 
conventions preceding the last two Presiden-
tial Elections. 

For most teens, however, maintaining a blog rates much closer to keeping a public 
journal than being part of the media establishment. As such, teens tend to keep 
their blogs within mostly teen friendly environments.

10.3 Say WHAT?!!!
Blogging has become an apparently permanent part of the teen culture. That’s 
not necessarily a bad thing. Teens have some pretty intense philosophical discus-
sions in some of those blogs. Kevin Krim, head of subscriptions at the company 
that owns blog-site LiveJournal, points out, “For every off-color picture you 
might find, you are also going to find a number of kids having really interesting 

Top Teen Blogs

If you’re looking to create your 
own blog, or just want to read 
blogs probably written by other 
teens, here’s a few good recom-
mendations on where to go:

	 •	 Xanga

	 •	 LiveJournal

	 •	 Blogger.com

Even teens who take an alternate 
path can find an online blogging 
community at HomeschoolBlogger.
com.
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conversations about their developing views of spirituality, what they think about 
war. Those are good things to be thinking about.”

The trick with blogs, as with all areas of Inter net technology, is to keep the good 
while avoiding the clearly bad or dangerous. The good part is that blogs provide an 
easy, motivating forum in which teens hone their wit, unknowingly practice their 
writing skills, and essentially document their adolescence. However, as Elizabeth 
Armstrong pointed out in the Christian Science Monitor, while a blog may be 
an easy online diary, it’s a diary to which “the rest of the world now has peeping 
rights.” 

With blogging, a truly dangerous area is that kids provide FAR too much personal 
information. A substantial number of teen bloggers include their full names on 
their sites. Over half publish their locations or contact information. If the only 
people reading their blogs were other teens, that might be OK. Of course, they 
aren’t. Putting personally identifying information in your blog can put you at con-
siderable risk from unsavory characters online. 

Of course, there’s always the danger of 
creepy characters anyplace a large number 
of teens gather. And blogs are certainly one 
of those places. Mary Ellen Handy, a middle 
school technology coordinator, reports that 
a full third of her 250 students keep blogs. 
That’s expected. What’s frightening is that 
only 5% of those students’ parents knew 
that. While that low number might surprise 
you, it undoubtedly wouldn’t surprise Ed-
ward Parmelee, a special agent with the FBI’s 
Jackson Mississippi cyber crime squad. A fre-
quent speaker at schools, Parmelee notes that 
when he mentions blogging to parent groups, 
“We get these deer-in-headlights stares. They 
don’t even know what we’re talking about.” 

Blogging No-No’s

Be a safety-conscious blogger! 
Never post:

	 •	 Your	full	name

	 •	 Your	address

	 •	 Your	phone	number

	 •	 Your	age

	 •	 Anything	you	wouldn’t	want	
your mother to see!

	 •	 Anything	you	wouldn’t	want	
a future employer to see

	 •	 Anything	that	could	com-
promise your college 
acceptance
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If your parents are among the uninformed, this could be your chance to bring 
them up to speed. While you may not want them reading your own blog on a 
regular basis, your parents are your first and best defense. You should keep them 
in the loop enough to allow them to help you make good decisions for your own 
protection.

10.4 Object Permanence
Another problem with the proliferation of teen blogs is that most teens have no idea 
just how long those blogs will be around. That could be a very, very long time. 

If you’re wondering just how long those old blog entries you’ve made can hang 
around, have a look at the screen shot below. These are the entries made on 
 Mosaic’s What’s New Page at its inception back in 1993. 

Mosaic’s What’s New Page, June 1993 
http://archive.ncsa.uiuc.edu/SDG/Software/Mosaic/Docs/ 

old-whats-new/whats-new-0693.html
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Unlike physical diaries or journals, blog entries are public creatures, not private. 
Once you’ve added a new entry to your blog, those words become easily acces-
sible to nearly every person on earth who has Internet access. Many blogs are 
completely open, not even requiring readers to log in. Xanga.com, a popular teen 
blogging site, is exactly like that. The anonymous mom in our case study at the 
front of the chapter didn’t need to actually log into Xanga to read her teen’s online 
postings. She simply ran a quick Yahoo! search. 

Even sticking to sites that limit access to other members hardly restricts access 
to your blog entries. Just how difficult was it for you to create a free blog online? 
What makes you think that your mom, your school principal, or even a prospec-
tive employer 10 years from now couldn’t do the same?

10.5 Bloggers Eat Their Own
While teens maintain blogs that are often a bit too personal, they are still , for the 
most part,  fairly positive. Some of the supposed grown-ups in the blogosphere 
aren’t quite so well behaved. An unfortunate side effect of the growth of the blog-
ging culture has been the emergence of the attack blog. 

Blogosphere The blogging community as a whole. This includes all blogging forums, 
blogging sites, and individually maintained blogs.

Attack blogs exist partly, and sometimes wholly, to say unpleasant things about 
others. Sometimes they attack political adversaries. Other times, they take aim at 
competitors. Or simply people or products the blog writer just doesn’t like.

10.5.1 Attack Blogs
Negative blogs, often called Attack blogs, surfaced as a major problem as far 
back as the 1990s. Often taking the form of “attack-the-company” websites, at-
tack blogs began as a way for dissatisfied customers, unscrupulous competitors, 
and disgruntled former employees to attack firms using a wide platform and rela-
tive anonymity. Thanks to a spate of lawsuits, that particular tide of accusations 
has abated. In its place, the darker side of the blogosphere is now sporting a host of 
personal attack blogs. 
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Attack blog A blog written specifically to attack an individual, company, or group. 

Personal attack blogs are simply another media for cyberbullying and generally 
take one of two forms. The most obvious attack blogs are blatant attacks on a 
specific person. This could be negative statements on another teen’s blog, or even 
an entire blog devoted to trashing the victim. One such blog, called Kill Kylie, 
Incorp orated, was filled with vulgar accusations against then 8th grade Kylie. (Kylie 
was so distressed by the attack blog, apparently put up by schoolmates, that she 
eventually changed schools.) The less obvious attack blogs are designed to look like 
they’re written by the victim. The idea is to trash the victim’s reputation by making 
it look as if the person is admitting to something horrible like killing cats in their 
spare time or lobbying in favor of child pornography.

If you are the victim of an attack blog, chances are that you know your attacker. A 
National Children’s Home study found that almost three-fourths (73%) of cyber-
bullying victims know their attackers. While your first instinct may be to respond 
to the attack with your own posts, or even your own opposing blog, that’s often 
not a good idea. If you want to hush up a nasty rumor, it’s probably not in your 
best interests to scream back at someone sitting on a very large and very public 
soap box. And, that’s a pretty good description of where attack bloggers sit.

This is something to think about if you find yourself considering, or in the midst 
of, a blog battle. Take the advice of Robert Mahaffey, a cyber crime investigator 
for the Mississippi Attorney General’s office. “The Internet is the wild, wild West 
of the 21st century, and it should be viewed that way.” Thankfully, attack bloggers 
are a very small minority of the blogging community. Daniel Lyons points that out 
on Forbes.com, noting that “Attack blogs are but a sliver of the rapidly expanding 
blogosphere.” Of course, gun slingers and outlaws were also a small part of the old 
West. That didn’t mean that they weren’t a real threat. Attack bloggers are a simi-
larly dangerous minority. Taunting them by posting back definitely isn’t very wise.

While responding online often just encourages the attackers, that doesn’t mean 
you should simply ignore the attacks. Your best bet is to report the abuse instead. 
Blogging sites now ban attack blogs so you may be successful in having the offend-
ing site removed. If your attackers are still in school, you may also find recourse 
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through official school channels. Many schools have bans on attack blogs—even 
when written outside of school hours. For more information about how to better 
protect yourself, read Chapter 6, Cyberbullying. 

10.5.2 Legal Repercussions
Another good reason not to respond to attack blogs is that you don’t want to be 
dragged into any ensuing legal battles. When adults begin throwing unsupported 
accusations at each other, the inclination on all sides is to run for a lawyer. 

Libel (publishing statements that you know to be untrue) is not only ungracious, 
it’s illegal. If you’re convicted of libel you could find yourself forced to pay for 
any damage that you caused to your victim’s reputation or livelihood. This can 
be very, very expensive. Let’s imagine that you decide to really trash a company’s 
new weight loss product. You announce in your blog that not only did you not 
lose any weight, but you blew up like a balloon and developed a nasty rash across 
your face. You even post a photo of poor you with the horrible rash that was all 
their fault. Now, let’s imagine that you actually got that swelling and rash by being 
stung by a wasp. You just used the picture to get back at them because you read 
somewhere that they were using animal testing on their products. Your motives 
might have been honorable, but your postings still constituted libel. If the company 
sued you (and they just might if you damaged their sales enough), you could be on 
the hook for all the money they could have made in the next twenty years if the 
reputation of their product hadn’t been trashed. 

Are you likely to be convicted for nasty comments that you make in your blog? 
Probably not. On the other hand, you’re not likely to go to jail for stealing your 
neighbor’s newspaper every morning. Keeping your web postings honest (and your 
hands off of your neighbor’s news) is just the right thing to do.

10.6 Thinking Ahead
Like email (which often stays on your ISP’s mail servers long after you’ve deleted 
your copy and forgotten its content), blog entries also don’t really go away when 
you’ve moved on and forgotten about them. They live on in backup drives and 
archive files. They may even live on sitting on someone else’s website. How often 
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have you copied something you found especially profound or funny and pasted it 
into your website? Someone else out there may have done the same thing with your 
postings.

Throughout history, teens have always done and said stupid things they’ve come 
to regret as they entered adulthood. What’s changed is that Xanga blogs, YouTube 
movie clips, and MySpace photos can now document those mistakes—maybe 
forever. 

In recent history, a number of persons nominated to the U.S. Supreme Court have 
been forced to withdraw over allegations of poor decisions that they made in the 
1960s. Just imagine if those decisions had been documented online by the nomi-
nees themselves. In 30 years we could have Congressional Committees skip the 
FBI checks on prospective jurors and turn instead to the archive files of old blogs. 
Given some of the teen blogs we recently read, we can envision a Supreme Court 
filled with nine empty chairs. At the very least, there’d be an awful lot of thor-
oughly embarrassed grandparents. Don’t be one of them.

10.7 The Right Way to Blog
We hope this section doesn’t sound too negative. We’re really trying to avoid the 
“big hairy monsters on the Internet” tone. Because our job in this book is to give 
you the information you need to help protect you from the nasty side of cyber-
space, that’s a little bit unavoidable.

Still, we don’t want to leave you with the idea that blogging is a bad thing. It’s not. 
We realize that your blogs are an important part of your online existence. Your 
entries over time can show a clear record of your emotional growth, a web-based 
documentary of your development into a thoughtful, exciting individual.

To take advantage of the boons of the blogosphere, you just need to follow a few 
simple rules:

	 •	 Be honest. This means you should maintain your integrity on several levels. 
Obviously, you should only publish blog entries you know to be true. You 
should also be honest about yourself. If you need to lie about your age to 
participate in a particular blogging forum, you know in your heart that you 
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really shouldn’t be there. There are blogs that are open to teens of all ages. 
For your own protection, stay out of the forums intended only for adults and 
teens older than you.

	 •	 Don’t be too honest. There are some things your blog audience really doesn’t 
need to know. These include any bits of information that would personally 
identify you. Your name. Your address or even the name of your town. Your 
school name. The full names of any friends or acquaintances. For your own 
protection, you need to keep your personal information off the Net.

	 •	 Use discretion. Always remember that your blog is a PUBLIC record. Don’t 
post anything you wouldn’t be comfortable sharing with Grandma over din-
ner at Thanksgiving.

	 •	 Think ahead. Never forget that your blog entries may very well outlive you. 
Before you post something, ask yourself how you’ll feel about that entry next 
month or next year. Or well into the next decade. Do you really need to blog 
this, or can you skip it and go talk to a friend in person?

	 •	 If you can’t say anything nice… 
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