Parental controls help monitor net activity
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Karla Luckow's 15-year old daughter ran away three weeks ago and was found safe in Casper a few days later. According to her daughter's recent Internet history -- which Luckow was able to research thanks to parental controls on the family's home computer -- the episode could have ended much worse.

On Saturday, Feb. 25, Luckow's daughter went out with a friend and promised to be back home by 9 p.m. Instead, she came in around 11, and Karla grounded her. On Monday night, her daughter wanted to go out again.

"What part of 'grounded' don't you understand?" Karla asked her that night, and the next morning she was missing.

"I'm so scared," she said March 1. "She's never been gone this long."

Luckow called the police and the Department of Family Services, and she also did some investigative work on her own. She checked her daughter's Internet log.

As more and more stories of online predators stalking minors have surfaced, the demand for parental controls has increased. Parental controls allow parents to monitor the Internet use of their children -- from tracking the amount of time they spend on certain Web sites to blocking them from visiting ones with explicit language or images.

The Microsoft Windows software on Luckow's computer allowed her to see what her daughter was doing on the home computer, but it didn't track what she was up to on other computers. Realizing this, Luckow created her own parental controls. She supervised the setup of her daughter's Yahoo! e-mail account, and Luckow knew the answer to the personal question that allowed her to access her daughter's password.

Once inside her daughter's e-mail, Luckow found that she'd been e-mailing and instant messaging people with confessed ages ranging from 16 to 54. Some of the correspondents suggested that she should run away and come live with them in places as far off as Texas, Luckow said.

Fortunately, the girl was found here in her home town, but Luckow said she was floored by what her daughter was getting into on the Internet.

She's not alone, and several related companies have been responding to the call for more security on the Internet. This week, Microsoft announced that it's creating a free, Web-based safety service called Windows Live Family Safety Settings.

"In 2005, there were 2,669 reports of online enticement of children for sexual acts to the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children’s CyberTipline," Ryan Hamlin, General Manager, Microsoft Technology Care and Safety Group, said in a recent Microsoft press release. "While no measure could guarantee 100 percent safety against these or any other threats, we’ve designed Family Safety Settings to provide a lot of options for parents, allowing them to set guidelines based on age, family values, etc."

MySpace.com, a popular blogging Web site popular amongst teens, recently hired a "safety czar" to monitor the site and assuage the fears of parents. Yahoo! requires e-mail users age 13 and under to sign up for a "family account." There is also plenty of independent Internet monitoring software available, such as Net Nanny and Cyber Patrol.

When Luckow told her daughter that she and her husband had looked at her e-mail, she said her privacy had been invaded and that her parents didn't trust her anymore.

Luckow had a quick response to that.

"It's my job to keep you safe," Luckow told her.

