To Jennifer's Rescue—a WebQuest

Jennifer Toms, a thirteen-year-old girl from New York, was in big trouble. It all started when her mother came into her room after midnight. 

"Oh, Mom," Jennifer said looking embarrassed. "I just was talking to my friend Taylor and didn't realize what time it was. I know I'm not supposed to be on the computer now, but I don't have to go to school tomorrow. I was just chatting."

But things got worse. When her mother asked about Taylor, she found out that Taylor was someone Jennifer met in a chat room. Jennifer tried to explain that Taylor was a really nice girl her age, but her mother insisted that Taylor could be anyone. Jennifer thought that was ridiculous.

"Tomorrow," her mother told her, "before you are allowed to go to Maria's party, I want you to find five sites that describe how to use chat rooms and instant messaging safely. I want you to be able to tell me how, if you expect me to allow chat rooms and instant messaging, you can keep yourself safe."

The next day Jennifer got up early because she wanted to get her stupid punishment done fast. Heading right to a search engine, she typed, "chat rooms" and got over 20 million sites. Next she tried "chat room problems" and up came more than 10 million hits. "I'll just use some from the first page and get this over with."

That's when Penny Packet was called in, for the sites Jennifer was going to use weren't all ones she should use. Some were about technical problems, which didn't have anything to do with what she was searching for anyway, and some were adult sites, not meant for kids Jennifer's age. Penny didn't want to carry packets to Jennifer that would make her mother even angrier. So to keep Jennifer from getting into more trouble, Penny and some of her friends went by satellite to Australia to check out the CyberSmart Kids site. 

"This is a perfect site for Jennifer," Penny said. "It's not just boring rules. It's a quiz that will help Jennifer learn what she needs. Besides, she can link to other parts of this site and get even more information.

Penny and the others carrying the packets from the Australian site had to fight a particularly bad meteor shower as they carried their packets back to New York. 

"I think Jennifer needs to learn about places where kids can chat safely," Penny said. "She can go to KidLink, for example, and see how kids are learning about kids in other countries while they chat online. Penny and her friends zipped off to KidLink to check out the site. There they found that kids could chat on Kidlink in different languages.

Just when Penny returned from KidLink, her Uncle Peter showed up. "You should include some sites that have rules about using the Internet."

"Boring!" Penny rolled her eyes. Her friends agreed.

"You should realize that Jennifer's mother will expect her to come up with sites like Family Internet and SafeKids that feature lots of information to help parents keep their children safe."

Penny wasn't sure kids would want to go to these sites. "But aren't these sites just for parents?"

"They are for parents and kids. Besides, the rules are for kids, aren't they?"

"I guess you're right." Penny and her friends left to check out the sites.

"Watch out for hacker packets," her uncle called. "I hear there are some nasty ones out there today."

Uncle Peter was right. Pieces of files and software sent out by hackers were making it tough for the packets to get through the Internet. The hacker packets caused lots of congestion, which slowed the Internet down. Jennifer hoped she'd be able to get the information from the sites fast, but Penny and the other packets were caught up in all the congestion.

"Why do hackers do this?" Penny wasn't happy with the situation. "It's not one bit funny. There are people all over the world waiting for information they need." 

"Yeah," one of Penny's friends said, "hackers think they are smart because they can mess up things, but what they are doing is wasting everyone's time—and their time, too. Pretty lame."

"Mom, can I do this later and go over to Maria's now?" Jennifer asked. "The Internet is really slow today."

"No," her mother answered. "Maybe you should call Maria and tell her you can't make it?"

For the last site, Penny told her friends that she was determined to take Jennifer to a great place for kids her age. It would teach her about Keeping Personal Information Private, which Jennifer must do if she was going to go to chat rooms and do instant messaging. Penny sent herself through cables to the Internet Smarts slideshows on the PowertoLearn site, but while she was returning with her packet, she got held up by problems caused by an electric motor that was near the cable. The interference from the motor and some florescent lights almost caused her to lose her packet. Some of her friends lost theirs, and they had to return to the site to pick them up again. Finally, Penny and all the other packets arrived at Jennifer's computer. 

Just as Jennifer was thinking she'd have to miss the party, Penny and her friends arrived with a perfect site. 

"Mom," Jennifer called, "look at this. Here's a neat slideshow that tells me everything."  Jennifer and her mom went through the slideshow together and then they browsed the other sites Jennifer found. 

"I understand, Mom, " Jennifer said. "I really do. Taylor could be anyone—who she said she was or someone pretending to be a 13-year-old girl. It could have been someone in my class making a joke or trying to find out information from me. I don't know."

"Well, her mother replied, "you do know who Maria is, so you'd better get over to the party."

