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CHILDREN OF SCREEN AND MONITOR

Children of Screen And Monitor1

Estonian Schoolchildren
in the New Media Environment

EPP LAUK

Estonia, at Independence in 1991, was a digital desert compared to Western European
countries. The digital revolution that was encircling the globe coincided with a major
societal transition – the change from communism to democracy and a free market
economy – in Estonia.

The experience of the digital revolution in the West was a ‘natural evolution’ in a
stable environment. By contrast the experience in Estonia was just one of many elements
in a frenetic environment that affected all spheres of life.

It would be reasonable to assume that in these circumstances the technological inno-
vations in the fields of mass communication and information would generate a slightly
different response from the Estonian society compared to the West.

Young people are most open-minded and inquisitive about innovations and new ideas
but they are also the most vulnerable. While access for children to the detrimental ele-
ments of the traditional mass media was and is easier to control, children in the modern
media environment are permitted a potentially harmful level of unrestricted access.

Access to computers and the Internet in Estonia, for a period of about five years af-
ter Independence, was limited to specialists in, for example, research institutions and a
few media organisations. The growth of access during the second half of the decade has
been exponential. By 1999 nearly one-fifth of the adult population in Estonia had an
experience of using the Internet. Five years later, 2004, almost half the adult population
(47%) had used the Internet. The most active users of computers and the Internet are
young people in the age range of 12 to 19 years. Over 80% of them are regular users of
the Internet today (Randver 2004).

The goal of the Ministry of Education, through the State funded Tiger’s Leap Project,
is that every Estonian school child will have access to a PC with Internet connection by
2005. As a result all Estonian schools are currently well equipped with PCs and Internet
connections. Over three quarters of them have broadband connection and the rest have dial-
up connection. One of the key concepts of the Tiger’s Leap Project is to provide school-
children with the necessary IT skills within the regular curricula. The State also supports
the creation of virtual learning environments (e.g., www.vedur.ee; www.miksike.ee).

Nevertheless computers and the Internet in the learning process comprise only one
segment of the media environment in which schoolchildren live. As consumers of tech-
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nology, information and entertainment they are viewed as legitimate targets by the media
markets. Research has revealed that the development of Information and Communication
Technologies (ICT) changes media consumption (Fasick 1992, Livingstone & Bovill
2001, Holloway & Valentine 2003). The media as an object becomes even more attrac-
tive than their content. The technology is innovative but relatively expensive and as a
result ownership is increasingly a sign of status. Families with children, according to
several studies (Mackey 1997, Luukka et al. 2001, Livingstone 2002a, Randver 2004),
are the most active in the use of the media and have more technology at home.

There is a widely held assumption that “putting a computer on a child’s desk, and
providing IT teaching, will produce a technologically literate adult of tomorrow who will
be able to adapt to, and take advantage of, the information society” (Holloway & Val-
entine 2003: 40). There are, however, sophisticated implications on social development
in the use of modern media. Children should simultaneously develop both technological
skills and skills for the critical analysis of the information and entertainment they receive
through the mass media.

The intense promotion of ICT and technological skills in Estonian schools has not,
until now, been accompanied by regular media literacy teaching. A few schools had in-
troduced media literacy curricula on their own initiative. Finally, from 2004, media lit-
eracy is being introduced in all schools as an integral element of the curricula.

The growing concern is that relatively unlimited access by children to sophisticated
mass media technology puts them into a subtly manipulative environment. The promo-
tion of children’s awareness and critical attitude through teaching media at school is
generally considered to be one of the means of counterbalance. The concern in Estonia
is the insufficient knowledge of children’s actual use of the media and lack of expertise
in the teaching of media.

A great deal of research has been conducted worldwide on both children’s media envi-
ronment from different aspects (e.g., Angeles-Bautista 1999, Buckingham 2000, Drotner
2000, Endestad et al. 2004, Feilitzen & Carlsson 2002, Livingstone 2002a etc) as well as
the schools’ and teachers’ experience of teaching media (e.g., Masterman 1985, Fleming
1993, Varis 1999, Potter 2001). The results, conclusions and experiences of other coun-
tries could be applied to the local situation with greater benefit if the characteristics of the
prevailing media environment have been mapped out. To monitor the results of the ‘Tiger’s
Leap Project’, a survey (‘Tiiger Luubis’/ Tiger under Magnifier) was carried out in 2000
focussing on how the schoolchildren’s ICT skills and knowledge had developed since the
project’s beginning in 1997. In the winter of 2001/2002, the Department of Journalism and
Communication of Tartu University conducted a survey to map out the Estonian school-
children’s everyday media environment and their use of ICT.

This article is based on the data of the latter survey with the references to ‘Tiiger Luubis’.
The article focuses on the access to and use of the media and communication devices by
Estonian schoolchildren, the intensity and purpose of using computers and the Internet and
the problems that the education system faces in connection with the use of ICT by younger
generations. The analysis is mainly made from gender, age and ethnic perspectives.

The Survey
The survey was carried out among 1 131 schoolchildren in the age range of 12 to 19
years (focussing on three age groups: 12-13 years, 15-16 years and 18-19 years) in both
Estonian and Russian-speaking schools, in urban and rural locations. The sample was
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representative of school children of this age range in Estonia. This survey is the largest
that has ever been conducted about school children’s media use in Estonia. The survey
had three parts: a) general indicators of social and economic background, b) general
media use and ownership, and c) use of computers and Internet.

Ownership of the ICT Devices by Schoolchildren
Media and communications equipment have become an integral part of the young Esto-
nian people’s everyday lives. There are about 150 000 families with school children in
Estonia. Most family homes have, according to our survey, at least one TV and radio set,
58% have video-players and half have CD players. The number of the families where
children have a TV or radio set for their personal use is growing. Half of the respond-
ents had their own radio set, a quarter had a TV set in their bedrooms, and 43% reported
having a mobile phone. While in 2000, 44% of schoolchildren had a home PC (Tiiger
Luubis 2001) this had increased to 47% by 2002. This three per cent increase means that
4500 families obtained a home PC during that period. Personal ownership of PCs has
increased even more: in 2000, about one third of home PCs were considered to be per-
sonal property by schoolchildren (Tiiger Luubis 2001); in 2002 the share was 55%.

37% of respondents had Internet connection at home, of which more than half was
broadband connection. However, only one fifth of the connected homes are in the rural
areas, where the main type of connection is still dial-up. Insufficiency of Internet home
connections is, however, balanced by the fact that nearly 90% of pupils have access to
the Internet at school, although the time available to each pupil is limited.

Researchers are quite unanimous in stating that boys have more electronic hardware for
their use than girls (Livingstone 2002a, Johnsson-Smaragdi 2002, Tufte 2003, Endestad et
al. 2004). This applies to Estonian children as well (see table 1). The number of boys who
had a personal PC is twice as big as the number of girls and this had not changed from 2000
to 2002. More than a third of boys (35%) claimed to possess a personal computer compared
to only 19% of girls. It is also possible that the boys tend to consider the only computer at
home as ‘their own’ when being the most frequent users of it.

Table 1. Ownership of Media Items by Gender (% of respondents)

Boys Girls All
(508) (623)  (1 131)

TV set 31 22 26

Radio set 56 55 55

CD player 29 23 26

Game console 18  8 13

Video-recorder 16  9 12

Mobile phone 42 43 43

Computer 35 19 26

Hi-fi 28 23 25

Contrary to the expectations, age seems not to play a noteworthy role in the ownership
of the media devices. The youngest children surveyed (12 years olds) possess almost as
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much digital equipment, and as frequently use a home Internet connection as the oldest
age group surveyed (19 years olds). The only significant difference appeared in the
ownership of mobile phones. While one third of the youngest age group own mobile
phones, twice as many mobile owners can be found in the oldest group.

Wartella (2002: 27) has reported that in the USA, 78% of homes of White youths have
at least one computer, which is considerably more than the 55% for African Americans
or the 48% for Hispanic youth. The difference in ownership was explained by the socio-
economic backgrounds of the three ethnic communities. On the basis of this report on
America the assumption could be made that the indigenous Estonian schoolchildren
would own more modern media devices than their counterparts in the Russian-speaking
minority. The survey shows the opposite case – Russian pupils own more electronic
media equipment than Estonian pupils (see table 2) with the exception of mobile phones,
where Estonian schoolchildren have almost achieved parity.

Table 2. Estonian and Russian Schoolchildren’s Ownership of Media and Communication
Equipment (% of respondents)

Estonian Russian
(833) (298)

TV set 23 35

Radio set 53 62

CD player 20 42

Game console  7 28

Video-recorder  8 25

Mobile phone 42 45

Computer 22 36

Hi-fi 21 35

Although Russian-speaking pupils have clearly greater accessibility to all forms of elec-
tronic infotainment and communication equipment, their homes are less frequently
equipped with an Internet connection than Estonian children’s homes. Among those re-
spondents who had connection from home (N=422), one fifth were Russian and four
fifths were Estonian children. However, in Russian homes the broadband connection is
more frequent (69% of connected homes) than in Estonian homes (51%).

These differences can at least partly be explained by the fact that most of the Russian
population in Estonia lives in the cities where the average living standard is higher than
in the rural areas. Broadband connection is also more accessible in the cities than in the
countryside. It could also be argued that the status that the new media and communica-
tion equipment confers on owners may be more appreciated by the youth of a minority
group in Estonia – the Russian-speaking population – than the youth of the majority.

More than the level of income or ethnic origin the urban life style seems to influence
the ownership of electronic equipment. For example, in the industrial urban centres of
North-Eastern Estonia where there is a high level of unemployment, more families of
schoolchildren have computers at home than in the agricultural areas with lower, but
more stable incomes and less unemployment (Tiiger Luubis 2001). There cannot be
detected such a clear-cut correlation between families’ income and ownership of com-
puters as, for example, in America (Wartella 2002). The families with relatively lower
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income try to obtain at least a second hand computer regarding it important for children’s
education and development. This was the main motive for obtaining a home PC given by
Estonian families with children, rural families and people in the age range from 25 to 49
with secondary school education according to a survey in 2002 (Kalkun & Kalvet 2002).
In this respect, the motivation for families in Estonia is closer to those in Finland (cf.
Sinkko & Lehtinen 1999) and Sweden (Johnsson-Smaragdi 2002) than the US.

 As to the ownership of modern media and communication devices in Estonia, we can
detect certain elements of a ‘digital divide’ (the phenomenon is discussed, for example,
by Norris 2002, May 2002, Kalkun & Kalvet 2002, Sassi 2003), where the dividing line
clearly goes between rural and urban areas. This is balanced, however, by the increas-
ing access to school computers and public Internet facilities (in libraries, Internet cafes
and elsewhere). The concept of ‘digital literacy’ is an important element that could help
to diminish the inequality of the divide and may be seen as a precondition for participa-
tion in the information society.

Access to Computers and the Internet
Access to computers does not seem to be a problem for schoolchildren in Estonia. 92%
of them reported that they use computers now and then, whereas nearly a quarter of them
use computers daily either at school or at home. 86% of all surveyed children are also
users of the Internet, and a quarter of them use the Internet daily. The pupils have gained
their knowledge and skills for using computers and the Internet mostly in IT classes
(‘Tiiger Luubis’ 2001).

The most frequent location for accessing computers and the Internet was, as expected,
at school. 46% of those who use the Internet, do so most often at school, about one third
(35%) use it mainly at home. In addition to the classes, pupils can also use computer labs
after the school day is over. This is especially important for the pupils in the rural areas
where the ownership of home PCs is less than in the cities (nearly three quarters of them
reported accessing the Internet through their school computers).

While the number of public Internet access points is increasing, it can be expected that
schoolchildren also use them, especially those who do not have an Internet connection
at home. However, the survey reveals that only very few (5% of all surveyed pupils)
choose this opportunity. There is no difference between Estonian and Russian children
in this respect.

Intensity of the Media Use
Our survey shows that in the children’s spare time budget, the time spent on media (both
‘traditional’ and ‘new’) is far greater than for other activities like sport, hobbies and
preparing lessons at home.

Television is the dominant media in children’s everyday life on an international scale
(Johnsson-Smaragdi et.al. 1998, Livingstone & Boville 2001, Tufte 2003). Swedish re-
search (Johnsson-Smaragdi 2002) about teenagers’ use of the media indicates that the
amount of time they watch television has been increasing over the last three decades as
more channels and programmes focus on young people (85% watch for more than one
hour per day). Estonian children do not differ from their counterparts in the other coun-
tries in this respect. Over 90% of surveyed children watch television every day irrespec-
tive of their gender, age, nationality or place of residence. 87% of children watch TV for
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more than one hour per day; about a third watch for more than three hours. Boys are
keener to watch television than girls (61% of boys watch television for more than three
hours daily, compared to nearly half of girls). As the choices of rural children for leisure
time activities are more limited than those of urban children, they are slightly more ea-
ger to watch television.

Movies are the top priority in TV-watching preferences for all surveyed pupils (see
figure 1), while children’s and youth programs come second. At the same time, television
is the most favoured source of news. Nearly half of the surveyed pupils mentioned tele-
vision as their primary news source, while only 10% referred to newspapers and 6% to
the Internet.

Figure 1. Television Viewing Preferences (% of each age group)
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There is also a clear correlation in age and TV-watching preferences. Entertainment is
clearly dominant among younger children; older pupils are increasingly interested in
news and current affairs programs. Among the oldest age group (18-19 years) the impor-
tance of viewing news is almost equal to watching films. Finnish scholars (Pietikäinen
& Hujanen, 2001) describe similar tendencies: television is the most important news
source for teenagers, far ahead of newspapers and the Internet. The average interest in
news among pupils is high in both Finland and Estonia, where 85% and 70% of school
children regularly follow the news.

It can be assumed that television, to an extent, compensates cinema for Estonian pu-
pils. When asked on what they would prefer to spend their spare time if they could choose
among television, cinema or the Internet, the majority (53%) chose cinema. The Internet
came the next (24%) and television the last (13%). The response was the same irrespec-
tive of gender, age and ethnicity. Cinema tickets are relatively expensive in Estonia, and
most of the families with children cannot afford it as often as the children might wish.
Furthermore, there are no cinemas (with few exceptions) in the rural areas, and the costs
of travelling to the nearest city and the tickets make a visit to the cinema even more pro-
hibitive. 44% of the respondents declared that they go to the cinema less than once a
month, 22% did not go to the cinema at all. Thus, watching films on the television sub-
stitutes cinema for many pupils.
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On the scale of the average duration of different activities after the school day, tele-
vision and radio are followed by sports and hobbies. Reading of newspapers, magazines
and books comes next, followed by computers and the Internet.

One-fifth of the pupils spend one to two hours and 17% spend three or more hours
daily on the Internet. The duration and frequency of the use of computers and Internet
clearly correlates with accessibility. Urban children, who have better access, are more
frequent users (43% of urban children use a computer and 26% also use the Internet daily,
while 21% and 10% of rural children do so).

Our data confirms the findings of Swedish research about gender differences in use
of computers and the Internet. Boys are more intensive users than girls. Over three quar-
ters of schoolboys in Estonia use the Internet at least twice a week, whereas 60% of girls
do so. Among the ‘heavy users’ of the Internet (three hours and more daily) we can also
find more boys (21%) than girls (14%). A similar tendency, however, is not revealed by
referred American or Scandinavian research. Girls spend slightly more time preparing
lessons at home and on hobbies than boys. They also spend more time reading books.

According to our data, younger pupils (12-13 years of age) are keener users of the
Internet than their older schoolmates. The pupils of high school level refer to their time
budget when they deliberately limit the use of out-of-school information media in order
to increase their time for preparing lessons at home. Some other Estonian researchers
describe similar findings (e.g., Vassilchenko 1999).

While television and the Internet occupy an ever-increasing share of children’s time
budgets, their parents seem to exert little influence or control over how long and what
programs their children watch on the TV or what they do on the Internet. The presence
of several TV sets in the household promotes individualised viewing. PCs are made for
individual use. In these circumstances children develop their own preferences of what to
watch on the television and what to do on the PC. In our survey, 96% of pupils over 14
years old declared that they could freely choose what they watch and for how long. The
same applies to the Internet. 65% of the children answered that their parents never ask
which websites they visit or for what they use the Internet. Unfortunately, no research has
been done in Estonia about how the parents view their children’s use of television and
the Internet, and how they perceive their own responsibility. The lack of parental con-
trol certainly increases the education system’s responsibility for educating young peo-
ple to critically evaluate and interpret the content of the media on offer (see also Werner
1994).

It has been expected that the electronic and digital media would attract young people
more than the print media. Some studies have detected that there is a growing propor-
tion of teenagers stating that they never read in their spare time. A Swedish investiga-
tion in 1997 revealed that over a fifth of teenagers did not care for reading books, news-
papers or magazines (Johnsson-Smaragdi 2002: 41).

In Estonia, newspaper reading has a long pre-Soviet tradition that was not adversely
affected by the Soviet occupation when all the media were under the strictest control.
Nearly one third of the families subscribe to at least one newspaper or magazine (29%),
a quarter subscribes to two and a third subscribe to three or more. Only 15% of surveyed
schoolchildren declared that there are no newspapers in their homes.

Estonian pupils’ behaviour as newspaper readers resembles that of Finnish schoolchil-
dren. In both countries, over 90% of children in the age range of 12 to 19 years some-
times read newspapers and magazines (cf. Hujanen 2001). The average time spent for
newspaper reading is relatively short. The Finnish study shows that more than a half of
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the respondents used 5-15 minutes a day for newspaper reading. The same applies to
Estonia.

A gender difference can also be detected: the number of boys who do not care to read
newspapers (10%) is three times higher than the number of girls who declared the same
(3%).

The difference between boys and girls appears even bigger in respect of book read-
ing. Almost a quarter of the boys responded that they had not read books during the pre-
ceding two months, whilst only 7% of girls made the same declaration.

There is a certain correlation between reading and using the Internet. The phenom-
enon that has been described in Livingstone’s study (2002a) – those who have a computer
at hand use the Internet for searching for information twice as often as they use books
– seems to apply to Estonian schoolchildren as well. Those who read fewer books are the
more frequent users of the Internet. Among those who had read no books during the last
two months, a quarter were ‘heavy users’ of the Internet.

At the same time, those pupils who read more newspapers also spend more time read-
ing books, preparing lessons at home and participating in sporting activities.

Purposes of Use of Computers and the Internet
Although watching television is the most time-consuming activity in children’s time
budget, the attraction of the Internet as a means of entertainment is also high and obvi-
ously increasing. When asked where they look for entertainment in the first instance if
it is possible to choose between television, Internet, newspapers, computer and radio,
27% reported that the Internet came first. Even more significant was the Internet in search
for excitement (for 46% of respondents), while just nine per cent mentioned television.
The Internet is also frequently used for searching for and playing games (48%) and for
surfing for fun (46%). Therefore, it can be concluded that schoolchildren use the Internet
when they want to entertain themselves purposefully and actively, while television is a
more passive and casual way of entertainment.

The Internet is increasingly important for communication, whereas sending and re-
ceiving e-mails is the most frequent way of communication over the Internet. Two thirds
of all surveyed children reported they use e-mail regularly. A vast majority of the sur-
veyed children have their own e-mail address(es) regardless of where and how often they
use the Internet. Nearly three quarters of the youngest surveyed age group (12-13 years
old) have e-mail addresses. Among the older pupils the figure is about 90%. Estonian
children, however, seem to be keener on having e-mail addresses and communicating via
e-mail than Russian children (on average, 85% of Estonian respondents and 56% of
Russian respondents had their own e-mail addresses). For girls, e-mail communication
is more important than for boys. There were 20% more girls among those who reported
using e-mail. By and large, girls seem to be more interested in using ICT for communi-
cation than any other purpose, as some other studies have also demonstrated (see e.g.,
Tufte 2003).

Chat rooms are also an important form of communication (58% of respondents re-
ported that they visit chat rooms). About two thirds declared they sought new friends on
the web.

The availability of sending free SMS texts via Internet Service Providers is also used
by many of the respondents, half of whom use the Internet to send text messages via the
web. Interestingly, there is no gender difference in this respect.
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Home page web design is not as popular as can be expected, even though it provides
a broader form of communication and creativity – it is mostly the ‘heavy users’ who
design web pages as they are typically more skilled.

The Internet is also increasingly used as a substitute of the ‘traditional’ media. Over
40% of respondents had downloaded music from the Internet; nearly one third had lis-
tened to radio or watched television programmes over the Internet. More than half some-
times read newspapers on the web, and about 60% also visit newsrooms. One could al-
most predict that in future, the Internet based news services will be more popular than
traditional news channels.

Playing games seems to be the most common way of using computers and the Internet
by young people as is indicated in many studies. Educators are usually highly critical of
the phenomenon of computer games viewing them simply as a big business with profits.
However, young people’s orientation to and facility with computer games is a good po-
tential for educational and informational purposes. ‘Learning by doing’ is the way in
which children learn electronic games, using a lot of intuition and creativity. There is an
indication that the children are already benefiting from this process. Children who are
frequent users of the Internet are better motivated to learn foreign languages. 70% of
surveyed Estonian children said they visit English language websites and portals. They
also had better results in English at school. Another study in Estonia detected that fre-
quent television watchers had better knowledge of English than those who watched less
television (Vassilchenko 1999). Russian children in Estonia mainly use Russian language
websites, but also visit Estonian (25%) and English ones (55%).

The interest in playing computer games and using the Internet for games decreases
remarkably with age: older pupils use both for schoolwork more than for playing games
(figure 2). Use of computers and the Internet for games and schoolwork also depends on
gender. Boys are twice as eager in playing computer games than girls, while there is no
remarkable difference in using computers for schoolwork. The same applies to the use
of the Internet for the same purposes (figure 3).

Comparing our survey data with ‘Tiiger Luubis’ survey, it came out that pupils use
computers more for preparing their lessons at home than in the classroom. Although

Figure 2. Use of Computers and the Internet for Games and Schoolwork (% of each age group)
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Estonian schools are technically relatively well equipped, computers are still not much
used in other classes than IT. According to ‘Tiiger Luubis’ data, in 2000, only 8% of
pupils reported the regular use of computers in classes (in physics, chemistry, mother
tongue, history, geography and mathematics). At the same time, pupils are motivated and
interested in using computers in the classes much more (as 85% declared) than so far.
This probably reflects the fact that teachers are not confident enough to use computers
in their classes, and there is a lot to be done in teachers’ education in this respect (cf. also
Kurm 2004).

A serious problem with using the Internet in schoolwork as an information and data
source is the degree of ability to assess the correctness of this information. Although the
older pupils are somewhat more critical towards the data they find on the Internet than
the younger ones, the average trust in it is alarmingly high. About half of the surveyed
children considered the Internet information sufficiently trustworthy. Nearly a quarter
reported that they checked the trustworthiness against other sources. Three per cent did
not trust the Internet as a source at all and 14% had not thought about the aspect of trust-
worthiness. In general, the pupils regard the Internet as an important source for school-
work (over 75% think so). It is obvious that a lot has to be done in teaching them how
to assess the validity of the information they find on the Internet.

Copyright is another important problem concerning the use of Internet sources in
schoolwork. Children should be taught about the elementary principles of copyright when
using materials found on the Internet. They should learn to refer to the original, the au-
thor, and the URL address, and not to present material picked up from the Internet, un-
der their own names. Unfortunately this happens too frequently and also at Universities.

Children and teenagers are increasingly a target group for online advertisers. In the
US, children’s spending power has doubled between the years 1960 and 1980, and tri-
pled in the 1990s. In 1998, teenagers in the United States spent $141 billion of their
pocket money in the retail market (Montgomery 2002: 192). The number of websites that
are linked to on-line stores or are designed for making direct sales is growing; among
them are those that are particularly aimed at kids. In the United States and some devel-
oped countries, children’s and teenagers’ on-line shopping is becoming a growing con-
cern for their parents.

Figure 3. Use of Computers and the Internet for Games and Schoolwork by Gender (per cent)
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According to our survey, Estonian schoolchildren are not yet very familiar to on-line
shopping. Only 11% of them responded that they have researched or bought items on-
line. A personal bankcard is still a certain sign of status among Estonian kids. Only very
few of them have their own credit card. This makes on-line shopping impossible for most
of them for the time being. Although most of the respondents (98%) declared that they
have pocket money, they do not spend it on-line. It is more common to spend their money
on obtaining and keeping mobile phones. Another factor that obviously explains the
relatively low interest in on-line shopping among Estonian schoolchildren is the fact that
there are still only a few shopping sites in Estonian. Although pupils evaluate their know-
ledge of English quite highly (78% think it is very good or good), they obviously do not
feel themselves confident enough to follow shopping instructions in a foreign language.

Evaluation of the ICT Competence
On average, children consider their ICT competence quite high: 41% think it is very good
or good, 46% think that it is satisfactory, whereas boys evaluate their skills and know-
ledge more highly than girls (while 17% of boys think they are very good in using ICT,
only 6% of girls think so). Quite naturally, the competence is highest among the oldest
age group. Research also indicates that children who own or have access to home com-
puters demonstrate more positive attitudes toward computers, show more enthusiasm,
and report more self-confidence and ease when using computers than those who do not
have a computer in the home (Wartella 2002: 27).

ICT competence among schoolchildren is increasing rapidly. For example, in 2000,
69% declared they were able to use a word processor, and 56% used the Internet (Tiiger
Luubis 2000); two years later, the share was 80% and 86%, according to our data. Three
quarters also declared they knew how to use search engines. While most Estonian child-
ren gain elementary ICT knowledge and skills at school they prefer to rely on friends
(32%) when they need help with computer or the Internet. Nevertheless, the assistance
from the teachers is still important as 18% of pupils rely on them. Every tenth respond-
ent gets assistance from siblings. 10% of respondents declared that they do not need any
help and feel confident enough. This corresponds to the number of those who evaluated
their competence as ‘very good’.

As ‘Tiiger Luubis’ survey found out, the skills of using different functions of the com-
puters are, in general, much better than a basic knowledge about software or hardware
(e.g., purpose of different devices etc). Indirectly, this fact confirms that ‘learning by
doing’ – using creative experimentation and exploration – is more efficient than tradi-
tional right-answer learning in developing children’s ICT skills.

Conclusion
It is obvious that new forms of literacy should accompany the use of computers and the
Internet. However, it seems that development of these new forms of literacy is much slower
than the development of new technologies. Maybe, the key for coping with this problem
lies in the effective use of the potential of ICT in transforming the process of learning.
Children are ‘learning to learn’ when they search for and evaluate information rather than
memorise a canonical set of facts (Livingstone 2002b). Creative and curious, children and
young people are motivated to use the ICT in their learning process. However, they should
be taught to search for and evaluate the information. As Estonian studies demonstrate, our
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pupils are relatively competent in using various functions of the ICT. On the other hand,
their ability to critically analyse the media content is insufficient. In our study, this surfaced
in the alarmingly high trust in the validity of Internet information. Research in Estonia has
also demonstrated that the teachers are neither sufficiently prepared for using ICT in the
classes nor for teaching media as an integral subject of the curriculum (Tiiger Luubis 2001,
Kurm 2004). Insufficiency of media teaching in the schools curricula is reflected in the fact
that schoolchildren gain their knowledge about the media mainly from outside the school
– from friends and parents (78% and 77% according to our survey). School is on the third
position and personal experience on the fourth.

The fact that Estonian schoolchildren seem to be immune towards on-line shopping
is due to comparatively low income level of the majority of Estonian families. Within the
context of positive developments of Estonian economy in general, it is a question of time
before our children will become able to join the ‘on-line shopping community’. Educa-
tors cannot, of course, avoid negative consequences that may accompany on-line mar-
keting among children and young people. They can, however, support their ‘immune
system’ with increasing their consciousness about the aims, purposes and ways of adver-
tising and marketing.

Several studies worldwide demonstrate the parents’ growing concern about potential
harm that the new media, the Internet particularly, can cause to their children (cf. Löhr
& Meyer 1999, Montgomery 2001, Turow & Nir 2000 etc). In Estonia, the research
about the influence of the new media on family relations and home atmosphere is still
missing as well as about issues of parental concerns. Our study revealed, however, that
there is no parental supervision at home concerning the children’s use of media. Child-
ren do not, in the majority of cases, consult with their parents when having questions
about the use digital equipment or content of the Internet pages. Children seem to have
more experience and expertise in using computers and the Internet than their parents in
general.

Since Independence, Estonia has developed from a digital desert to a society with a
high degree of awareness and use of ICT. As the surveys demonstrate, the behaviour of
Estonian schoolchildren in the digital environment does not differ much from that of their
peers in the West. The crucial difference is that the speed of the development has been
twice as fast in Estonia. The contribution of the Tiger’s Leap Project has been vital to
the on-going development in the schools of Estonia.

Note
1. The article is based on the research conducted within the framework of the project ‘Media literacy – the

challenge of the 21st century’ funded by Estonian Science Foundation (Grant no 5237).
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