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Some of the best Wi-Fi
radios on the market
For many people, local AM/FM 
radio is essentially unlistenable, 
but paying a monthly fee for a
satellite radio subscription isn’t
attractive, either. Fortunately,
there are thousands of radio
stations available on the Inter-
net that aren’t lame and don’t
cost any money. Wi-Fi radios 
tap into this resource by giving
you access to all the content on 
the Web via a tabletop radio.

Logitech Squeezebox
Radio 
The good: Wi-Fi radio with
built-in speaker and color
LCD display; stylish exterior 
design and outstanding button
placement on front panel; can
access thousands of freely
available Internet radio stations
and supports nearly every
digital audio file format .
The bad: Remote and battery
pack cost extra; slightly more
expensive than competing ra-
dios; setup could scare off tech
novices;  doesn’t sound quite as
good as the Squeezebox Boom;
some stability issues. 
Info: $169.99 to $214.42;
www.logitech.com

Sonos Play:5
The good: Single-speaker 
streaming audio system;
controlled from any iPhone,
iPod touch, iPad or Android 
smartphone using a free app;
streams Internet-based radio 
and audio services, plus your
own digital music collection
from any Mac, PC, or NAS
drive.
The bad:While the Play:5 can
wirelessly interact with other
Sonos products, you’ll need a
hard-wired connection or the 
$49 wireless bridge accessory 
if it’s your only Sonos compo-
nent; somewhat expensive.
Info: $399.99;
www.sonos.com

VTech IS9181 Wi-Fi 
Internet radio
The good: Wi-Fi radio that
tunes in to thousands of free 
Internet radio stations; por-
table functionality using six AA 
batteries; can select and save
stations online;  auxiliary input
for connecting an iPod; remote
included.
The bad: Can’t stream
Pandora; no headphone or
Ethernet jack; no EQ controls
make it hard to balance sound;
playback isn’t as glitch-free
as competitors; no podcast
support.
Info: $124.91 to $179.95;
www.vtech.com
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By Reid Kanaley

Philadelphia Inquirer

The presidential primaries are on, so expect 
a growing list of new and updated smartphone 
and tablet applications to cover every inch of 
the 2012 campaign. The Economist Group, for 
example, this last  week released Electionism, 
a tablet app that aggregates election news, in-
cluding candidate tweets.

Here are some more to get started with.
The CNN App for Android and Apple de-

vices, from CNN Interactive Group , is free. For 
live feeds from the news network, the app re-
quires users to have a cable-company account. 
But even if you don’t, there’s a lot of very fresh 
video and text, and much of it is focused on the 
primaries and campaigns.

CNN said  last week that a Windows Phone 
version would be out within the month.

CNN iReport is a feature of the app that 
makes it easy for users to send in video or 
photos. There’s a request posted for voters to 
share them on election days — but not from

New and updated
apps give political
junkies a quick fix

By Bob Tedeschi
New York Times

Many teenagers recently opened a new 
iPhone, Android or iPod  touch, immediately
downloaded textPlus, a popular free texting
app, and headed for their bedrooms.

The app is rated 12+ , for “infrequent/mild
sexual content or nudity.” This may have 
confused anyone searching recently for cer-
tain terms in the Community section, which 
bristled with chat rooms like “Hothornyan-
dbi” and others bearing a crude phrase for 
people trolling for sex popularized by the cast 
of “Jersey Shore.”

The description on one such chat room
read: “Anyone that is done (sic) to talk dirty 
and send nudes are welcomed.”

Perhaps more troubling to a parent is the 
fact that anyone can join, assuming they tell 
textPlus they are at least 13 years old when they 

register. Members can also be contacted pri-
vately by anyone, and judging from the posts, 
such private communications are common.

Of course, parents who are uncomfortable 
with such content already have their hands 
full with apps that come installed on most 
mobile devices, like mobile Web browsers or
YouTube, where laughing babies are a few 
steps away from oral sex tutorials from por-
nography stars.

For such parents, it takes less than an 
hour to safeguard a mobile device from most 
offensive material. This involves changing
the device’s settings and replacing the stan-
dard browser with a version more suitable 
for children.

But it also requires some tough decisions, 
especially with YouTube videos. Apple’s de-
vices are automatically set to fi lter videos 
deemed “mature” by Google, which owns 
YouTube. But if users post a sex-related
video, viewers can watch it until someone re-

Safeguard teen’s phone 
from offensive material
Replacing standard browser is
just one way to secure a device

The week before Christmas I found
myself staring at the half-empty shelves 
in the Lego section of the toy store trying 

to select an appropri-
ate kit for my 6-year-old 
daughter.

If you know Legos,
then you know the
difficulty of that quest.
Buying Legos for my
9-year-old son? Easy.
Harry Potter, Star Wars, 
Alien Invasion, Prince of

Persia, Pirates, Ninjago. The list of boy-
oriented Lego themes is long.

Girls are another story. The choices 
are close to nil. And so, in desperation, I
selected the most gender-neutral Lego

kit still available: An ambulance from the
Lego City theme. Departing the store, I
prayed to the Lego gods that this would be 
acceptable, and that my daughter would 
 not end up in tears of agony and curled up
in a fetal position Christmas morning.

“Why, oh, why couldn’t Lego make more 
kits that appealed to girls?” I wondered.

And then I learned that Lego was about
to launch a new line of kits called “Lego
Friends.” As if to spite me personally, they 
were going on sale the day after Christmas.

At first glance, this seems like the 
answer to the prayers of parents such as
myself. But the new sets have also pro-
voked debate and controversy, with critics

CHRIS  O’BRIEN
COLUMNIST

New toy line a good idea, but critics say they play on streotypes

PATRICK TEHAN/
STAFF 

Jamie Donofrio, 11, prefers
Lego female minifigures. 
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complaining they play into the
worst stereotypes of girls.

While I applaud Lego for tack-
ling the gender gap, I have to admit 
that the new Lego Friends line has
left me feeling ambivalent.

Michael McNally, Lego’s brand
relations director for the Friends’
theme, told me the company
anticipated that the new sets would
spark a lively conversation, and
possibly even a backlash. That’s
almost unavoidable when you
wander into the sensitive topics of
gender and childhood.

But McNally also said the com-
pany thought it was essential for
both business and social reasons to 
find ways to get more girls building 
with Legos.

“Will there be people out there
who don’t agree with this?” he said.
“The clear answer is, ‘Yes.’ But at
the end of the day, we’re not trying
to tell people how they are playing
with Legos. What matters is that 
they are building.”

While Legos were created
decades ago with the aim to be
gender neutral, the company
veered from that a few years ago.
The Lego company was failing, and
to turn things around, it made a
strategic decision to focus on mak-
ing kits for boys.

That decision was sparked by
some interesting research that
challenged the conventional wis-
dom about boys and play, McNally
said. Previously, Lego had begun
to make simpler kits because it
thought video games were evidence 
of the increasingly short atten-
tion spans of boys. Instead, Lego’s
research showed that boys liked
complex tasks that allowed them to
immerse themselves in the process
and show they could master some-
thing.

That spawned the current crop
of sets, many of which are indeed  
intricate. For Christmas, my son
received the Ninjago Fire Temple
with 1,174 pieces that took him a
week to assemble.

The boy focus got Lego back on
its feet and a couple of years ago 
the company decided it was time 
to try again to figure out how to
attract girls. It had made several 
attempts at that over the years, but 
all had fizzled. The company sent
a bunch of anthropologists out to
study how girls played differently
than boys.

What they found, McNally said,
was that girls wanted more reality-
based toys that let them see them-
selves as the characters, whereas 
boys liked more escapist, fantasy 
stuff like ninjas and wizards. And 
for girls, how they could play with
the kits after they built them was
more important than it was to boys,
who might be just as happy to set 
them on a shelf to show them off.

Listening to McNally, I was
thinking, “So far, so good.” But
it was the way Lego executed on
these ideas that has rubbed some 
parents and Lego enthusiasts the
wrong way.

They replaced the iconic, blocky
anonymous minifigures with
slightly larger figures with rounded 
faces and names like Stephanie,
Andrea and Olivia. The initial
Friends sets include things like a
beauty shop, a cafe, a puppy house
and bakery. And the color schemes
draw on pinks, light purples and 
pastel blues.

Lise Eliot, an associate profes-
sor of neuroscience at the Chicago 
Medical School at Rosalind Frank-
lin University of Medicine  and
Science, has extensively studied 
the role gender plays in childhood 
and thinks Lego has embraced too 
many stereotypes about girls. Her 
research shows that boys and girls
are more similar than different
when it comes to play, and that 
such gender-specific toys reinforce
the differences and the idea that 
some things in this world are for 
girls and some for boys.

“I have really mixed feelings,”
Eliot said. “I’m really glad to see
them develop something they think
girls will use. It just seems like they
went a little too far.”

How the new Legos will be re-
ceived by girls will be interesting to
watch. Jamie Donofrio, 11, of Camp-
bell, told me she won’t touch the
new Lego Friends. She’s a long time
Lego fan who particularly likes to 
collect minifigures. And she’s long 
complained that there are so few
female minifigures, which she likes 
to use for both building and for
making stop-action animated Lego
movies.

But she found the new Friends
line unappealing. Judging from
the boxes, she thought they didn’t
appear very challenging to build.
Jamie wondered why Lego couldn’t
have developed some themes based
on books or movies that might ap-

peal to girls. 
But on the positive side, she 

added: “It’s very nice that Lego has 
finally realized that girls like Legos,
too.”

John Baichtal, co-author of the
recent book, “The Cult of LEGO ,”
said there is still time for Lego
to improve Friends based on the 
feedback it’s been getting. The 
first set of Friends’ kits include an 
inventor’s workshop and a animal
veterinary’s  office. He’d like to see
Lego find additional cool profes-
sions like those to build into future
sets.

“We’re trying to get more girls
to get into sciences and technologi-
cal pursuits,” he said. “Having a 
really cool toy that encourages that 
would be a societal good.”

It’s for just that reason that we
want to keep our daughter inter-
ested in Legos along with other
favorite toys, such as her American
Girl Doll. But we probably won’t 
buy any of the first batch of Lego
Friends, even though  my daugh-
ter’s reaction when I showed her
pictures of them online was, “Those 
are really cool.”

She has no immediate need for a 
new Lego kit because on Christmas 
morning, when she opened her 
ambulance, she was clearly thrilled.
She began to assemble it that 
morning and finished it in about a 
day.

I asked her recently if she was 
happy with the ambulance and she 
nodded. When I asked her why she 
liked it, she said, “Because there
was a girl figure in the ambulance.”

Contact Chris O’Brien at 415-298-
0207 or cobrien@mercurynews.com. 
Follow him on Twitter at sjcobrien 
and read his blog posts at http://
www.siliconbeat.com.

PATRICK TEHAN/STAFF

Jamie Donofrio likes to collect Lego minifigures, which she uses for
both building and for making stop-action animated Lego movies. 

“It’s very nice that Lego has finally realized that girls like Legos, too.”
— Jamie Donofrio, 11, of Campbell, pictured below

ports it to Google.
For parents who are uncomfort-

able letting children browse such 
content on an Apple device, the fi rst 
step is to tap the Settings icon.

From there, choose General, 
then Restrictions. Press Enable 
Restrictions and enter a password 
your children won’t guess. Next, 
under the Allow section, switch 
Safari to Off. On the same page, 
you may also wish to disable You-
Tube.

Next, under the Allowed Con-
tent tab, change the settings for 
Music & Podcasts, Movies, TV 
Shows and Apps to your preferred 
level. Set Apps to 12+ or less, to pre-
vent children from installing unfi l-
tered browsers, which are rated
17+.

Remember that even the 12+ set-
ting will allow an app like textPlus. 
If you tap the Require Password 
setting and choose Immediately, 
you will have a chance to review
any app before it is loaded. 

Ilan Goldman, the chief secu-
rity officer of textPlus, said the 
company had not been aware of 
the sex-trolling chat rooms until 
I asked about them, and the com-
pany was working this week to 
close such chat rooms.

Goldman said textPlus also 
screened the service for nudity 
and inappropriate content, but this 
week the limits of that screening 
process were on display, as chat 
rooms devoted to sexting teenag-
ers continued to appear.

If your children want a free tex-
ting app, try TextFree with Voice 
 on Apple, or Pinger Textfree on 
Android. 

For Apple devices, install the 
free K9 Web Protection Browser. 
Unlike many other alternative 
browsers, K9 is fast and versatile, 
with pinch-and-zoom, copy-and-
paste and bookmarking features. 

 Owners of Android tablets and
phones can set restrictions with a 
PIN. (In Settings, scroll to the Set 
PIN feature.)

Next, click on the Content Fil-

tering tab, and change the An-
droid Market settings so that only 
apps of certain maturity ratings 
are displayed. Apps that “include 
suggestive or sexual references” 
are rated “medium maturity” as 
characterized by Google. Text-
Plus, for instance, is rated medium 
maturity.

While in the Settings section, 
parents may also consider click-
ing the Notifi cations option so 
they know when any app has been 
downloaded. Apps for competing 
browsers, like the Opera Mobile, 
can be used to circumvent a fi l-
tered browser.

Next, hide the browser that was 
included with the Android device. 
To do this, drag the browser icon 
from the home screen to the trash.  

When you find it, press and 
hold your fi nger on the icon until
options appear. The last on the list 
will be Hide. If you want to offer 
your child a fi ltered Web browsing 
option on Android, try Ranger Pro 
Safe Browser (free), at least until 
K9 introduces an Android version 
in the coming months. Ranger Pro 
wasn’t as nimble as K9, but an up-
dated version released this week 
was good at screening porno-
graphic websites, and the brows-
ing experience was adequate.

With Android’s YouTube app, 
users can fi lter objectionable 
videos, but in my experience the 
filter wasn’t completely reliable. 
I set the fi lter to Strict, which 
blocked most of the sexually re-
lated videos that had appeared
on my Apple devices, but on the 
home page appeared a video with
an unprintable title. This is still 
better than what parents face
with the Kindle Fire. The device 
lacks the internal parental con-
trols of other Android devices, 
and the only browser fi ltering
app I found for the device, Web-
Nanny  ($4), was marginally effec-
tive in blocking pornography. 

Kinley Campbell, an Amazon 
spokeswoman, said the company 
was working on improved parental 
controls but she offered no details 
on timing. Until then, children who 
play with the device unsupervised
may well be playing with the infor-
mational equivalent of fi re. 

inside a polling place. The network
calls these requests “assignments. 
“Snap a photo or do an interview,
and share it with iReport,” the 
2012 election-assignment suggests. 
Submissions may end up on CNN, 
it says.

Politico, the free app by Polit-
ico, is a wonk’s dream come true  
for Apple and Android. Among the 
app’s many sections is 2012 Live, 
which is all about the elections. 
Content pours in from the Politico.
com website fire hose.

USA Election 2012, by Kurt 
Sparks, is 99 cents for iPhone. Tiles 
on the home screen let you choose
among polls, fund raising totals, 
news, economic data, and an inter-
active Google map of the United 
States on which you can study 
state demographics and electoral-

vote totals for any conceivable sce-
nario. Just touch a state to make it 
“blue” or “red,” and watch how the
change affects the electoral votes.

Poll results from a slew of
sources display in colorful graphs 
and cover straw polls, state pri-
mary projections, and President 
Barack Obama’s job-approval sur-
veys. There’s nothing in the way 
of candidate information, policy 
positions or bios, but the news feed 
covers national politics from major 
outlets. The section on the econ-
omy is a sparse rundown of the 
day’s statistics on stocks, gasoline 
prices, unemployment and such.

Fund Slinger 2012 is a free 
game app from BlueLid Labs . It’s 
like video Whac-A-Mole, in which 
players toss money at cartoon 
candidates as they emerge from 
behind lecterns on a debate stage. 
Scores are totaled for players in 
your state and for the country as 
a whole, where Mitt Romney was
leading this week.
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