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Not enough face-to-face time: Amazon's new
Alexa feature has its critics

Image 1. Amazon is releasing a kid-friendly version of its Echo speaker called Amazon Echo Dot. Photo by Amazon

Politeness counts. At least, it does when a kid asks Alexa a question on an Amazon Echo speaker. Alexa is a
voice assistant. The Amazon Echo is a smart speaker. 

Soon, the voice inside the Echo will be extra nice to kids with good manners. Let's say a kid asks a math
problem. They ask, "Alexa, please tell me what 5 plus 7 is." The voice will supply the right answer. Then it
will say, "By the way, thanks for asking so nicely."

Amazon calls this the new "magic word" feature. It starts to roll out in a new software upgrade for Echo
smart speakers. The upgrade is part of a set of free parental controls.

The feature reveals that Amazon is paying attention to its customers. Many customers voiced concern about
how people interact with the device. They worry that rudely commanding Alexa to do something sends the
wrong kind of message. It teaches bad manners, especially to young kids.
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The new parental controls for Echo are called FreeTime. An earlier version came out five years ago on
Amazon's Fire tablets.

Such controls on Echo speakers will let parents block voice purchases by kids. They will also limit the
content kids can listen to. The new controls can even set bedtime limits that temporarily pause the Echo.
Through a software dashboard, parents can see their kids' Alexa activity. They can also review the
youngsters' voice recordings in the app.

Once the controls are turned on, they will even change how Alexa answers questions. The voice will
respond with information that is more appropriate for kids.

For example, an adult today might ask Alexa how many planets there are. The adult gets a straightforward
response: "There are eight planets."

If a kid asks the same question, Alexa will list each of the planets. Then Alexa will explain that "Pluto is
considered a dwarf planet, although it is still awesome."

If the kid wonders why Pluto is awesome, Alexa responds this way: "Pluto is awesome because it wasn't a
planet, then it was, now it's not. It's considered a dwarf planet by scientists. Just because you're small,
though, doesn't mean you're not important."

The new features have some limitations. One comes from the fact that Echo speakers lack voice recognition.
They cannot determine whether an adult or a child is speaking. That means a parent would have to turn
FreeTime on or off depending on who was asking a question. For that reason, FreeTime is not that practical
for an Echo placed in a common area of the home. It is probably best for an Echo in a kid's bedroom or
playroom.

Amazon also announced a version of FreeTime Unlimited. It is an expanded version of FreeTime that
protects kids behind a walled garden. FreeTime Unlimited includes age-appropriate books, videos and
games. It also includes radio stations and playlists from iHeartRadio Family.

Also New: Echo Dot Kids

Amazon launched the Echo Dot Kids Edition. It is a
version of the Echo Dot that comes with a free year of
FreeTime Unlimited. The package also includes a red,
green or blue protective case. Amazon started taking pre-
orders on April 25.

Avi Greengart is a tech expert at GlobalData. "Amazon is
doing something that's been widely asked for," he says. It is "rewarding kids for saying 'please.'" Greengart
thinks that might reduce the fear that the technology is making kids rude.

But not everyone is happy with what Amazon is doing with kids.

Josh Golin leads the Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood. It is a group that tries to protect kids
from advertising and marketing. "Amazon is luring kids with bright colored packaging," Golin says. He
believes that Alexa is interfering with family life. Devices like these take away from the time that people
spend face-to-face, Golin says. They keep kids from engaging in the "kid-driven play" that they "need to
grow and thrive."
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Quiz

1 One MAIN idea of the article is that Amazon is helping teach children good manners with the newest version of Alexa.

What is another MAIN idea of the article?

(A) Amazon is releasing more controls to allow parents to put limits on Alexa.

(B) Alexa often gives different answers based on if she is speaking with children or adults.

(C) Alexa is responsible for teaching children more about various school subjects.

(D) Many people are angry at Amazon for taking away from family togetherness.

2 Which sentence from the introduction [paragraphs 1-4] BEST supports the article's CENTRAL idea?

(A) At least, it does when a kid asks Alexa a question on an Amazon Echo speaker.

(B) Soon, the voice inside the Echo will be extra nice to kids with good manners.

(C) It starts to roll out in a new software upgrade for Echo smart speakers.

(D) They worry that rudely commanding Alexa to do something sends the wrong kind of message.

3 According to the section "First, Set Up FreeTime Parental Controls," what kind of restrictions can parents put on the Amazon
Alexa?

(A) They can change the voice that Alexa uses when speaking with children.

(B) They can ask Alexa not to respond to children who are rude to her.

(C) They can set times that Alexa will not work for children.

(D) They can make Alexa be rude to children who are rude to her.

4 What effect did Amazon customers have on the newest version of Alexa?

(A) Amazon did not make any changes to the new version of Alexa.

(B) Amazon did not want to make Alexa more polite to certain people.

(C) Amazon did not think it was responsible for teaching children manners.

(D) Amazon listened to concerns and changed Alexa.


