
 

 
 
 
 

 
Topic: Trolling as freedom of expression 
Debate: Should trolling be made illegal? 

 
Project outline 
Read the Magna Carta: My Digital Rights Project Guide for Teachers to find out 
more about how to use this document. 
 

Step 1: Setting the scene 
Begin by asking the group to watch the video clip. 
This film has been developed in partnership with WebWeWant.org.   
 
Trolling, the posting of inflammatory messages in order to provoke an emotional 
response, can happen to anyone. TV presenters Richard and Judy, Professor Mary 
Beard, school girl Hannah Smith and MP Stella Creasy have all been subject to cruel 
and potentially damaging online comments. 
 

Step 2: The big debate 
Should trolling be made illegal? 
 

Step 3: Make it memorable  
This is the moment for you to make the process and outcome of your debate 
memorable. Here are some suggestions of activities to consolidate and extend the 
learning gained by the students during their debate: 

 Students write their own individual clause for a collaborative whole-class 
Magna Carta for the digital age. The clause should best reflect their 
argument, and can be an opportunity to practise skills in summarising and 
synthesising ideas. Have a look at the British Library’s own Magna Carta for 

Theme: Freedom Online 

http://www.bl.uk/teaching-resources/mcdr-a-guide-for-teachers
http://www.bl.uk/my-digital-rights/videos/freedom-trolling-as-freedom-of-expression
http://webwewant.org/
http://www.bl.uk/my-digital-rights/vote-now


 
the digital age to read the many different clauses submitted by young people 
around the world. 

 Create a campaign poster that reflects their arguments and opinions on digital 
rights. This can be done as individual or small group work.  

 Develop a school Magna Carta for teachers to sign. 

 Use the knowledge gained to campaign for change in school or in their 
community. Activities could include writing to a local MP, approaching the 
local media or producing an article for a school newspaper. 

 Use the insight and understanding gained to become involved in campaigns 
across the UK and internationally, with organisations such as Amnesty 
International. 

 
Useful Resources 
 

Films and articles 
Our website features a selection of resources which may help you and your students 
prepare for your debate. This includes: 

 A short film introducing the issues around freedom online. 

 Articles exploring freedom of speech and cyberbullying.  
 

Prompt questions 
You may want to help direct your students' research and argument development 
with the following questions: 

 Can the group find other instances of trolling? 

 Does the internet need ethical standards? 

 Is trolling the same as cyberbullying? 

 Are all trolls anonymous? Is it more hurtful when you know your troll? 
 Sir Tim Berners-Lee wrote: "I had hoped that the web would provide tools to 

break national barriers and provoke a better global understanding but it's 
staggering to me that people who must have been brought up like anybody 
else will suddenly become very polarised in their opinions and will suddenly 
become very hateful instead of very loving." Do you agree with him? 

 

External links 

Below are some useful articles on the topic: 

 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-29742480 
 http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/aug/29/tame-troll-mary-

beard-online-abuse 

 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-23500190 

 http://www.theinquirer.net/inquirer/news/2377753/sir-tim-berners-lee-
expresses-disgust-towards-rise-in-internet-trolls-and-cyber-bullies 

 

http://www.bl.uk/my-digital-rights/vote-now
http://www.amnesty.org.uk/issues
http://www.amnesty.org.uk/issues
http://www.bl.uk/my-digital-rights
http://www.bl.uk/my-digital-rights/videos/freedom
http://www.bl.uk/my-digital-rights/themes/freedom
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-29742480
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/aug/29/tame-troll-mary-beard-online-abuse
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/aug/29/tame-troll-mary-beard-online-abuse
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-23500190
http://www.theinquirer.net/inquirer/news/2377753/sir-tim-berners-lee-expresses-disgust-towards-rise-in-internet-trolls-and-cyber-bullies
http://www.theinquirer.net/inquirer/news/2377753/sir-tim-berners-lee-expresses-disgust-towards-rise-in-internet-trolls-and-cyber-bullies


 

The law 
 MPs fear that the right to freedom of expression may be harmed if laws are 

brought in: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-20681818 

 Current legislation: http://www.seqlegal.com/blog/troll-hunting-forum-
abuse-and-law 

 Present laws include: 
o Protection from Harassment Act 1997 
o Malicious Communications Act 1988 
o Communications Act 2003 
o Defamation Act 2013. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-20681818
http://www.seqlegal.com/blog/troll-hunting-forum-abuse-and-law
http://www.seqlegal.com/blog/troll-hunting-forum-abuse-and-law

