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Internet safety issues

The challenges and  opportun ities they p resen t

by Ann K. Symons

O
n e o f  th e  m ost ch allen g in g— if n o t the 
m o st c h a llen g in g — issu es fac in g  our 

p ro fessio n  is safeguarding ch ild ren  o n  the 
In ternet w ithout sacrificing our First A m end
m en t right to  rece iv e  inform ation.

I  b elieve that the m ost im portant principle, 
o n e  that form s th e very foundation for library 
service, is in tellectu al freedom . That is w hy I 
se lected  “C elebrating the Freed o m  to  Read! 
Learn! C o n n ect!” as the them e for m y year as 
p resid en t o f  the ALA.

T h e  th em e has proved  to  b e  a 
timely on e as access to the Internet, 
particularly children’s access in the 
library, has o p en ed  a national dis
cu ssion  and galvanized the library 
com m unity as few  issues have.

M any p aren ts are frigh ten ed  
and they are lookin g for solutions.
O ften  they fee l in secu re b eca u se  
they m ay not b e  as technologically 
proficient as their children. T he use 
o f  filtering softw are in libraries is 
the solution m ost frequently advo
cated  by those w ho claim  they see k  to protect 
ch ild ren  from  w hat is com m o n ly  referred  to 
as “the dark side o f  the In tern et.” But d eep er 
issues are involved.

In  the U nited  States, lo ca l library board s 
have alw ays m ade their ow n p o licies regard
ing library use and collections. T oday that tra
dition is in jeopardy becau se w ell-m eaning but 
ill-inform ed politicians w ant to “p rotect” chil
dren by mandating the use o f  filtering software 
in lib raries.

N ot surprisingly, ALA d o es n o t en d o rse  
th e u se  o f  softw are filters in libraries. Filters 
do, in fact, b lo ck  useful inform ation and  they 
do not b lo ck  all m aterial that som e find o ffen 
sive. T h e  ALA b eliev es filtering m an dates for 
local libraries are not only inappropriate, they 
vio late b asic  d em o cratic  prin cip les o f  free  
sp eech  and self-governance.

T h e  ALA is in fa c t  p lay in g  a le a d e rsh ip  
ro le  in ed u catin g  paren ts ab o u t the In tern et 

an d  p ro v id in g  q u ality  s ites  fo r 
ch ildren , ev en  as w e se e k  to u p 
h o ld  F irst A m en d m en t righ ts in 
c y b e rs p a ce . T h e s e  e ffo rts , in 
c lu d in g  th e  700+  G rea t S ites fo r 
Kids and  th e  K id sC o n n ect in for
m atio n -h e lp  serv ice , h av e b e e n  
re c o g n iz e d  in  th e  W a s h in g to n  
P ost, P a r a d e  m agazin e, th e “T o 
d ay S h o w ,” a n d  o th e r  m ed ia  
acro ss  th e  nation .

Today’s children and teenagers 
are th e  students o f  tom orrow  in 
your colleges and universities. As 

lib rarian s— w h e th e r  p u b lic , a ca d e m ic , or 
school— w e have a responsibility to  help  find 
answ ers; answ ers that will b o th  allay paren ts’ 
fears an d  at the sam e tim e, p ro tect o u r core  
value o f  intellectual freedom .

Ju s t as p aren ts  m u st gu ide th eir ch ild ren  
in w hat th ey  ca n  w atch  o n  TV , bu y  at s h o p 
p in g  m alls , an d  d o  a fte r  s c h o o l, th ey  m u st 
tea ch  th eir ch ild ren  w hat th ey  fe e l is a c ce p t
a b le  fo r  th em  to  v iew  o n  th e  W e b . T h e  o p 
portu nity  to  h e lp  ad ults lea rn  h o w  to  gu ide

A b o u t th e  a u th o r
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ch ild ren  in u sin g  th e  In te rn e t is o n e  o f  the 
m o st e x c itin g  o p p o rtu n itie s  o u r p ro fe ss io n  
has today.

T h e  d eb a te  o v er  In tern et a c ce s s  w ill, n o  
d o u b t, c o n tin u e  fo r  m an y  y e a rs . A nd it 
sh o u ld . P ro vid in g  ch ild re n  an d  ad u lts w ith  
th e  v ery  b e s t in fo rm a tio n , w h e th e r  it is in 
p rin t o r o n  th e  In te rn e t, is w o rth y  o f  th is  
d eb a te  an d  all o u r b e st efforts.

I b e liev e  w e librarians will u ltim ately w in 
th e  d e b a te  as m o re  p a ren ts  an d  ad u lts b e 
c o m e  c o m fo rta b le  w ith  this re la tiv e ly  n ew  
te c h n o lo g y  an d  u n d erstan d  th e  im p o rtan t 
p rin c ip le s  in v o lv ed . I a lso  b e lie v e  te c h n o l
ogy  w ill ev olv e to  address m any o f  o u r c o n 
cerns.

But it m ay n o t b e  so o n  and  it w ill m ost 
certain ly n o t b e  easy.

T h o se  o f  us in p u blic  and  sch o o l libraries 
are  m ost d irectly o n  the frontlines in d ealing 
w ith this issue. I urge you , m y co lleag u es  in 
academ ic libraries, to also take a leadership role 
by  sponsoring Internet “teach -in s” and joining 
in com m unity d iscussions helping to  edu cate 
your colleagues, faculty, and  students. W e are 
all in this together. I f  w e are to  w in  this intel
lectual freed om  battle, w e need  your support.

I lo o k  forw ard to  w ork in g  w ith you  as w e 
forge new  and exciting program s and policies 
that en su re  the n ex t g en eratio n  o f  library us
ers en jo y s eq u itab le  and  free  a cce ss  to  infor
m ation. ■

Photo contest to highlight National Library Week

College and university libraries are invited 
to  jo in  in sp onsorin g  a B e y o n d  W ords: C el
e b r a tin g  A m er ic a 's L ib ra r ie s  Photo  Contest, 
sp o n so red  by the ALA and  the Library o f 
C ongress for N ational Library W eek, April 
9 - 1 6 ,  1999.

T h e  th em e o f  this year’s National Library 
W eek  is “Read! Learn! C onnect! @ the Li
b rary .”

“N ation al Library W e e k  c e le b ra te s  o u r 
fre e d o m  to  read , le a rn , an d  c o n n e c t  to  a 
sp e ctru m  o f  in fo rm a tio n  at o u r 
n a tio n ’s l ib r a r ie s ,” say s A nn K.
Sy m o n s, ALA p re s id e n t, 1 9 9 8 -  
9 9 . “T h e  p h o to  c o n te s t  is d e 
signed  to  cap tu re the spirit o f  our 
n a tio n ’s lib ra rie s  an d  h o w  th ey  
e n rich  o u r liv es ev ery d ay .”

A m ateu r, p ro fe s s io n a l, an d  
you th-age p hotograp hers are in
vited to  enter the contest, w hich is 
underw ritten b y  Ingram  Library 
Serv ices. M ore th an  $ 1 0 ,0 0 0  in 
prizes, including a $ 1 ,500  G rand Prize will 
be awarded.

Photographers must en ter at local librar
ies— academ ic, pu blic, or sch o o l. Libraries 
m ust forw ard their first-place w inners to 
ALA for national judging by  M ay 1. N ational 
w inners will b e  ann ou nced  in Ju n e.

Libraries o f  all types are also encouraged  
to  u se  N ational Library W eek  as a  tim e to  
host Internet “teach -in s” as part o f  the o n g o 
ing A m erica Links U p cam paign sp onsored

by ALA, the U.S. D epartm ent o f Education, 
and a coalition o f organizations.

Sym ons said the “teach-ins” provide an op
portunity to dem onstrate how  librarians help 
ed u cate  p aren ts  an d  ch ild ren  ab o u t th e  
Internet and guide them  to quality W eb  sites. 
T h e  A m erica Links Up cam paign k ick ed  o ff 
in Septem ber with m ore than 250 libraries na
tionw ide holding “teach -in” events.

Ideas and suggestions for celebrating Na
tional Library W eek and photo contest guide

lines are available on  the ALA W eb 
p ag e  at http://w w w .ala.org/cel
ebrating. A free poster/tipsheet for 
the photo  contest is available from 
th e  ALA Public Inform ation O f
fice, 50 E. H uron St., C hicago, IL 
60611. T eleph one: (800) 545-2433, 
e x t . 5 0 4 4 / 4 0 4 1 . E -m a il: p io @  
ala.org.

T ips for p lanning a “teach -in ” 
can  b e  found on  the ALA W eb  site 
at http :/ / w w w .ala .org/ teach -in . 

For m ore inform ation ab ou t the A m erica 
Links Up cam paign and to register, libraries 
should see  http://www.am ericalinksup.org.

N ational Library W eek  prom otional m a
terials, including colorful posters, bookm arks, 
pencils, and Read! Learn! Connect! lapel pins 
are available from  ALA G raphics. T o  order, 
call (8 0 0 ) 545-2433 and press 7. For bulk dis
counts, call ALA M arketing at (800) 545-2433, 
ext. 2427.-—L in d a  W allace, d ir e c to r  ALA P u b 
lic  In fo rm a tio n  O ffice, lw a lla ce@ a la .o rg
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