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Abstract


Public libraries across the country hold dearly to two important principles: intellectual freedom and patron safety.  Information access presumes the library contains as many resources as possible.  In a secure setting, customers should not feel overwhelmed by potentially damaging ideas and exhibits. A major conflict ensues when libraries offer online access. While patrons can uncover facts on a wide range of topics, they may also become exposed to harmful images like pornography.  A compromise much be reached where customers can get information while limiting the availability of unsuitable materials.
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Public Library Values and Internet Filtering: Finding Common Ground
Introduction


American libraries remain a place where people can obtain information for free, or at minimal cost. Librarians strive towards getting items to address a wide range of interests.  The objective is creating a thorough collection of breadth and depth. Yet, annual budgets only allow for the purchase of some materials.  Increased acquisitions of computers with Internet capabilities disrupt this equilibrium.  Now, patrons can gain access to data with a stroke of a button.  In theory, this should make librarianship easier since facts and figures are now in abundant supply.  However, collection developers also confront the reality of customers getting hold of items deemed inappropriate, particularly of a sexually explicit nature, on a daily basis.  In this day and age, librarians must achieve an acceptable balance between intellectual freedom and public safety. A polarizing view of one position being right with the other wrong will not suffice.  Now more than ever, professional principles must be exercised to contend with the needs and concerns of the community at large.

Library Values


Professionals in the field hold dearly to the value of the library as a place of learning.  The American Library Association (ALA) thoroughly endorses this concept in its adoption of Libraries: an American value.  Libraries in America are cornerstones of the communities they serve. Free access to the books, ideas, resources, and information in America’s libraries is imperative for education, employment, enjoyment, and self-government. (ALA, 1999, p.1)   Intellectual freedom remains the cornerstone of ALA 
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beliefs.  They strongly hold to the ability of obtaining necessary information for personal and professional growth without difficulty.  In Core values: our common ground, Joey Rodger states how the purpose of libraries sprang from the Declaration of Independence and early American ideals of the common man and public education. At the public library, individuals get resources to begin reaching their full potential in a way the Founders and other early American reformers envisioned.  Rodger adds how words matter through shaping of ideas, principles, and change through books and serials. (1998, p.70)  “Read to succeed” programs evolved for this concept.  Rodger also cites a 1993 Gallop Poll of the how the best use for the library is supporting formal and informal learning.  Students and locals need a place to retrieve ideas for greater enlightenment.  Symons and Stoffe concur with Rodger in their article When values conflict.  Along with ALA, they emphasize intellectual freedom and cultural exploration.  Public libraries will only succeed in assisting local citizens with literary items readily available.  
Librarians must also earn the civic trust through quality customer service. The payer has the right to call the tune; the piper has the responsibility to negotiate. (Rodger, 1998, p. 69) Rodger reminds librarians to remember where the money comes from—taxpayer generated funds.  The altruistic notion of providing free benefits may raise the spirit, but doesn’t completely address reality.  The most successful professionals draw up a community analysis based on the locales they service before acquiring items. Rodgers argues how people count as much as written language.  He relates this mostly to issues of privacy and information access. Even though ALA emphasizes the importance of intellectual freedom, they also advocate protecting the public good.  Symons and 
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Stoffe also mention how libraries must build consumer confidence through this type of approach.  This maintains community support for libraries.

The Conflict


Library principles have clashed with the abundance of computers with online capabilities at local facilities. In an abstract Libraries and the internet, Ken Jost outlines two opposing points of view. Kathleen R. allowed her 12 year son Brandon to use the library in Livermore, Ca to complete class homework and research assignments. One day after cleaning out Brandon’s gym bag, she uncovered sheets of pornographic pictures to her shock and dismay. She sued the library to get them to incorporate filtering software.  On the other hand, Carol Williams asserted how her 15 year old niece Marnique Overby was unable to retrieve resources on sexually transmitted diseases and breast cancer at a Philadelphia public library because computer filters obstructed that material.  This was the only place Marnique could obtain this information because her family could not afford a computer with internet access at home.

Both situations raise key concerns.  First, children will uncover inappropriate sexually charged and hate filled items on the Internet. Many parents like Kathleen find the idea of kids looking at these displays appalling.  How can libraries address these parental concerns?  On the other hand, the First Amendment of the Constitution advocates freedom of speech.  Therefore, if individuals are permitted the right to express their thoughts virtually, their displays should be available for viewing.
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Privacy is another consideration of utmost importance. Patrons should be able to view and check out materials without question.  However, it is more challenging to guarantee discretion at a public setting.  The library can only insure records of those who downloaded questionable sights will not be maintained.  However, pornography often ends up in full view of onlookers.  As a result, the goal secretly viewing  these sites at the library instead of at home may not transpire.

The Ongoing Debate on Internet Filtering

Internet filtering has been used by libraries to address the problem.  The computer software filters impeded access to certain websites.  When a patron types in what is believed to be an inappropriate word and/or URL, the computer blocks it. At some libraries like the Irwindale Public Library, the Spy software block comes often right when the patron types a URL of an unfamiliar website. That happened when I typed www.questionpoint.org to complete virtual reference work.  Since Spy software restricted code shows up on the screen, the library employee remains unaware of patron intentions, ensuring privacy.  The censor can easily be deactivated in a manner of seconds.  In my experience, patrons waited a few minutes for the librarian to remove the filter.  In Filters work get over it, Hampton Skip Auud also pointed to this phenomenon in his study of the Chesterfield County Library in Virginia.  When patrons typed in an unknown entity, they would see the following on the screen. This website has been filtered by Web Sense.  Please see the library staff if you believe this is inappropriately filtered (Auld, 2003, p.40).  These examples illustrate how filters block entry to certain websites.
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Supporters claim internet filters support library safety.  Congress has continually aligned itself with this position through its passage of internet security laws.    
President Bill Clinton signed the most recent congressional act called the Children Internet Protection Act (CIPA) in 2001. CIPA requires federally subsidized public or school libraries to use filtering software to prevent children from accessing Internet pornography. This meets the approval of Bruce Taylor, president of the National Law Center for Children and Families. This simply says the federal government is not going to subsidize getting hard core pornography into the libraries.  Without filters, the library becomes a peep show section in adult bookstores. (Jost, 2001, p. 467 )   This proves consistent with any earlier 1968 Supreme Court indecency act keep adult magazines out of the library.  If this court ruling acts as a standard, why shouldn’t be the same for the internet usage?  Jost cites David Burt’s finding of The New Times of Broward report of how viewing of  pornography at the library led to 14 public incidents of masturbation- two men exposing themselves and one fondling a woman. (2001, p. 480)  Proponents argue how filters will reduce the number of such incidents in the future. 

Those who disagree state how filtering works against the mission of the library. Nancy Kranich in Why filters won’t protect children and adults stresses how filters do not support a library collection policy because controversial works need to be included regardless of patron response.  Kranich adds how vendors end up assuming a critical and inappropriate role since librarians rely on them because they have limited time to screen the websites themselves.  As result, these internet providers set up filters that delete
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pertinent facts deemed appropriate. In Libraries: an American Value, ALA also maintains how it is up to the parent and not the library to monitor children behavior.


Filtering opponents also take a stand of how the software obstructs intellectual freedom, a primary right of patrons. Kranich writes how filters have blocked sites on safe sex, Native Americans, NRA, Democratic Party, etc.  She underlines how porn is only 1.5% of Internet material, yet filters block 20% of Google Items (2004, p. 14).  In a test of six-well known filters, Consumer Reports found that several failed to test certain inappropriate sites and that some blocked harmless sites-in some cases based on what the magazine called moral or political value judgments. (Jost, 2001, p. 469 )  That was true of my experience when I had to use the main terminal to get into question point, a virtual reference site used nationwide.  Kranich adds how a witness in the CIPA case admitted how 6-15 percent of block sites did not contain sexually explicit material.  (2004, p.17) Filters pit children against adults.  In attempts to protect adolescents, adults lose out on important and relevant data.

Those who favor filtering acknowledge some sites will be blocked, but to a limited extent.  Computer distributors stress how newer software focuses on whole sites not just a few words.  David Burt, a former librarian and N2H2 filtering company representative, claims how a small number of over blocking errors can be overridden. Susan Getgood from Surf Control also points how customers keep buying the filtering software year after year because it works. In his research, Auld disputes Kaiser’s complaints of important health information being restricted.  Auld tested the 40 sites Kaiser claimed were blocked and was able to get on all of them even with the filter.  
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Proponents conclude how limiting some information is necessary to protect the public good.  It makes little difference given the level of information overload.



Another matter regards consideration for library employee and patron concerns. Jost refers to librarian Laura Morgan’s anxiety of sexually explicit material creating a hostile library environment.  Another claim by David Burt in the same article was how one female employee felt dirty after coming home from work because the pornography was so pervasive.  This may be considered as a form of sexually harassment since many believe pornography degrades people, particularly women. Library researcher Ken Haycock also found 76% of public librarians were very/somewhat satisfied with the installation of Internet filter software. (Jost, 2001, p. 482) Auld makes a strong case on how filters instill public confidence. When libraries create open, unlimited access in a way that maintains a sense of security for parents and other that they are their children will not be unwillingly exposed to pornography, these libraries have fulfilled their mission to a much greater degree (Auld, 2003, p. 39)  Auld acknowledges how the system will not be perfect; some will get discover the porn sites.  It is just a matter of an effort by the library to insure safety. Jest’s finding of 28,000 downloads of pornography at the Tacoma Library in 2000 with a majority coming from children under 18 years old also supports the need for action. Since the large numbers of viewings demonstrate how some of these downloads were clearly intentional, getting this material out of public domain becomes more necessary.    

However, patrons also expect the library to have accurate and up-to-date records. Jost cites the case of Emmlyn Rood to make illustrate this point. Uncomfortable 
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using the computer at home to answer questions regarding her sexual orientation, Rood found data about lesbians which open the gateways for her.  Large urban libraries also have twice as many computer work stations compared to rural and suburban facilities. (Jost, 2001, p. 474) Therefore, filters will limit information for users without computer access at home.  This software may widen the digital divide as a result. 
The Need for Compromise


The solution lies in an acceptance and application of both views.  The public library must include information access in a safe environment.  When patrons believe their personal beliefs are being directly infringed upon, they have a right to address it. The libraries can achieve that in the way they follow ALA guidelines.  ALA strongly encourages libraries to adopt, implement, revise, and enforce Internet use policies that protect public access to information and promote a positive online experience while respecting the right and responsibility of adults to guide children’s library use. (Kranich, 2004, p.17)  ALA takes a position of accomplishing this through computer education for all users. However, patrons already know how to use the Internet to a large extent.  Librarians have limited time to teach them.  Cooperation among all participants is necessary.

1. Filters are needed with easy deactivation devices.  Librarians simply don’t have the time to examine all the websites that are out there.  With filters that can be easily deactivated, the librarian can keep the unwanted information from younger users, and allow adults to obtain the resources they desire.
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2. If the library does its part by including filters, parents must also reciprocate.   If they want children to use the Internet, they must sign a permission slip allowing them access.  However, this is done awareness that filters alone will not stop all the pornography from getting through.  Therefore, if children come home with pornographic or other objectionable downloads after the permission slip has been signed, the parents have no 
right to blame the library. They must assume responsibility for their children’s behavior by disciplining them instead. 

3. Protective screens will limit neighboring users from viewing inappropriate material.  Therefore, this allows the main user more privacy to see whatever is desirable.
4.  Adult users should also register for Internet usage.  This creates the context of allowing access while showing respect for other visitors. After all, adults are using the internet at a public place.   If Internet providers require adults to sign contracts regarding liability clauses and rule requirements to get online access at home, is it unreasonable to expect them to do the same at the library?
5. For the majority of visitors who use computers for research, the main library home page needs links to relevant sights like ALA Great Web Sites for Kids, Librarian Internet Index or Kids Click.  This introduces patrons to the availability of links of many relevant subject areas.  As a result, users will stumble upon fewer unsuitable sites. This is a more realistic avenue in regards to user education.

Conclusion


The availability of the Internet changes the way the game is played at the library.  Since many come to use computers with online access, it is unrealistic for collection 
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developers to dispose of computers all together.  Even though many pornography sites are legal, librarians must regard the sensibilities of patrons who find it objectionable.   Since limited time is available for librarians to screen the millions of available websites, filters are worth the cost.  However, the software must be designed to keep useful and relevant information as well as remove inappropriate items. 

Parents may forbid their children to visit the library if they feel it is an unsafe environment. However, whether it’s for research or for entertainment, patrons have the right to find current and relevant data.   In the end, the library can’t be all things to all people. A collection developer can not purchase all books and AV items to gratify every single desire.  The same principle should hold true with the Internet.   The public library must remain a place with pertinent information while taking the wishes of the community into account.
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