
Censorship: some issues for teacher-librarians
T here has been a long history of de

bate about 'censorsh ip ' in school li
braries. The debate has raged 

around the su itab ility  and ava ilab ility  of 
certain texts in the school library or curricu 
lum. Legitimate concerns on the one hand 
about freedom  to read, have had to be 
w e ighed  against the concerns of parents 
w orried about influences that they believe 
w ill h inder their ch ild ren 's developm ent.

There are no w  m ore com plex issues 
arising from the rapid expansion of e le c 
tronic m edia and ch ild ren 's easy access to 
material that w ou ld  otherw ise be restricted 
to adults. W h a t's  the role of the teacher-li
brarian in today 's  m edia environm ent of 
television, videos, com puter games and the 
internet? Protector or impartial provider?

Som e in the com m un ity  are u nco n 
cerned about such issues. They c la im  that 
children today are very 'm edia savvy ', and 
do not need p rotection. O thers take the 
v iew  that w h ile  ch ild ren  m ay be te ch n o 
log ica lly  more savvy  than their parents, 
they still need protection from content that 
exploits their im m aturity. They argue that 
'K no w in g  how  to light a match, does not 
stop you  being bu rned ', and 'W e  should  
not be adopting a 'L itt le  B o Pe ep ' ap 
proach '.

In a sense, Australia 's w ell deve loped  
classification (note: not 'censorship') system 
for films, videos, com puter games, and its 
separate self-regulatory system for te le v i
sion, can make the job easier for teachers 
using such materials in schools. A ll these 
should carry a classification indicating age 
su itab ility  (for exam ple, 'M ' not re co m 
m ended for those under the age of 15 
years). H igher c lassifications such as M A  
(15+), and R (18+) have legal force in re
gard to under-age ch ild ren . Som e State 
education systems have policies w h ich  re
qu ire teachers not to expose students to 
material classified as unsuitable to their age 
group, but these are not a lw ays observed, 
e sp ec ia lly  at end of term tim e w hen  stu
dents bring their own videos to school!

W h en  it comes to the internet, there are 
no such systems in place, and there are real 
hazards out there for the unw ary  ch ild . 
These inc lude exposure to com m ercia l ex 
ploitation, invasion of p rivacy, exposure to 
paedoph ile  activities and to pornography. 
The com m unity at large cannot take a cava 
lier approach to the im pact of such m ateri
als and activ ities on the young. Ch ild ren  
need effective systems of protection from 
the predators in cyberspace.

So w hat's a responsible teacher-librar

ian to do? Ch ild ren  have as m uch right as 
adults to benefit from use of the internet, 
but schools must have active  programs to 
m inim ise the risks. These w ill include vital 
m edia education , the deve lopm ent of 
school internet use policies, and the use of 
filtering systems. The more effective of 
these presently seem to be server-based 
products that access selected sites on the 
internet, such as Kidz.net and Sm artZone. 
O ffering parents opportunities to increase 
their understanding of the internet and o n 
line safety issues (such as Young M ed ia  
Australia 's Cybersafety course) can add to 
the mix of p rotective strategies.

A whole-ot’-com m unity approach  is 
needed to ensure that m edia experiences 
enhance rather then h inder ch ild ren 's de
velopm ent.
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