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Applying the ALA Code of Ethics to Minors Accessing Sexually Explicit Material on the Internet
Case Study:  Suppose you are a librarian in a public library, and you have public access Internet terminals.  Lately you have noticed that young teenagers have been using the Internet terminals to download a variety of sexually explicit materials.  You are not the only one who has noticed this; one of the teenager's parents storms into your library and demands that you bar anyone younger than 18 from using the Internet unless there is filtering software installed.  The situation escalates, the local news media get involved, and the ordeal becomes a cause celebre. The library's director is adamant that you cannot act as the Web police for your patrons; the City Council is equally adamant that you cannot allow porn in the library.
1.  How should you approach this conflict from the point of view of your professional ethics?  Part II of the ALA Code of Ethics states “We uphold the principles of intellectual freedom and resist all efforts to censor library materials.”  OK then, what are the “principles of intellectual freedom?”  According to the ALA’s interpretation of the Library Bill of Rights, “Librarians have a professional responsibility to be fair, just, and equitable and to give all library users equal protection in guarding against violation of the library patron’s right to read, view, or listen to materials and resources protected by the First Amendment.”  And part V of the Library Bill of Rights states that “A person’s right to use a library should not be denied or abridged because of origin, age, background, or views.”  It seems clear that my professional organization feels it is the right of any person to view any type of material.  Any action to limit access to material goes against the principles of intellectual freedom, and therefore the code of ethics.  
2.  Does my code of ethics really guide me towards supporting open access to unfiltered terminals?  There is no filter that will deny access to obscene materials without withholding constitutionally protected material.  The ALA makes it clear they believe filtering denies people access to materials (ALA, 2001).  I would therefore conclude that my code of ethics would guide me to require unfiltered internet access unless a filter exists that can truly only block all the unlawful material and not block legitimate material.  So far, no such filter exists.  
3.  Am I morally required to uphold a principle of professional ethics, which I may find repugnant when I am reasoning as an individual?  Part VII of the ALA Code of Ethics states “We distinguish between our personal convictions and professional duties and do not allow our personal beliefs to interfere with fair representation of the aims of our institutions or the provision of access to their information resources.” I believe in the rights of everyone to access lawful materials. But I also believe that parents have the right to decide what is OK or not OK for their children to view.  We should also keep in mind that the courts have allowed for some restrictions on the First Amendment rights of minors.  For instance, the Supreme Court has ruled that there are some restrictions on minor’s right to view pornography or other sexually explicit material (Jenner & Block, 2004).  Specifically, the Court ruled in Ginsberg vs. New York that states may pass laws making certain materials obscene for minors but not for adults, otherwise known as “harmful to minors” statutes.  A minor’s right to view such materials is not covered by the First Amendment.  But the question remains:  Is it OK to put filters on the library’s Internet computers to prevent minors from seeing such materials?  
     Ultimately, it is the parent’s responsibility to monitor what their children are doing.  One way to do that is to place restriction on their card denying Internet access, or not check out R rated movies.  My local library has a written Internet policy that prohibits accessing materials that are “obscene, pornographic or “harmful to minors”” (Bethel Public Library, 2003).  I’m sure most libraries have similar policies.  I don’t believe such policies are unreasonable, even if they technically are not ALA policy.  As professionals, we have an obligation to insure equal access for everyone.  But we also have to respect the rights of parents to impose limits on what their children are allowed to view.  
      One of the reasons the ALA states that Internet computers should not be filtered is because when you buy a resource, you buy the entire resource, not just part of it (ALA, 2000).  That argument makes sense for print materials.  But the Internet is a different animal.  Adding public Internet computers is not the same as adding other types of materials to the collection because new content is added to the Internet daily that the library has no control over.   Most libraries have rules forbidding patrons to access pornography or other inappropriate material on the Internet.  In a way, isn’t that just another method or filtering?  It’s asking the patrons to restrict themselves
4.  Do I sacrifice my professionalism if I reject one or more of the guidelines in my professional organization's code of ethics?  No.  We do have an obligation to make sure our patrons have free access to materials.  But we can try to balance that with other obligations such as allowing parents to decide what their child is allowed to view.  
5.  Is there a middle way?  Can I persuade my professional organization to rethink its code of ethics and adopt language that I can endorse? 
a. “Lately you have noticed that young teenagers have been using the Internet terminals to download a variety of sexually explicit materials.”  If there is a clear policy in place that prohibits sexually explicit or otherwise inappropriate material at any age, then instead of just noticing, I could enforce the policy and stop them from viewing that material if I see it.  
b. Place restrictions on minor’s cards so that if the parent desires, the child is not allowed internet access.
c. Place filters on the computers in the children’s area.  Children under a certain age can use unfiltered computers in the adult area if an adult is present to supervise them, or signs a form authorizing it.  

I don’t imagine I could get the ALA to agree with any of those compromises.  I support the ALA in their efforts to ensure equal access.  Perhaps to make sure no one’s rights are taken away, they need to be a little overzealous by taking issue with restrictions that most people would find reasonable.  Out on the “front lines,” librarians need to understand the code of ethics, and apply it the best they can in the environment in which they work.
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