
Kids, public libraries and internet access...
Val M oon, Ryde Public Library

H aving followed the debates in the 
A m erican  literature for some 
time, I have been surprised at the 

re lative ly low  level of debate amongst 
Australian librarians on their role and re
sponsibilities in relation to ch ildren and 
the internet. In terms of public access to 
the internet w ith in  pub lic  libraries the 
most emotional debates that I have been 
privy to have focussed more on issues of 
charging (or, rather, vehem ent argu
ments about not charging) and whether 
it is appropriate for customers accessing 
the internet in a public library to use e- 
m ail. C erta in ly  these are im portant is
sues but, in my op in ion , not nearly  as 
fascinating as the potential socia l d i
lemma of children using the internet in 
our public libraries.

Perhaps public libraries have been 
lulled into a false sense of security hav
ing installed filtering software. O thers 
m ay have ach ieved  a com fort zone by 
getting parents to sign a disclaim er when 
their ch ildren join the library. These are 
the measures w e introduced in our m e
dium-sized public library w hen im ple
menting public access to the internet.

After a dream-run w ith  no problems, 
our co m p lacen cy  has been severe ly 
shaken in recent w eeks after an irate 
adult confronted desk staff to report that 
a ch ild  was looking at 'disgusting' p ic 
tures on the internet. O u r worst night
mares w ere confirm ed w hen w e  found 
that 'som eone' had disabled the filtering 
software and the nine-year-old was hav
ing an acce le ra ted  education  in areas 
that he probab ly should never be edu 
cated in! O u r second shock cam e w hen 
w e found a number of parents refusing 
to sign the d isclaim er thereby indicating 
that they did not give their ch ild  perm is
sion to use the internet. H o w  on earth 
can w e po lice  this? w e asked ourselves. 
W h a t sort of trap have w e  set for ou r
selves?

It was about this time that w e d iscov
ered a w onderfu l w ebsite  through the 
A m erican  L ibrary A ssociation 's hom e 
page —  The librarian's guide to 
cyberspace for parents and kids (http:// 
w w w .a la .o rg /p a ren tsp ag e/g rea ts ite s/  
criteria .h tm l). For those w h o  have not 
discovered it, this site offers 'safety tips' 
for parents, pointing out 'just as you

teach your ch ild  rules about dealing 
w ith  strangers outside the hom e, you 
must p rovide rules for com m unicating  
on line .'

The safety tips go beyond the ob v i
ous issue of pornography. They focus on 
appropriate behaviours and etiquette 
w hen using the internet, including never 
giving your name, address, or telephone 
number w ithout parental permission and 
not responding to messages that are 
scary or make you uncom fortable.

These safety tips seem ideal for intro
duction  in A ustra lian  pub lic  libraries, 
em phasising the shared responsibility of 
parents and librarians in ensuring that 
ch ildren use the internet responsibly. O f 
course, w e  w ill still need to use filtering 
software but, as the safety tips em pha
sise, 'Even if filters w ere 100 per cent ef
fective, this software is no substitute for 
parental gu idance.'

I see no problems in public librarians 
working with parents to develop safe and 
w ise use of the internet. Perhaps it is not 
so much a social d ilem m a as sim ply an
other situation that w e  need to manage.■
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