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Ethical Scenarios in the Library

Group A:

Scenario 1: A school board member removes books from a high school media center because a citizen said the books contain offensive language. Neither the citizen nor the board member has read the books in question. 


In society, libraries are to be locations that respect the individual, freedom of thought, and the desire to learn. In a school it is a center of information, and it is the job of the librarian to guarantee that students access such resources, analyze them, and come to their own conclusions. The ALA Code of Ethics states that librarians “uphold the principles of intellectual freedom and resist all efforts to censor library resources.” We must strive to provide our students with quality materials that challenge them, and force them to step out of the world in which they live into the reality of the world around them. 

The ALA attains that “the library profession has a long-standing commitment to an ethic of facilitating, not monitoring, access to information” (Privacy: An Interpretation). We must continually work to provide our students with information that will truly benefit them and make them grow as learners, but more importantly as people. It is unfortunate that occasionally people doubt the selection choices made by librarians, which in turn can result in challenges and bans of library material. Given the scenario at hand, in my opinion, the school board member and citizen acted too quickly by removing the books from the library. I believe that there are several things that can be done to rectify the situation as well as deter people from acting so rashly in the future. 

It is imperative that libraries have written selection policies that are available to the public. Such policies lay out the specific standards and processes one must adhere to when developing a school collection. The local community needs to know the great amount of time, energy, and research that goes into collection building. They need to be made aware of the selection guidelines, which are often strict—requiring use of selection sources, numerous positive reviews, and even having committees preview sources to determine if a purchase is warranted. Only after taking several factors into consideration are materials purchased, and at that point people need to rely on and respect the professional opinion of the librarian—that he or she will purchase materials that will enrich the collection as well as the education of the students involved. The community needs to trust that the collection at hand not only supports the curriculum, but prepares the students for the diverse world in which we live. Librarians understand that “developmentally, the overriding goal of adolescents is to become independent individuals. They need to explore diverse ideas and values” (Anderson). Librarians therefore strive to fill their collection with resources that combine educational merit with the potential for discovering new perspectives. 


Aside from a selection policy, the public needs access to the written policy regarding challenged materials. If not established by the school district or county, there needs to be a very precise procedure for filing a complaint against materials, reviewing said materials, and delivering a justified response. A wise idea would be to have the individual fill out a form which specifically lays out the complaint. The individual must be able to point to the exact passages they find fault with as well as have read the entire text, as the text overall might have great educational value. In the given situation, neither the concerned citizen nor the school board member even read the text in question, therefore they could not point out specific examples about which to complain. This fact causes their complaint to loose credibility, as they have not taken the time to research and point to the supposed offensive language.

Aside from the citizen’s actions, I feel that the school board member’s actions are particularly horrid and unprofessional. School board members have a responsibility to learn and adhere to the same review process as any other library patron. They do not have the right to circumvent the proper steps and pull the book off of the shelves. Again, this shows how important it is for librarians to publicize the policies of the library to everyone involved with the school. Helen Adams writes, “By reaching out to principals and teachers, the library media specialist has the potential to create allies who will support minors’ access to information when a challenge occurs.” It is especially important to have the confidence of your staff and administration. If these groups are able to attest to your diligence in striving to provide excellent resources to the students, the community and local school board should feel more comfortable approaching you, the librarian, about the material in question. Perhaps a complaint could be identified and dealt with at a level of genuine conversation. The given situation unfortunately got out of control, with people disregarding the proper steps to review library materials and taking matters into their own hands.

If clear communication takes place between the librarian and school community, people will know the appropriate measures to take when filing a complaint. While it is the ultimate goal of librarians to offer our students a variety of resources, it is understandable that all resources will not please everyone. While everyone is entitled to their opinions, it is only fair to ask that proper guidelines be followed so the situation can be resolved in a professional manner. In the end, it remains our duty to continue selecting materials that we truly feel will benefit our student population and not self-censor for fear of community complaints. 
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Group B:
Scenario 2- A minority student who rides a bus to school tells you that he does not have Internet access at home and he has no study hall period in which to complete a research assignment that his social studies teacher has made. 


The school library is only effective if we as librarians make every effort to serve all students in our population. Every student must feel welcomed and be met with the confidence that they will be able to properly utilize the resources at hand in order to reach success. I wholeheartedly agree with the following statement in the ALA Code of Ethics, “We provide the highest level of service to all library users through appropriate and usefully organized resources; equitable service policies; equitable access; and accurate, unbiased, and courteous responses to all requests.” It is our duty to make certain that each student is able to access the library and the invaluable resources it holds. 


In numerous high schools, many students do not have computers or printers at their homes. It is important that the librarians know the community so they can “meet the diverse information needs and interests of the communities they serve” (Free Access). Thus it is crucial that the library houses computers for students to create documents, use the Internet, as well as print.  I think it is extremely important that students who do not have technology at home are provided the time at school to interact with it. We are responsible for creating critical learners, and they must be fluent in technology in order to have success in the future. 


The media center should meet the needs of any individual who hopes to work there. In the given situation the librarian must reflect on the hours of the library to see if she or he is truly allowing equal access to the library. It is not the student’s fault that they do not have the Internet or a study hall, and it is therefore not right that their grade be penalized due to the limitations put on him. We must serve every student group, but especially those who may not receive any additional educational support at home, due to reasons out of their immediate control. I feel that to truly accommodate all students, the library should be opened before, during, and after school. We must “create scheduling that embraces these students and that leads to their "positive attitudes towards technology in the library so that under-served students can understand its relevance to them””. By having the library available to them before and after school they can not only learn to use technology that they do not personally own, but access all of the educational resources available. If a school does not have an after school activities bus, then I would also suggest having the library open to students at lunch. A student may eat his or her lunch and then come to the library to work on homework or conduct research. Even though they are sacrificing social time, I feel that many students would see this as an opportunity that they can’t pass up. 



Aside from adjusting the hours of the library, I would see this situation as an opportunity to collaborate with teachers. I would have loved to have been involved in this assignment—I could have done lessons with the class regarding research skills as well as pulled resources that would be a perfect fit for their topics. I would have asked the teacher if he or she would consider scheduling a few classes in the library so all students can have time to work on the Internet. Teachers must also consider that they too need to think about the student population when giving assignments. If an assignment requiring research or the Internet is given, the teacher should book time in the library to give everyone a fair chance to gather resources. I can express this sentiment to teachers at the beginning of the school year, either at staff or department meetings. I would also make it my business to check in at monthly department meetings to see if anyone is planning any projects in which I can be of assistance. 
It is so important that we set up our libraries to provide “physical access to information and resources for learning” (Information Power). In an age where students are increasingly without supervision or a place to go, they must be able find comfort that the library is a safe space in which they can be productive. They should view the adults at school as people willing to do their best in order to make success attainable for their students. It is up to the teachers and librarians to reflect on the school community and give everyone the same opportunity to utilize resources. In the end information can only be processed and analyzed if the information is truly accessible to all. 
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Group C:

Scenario 4- Your media clerk tells a high school parent that the parent’s son is checking out books on religious cults.

I believe that this scenario is an extremely unfortunate situation, but at the same time think it serves as a “teachable moment”. While the media clerk completely violated the privacy of the student involved, the situation calls into question how good of a job I am doing as a librarian, in regards to protecting the privacy of my students.


The library is where knowledge and diversity are to be celebrated. It is a place where people can connect with ideas, interact with information, and form opinions. It is the job of the librarian to uphold such ideals and ensure that students learn what they seek to learn. Aside from providing them with information, it is our duty to make certain that they feel comfortable to perform their search, which is where student privacy comes into play. Helen Adams states, “As library media specialists, we should respect our students’ right to privacy and not ask why the information is needed.”  We should not judge students based on what they read, nor should we ever push our own opinions on what they should/should not be reading. Students must never feel persecuted for checking out resources on topics of interest to them, no matter for educational or personal reasons. If we are to build a library in which true learning is to flourish, students must know that we respect their decisions as well as their privacy to make such decisions. This mentality applies to all people who are involved in the school library, from library specialists and clerks, to teachers and students.

The ALA Code of Ethics specifically states that librarians “protect each library user's right to privacy and confidentiality with respect to information sought or received and resources consulted, borrowed, acquired or transmitted.” In the given situation, the clerk has clearly violated a doctrine by which all librarians should abide. It would be necessary to talk to the clerk and discover the motive behind telling the parent about their student’s activity. If the clerk reveals that he or she knowingly gave student information to the parents, no matter the reason (it just came out in casual conversation, he or she felt the parents needed to know, etc.), further serious conversations would have to take place. Not only would we have to discuss the implications of the situation, but if the clerk felt that the student was checking out “unsafe” materials (religious cults), he or she should have talked to me about the concerns. If it was overtly clear that the resources were truly harmful to the body or mind of the student, we then could have discussed it with the guidance counselors. Steps could be taken to ensure that the student remained safe. Simply telling the parents is not cause enough to go against this very important part of library policy. I would not feel comfortable working with someone who would knowingly violate our professional code of ethics and let down not only myself and the student, but one of the overarching ideals of libraries. I would think that administration would have to get involved and there would be consequences for the clerk. However, if the clerk stated that he or she honestly did not know that such actions were in violation of student privacy, I would truly have to reevaluate how effectively I am working to protect my student population.
Regarding privacy and the Library Bill of Rights, the ALA maintains that “Everyone (paid or unpaid) who provides governance, administration, or service in libraries has a responsibility to maintain an environment respectful and protective of the privacy of all users.” However, this message is only effective if I am doing my utmost best to ensure that it comes to fruition. It falls on me to make certain that everyone involved with the school—students, staff, parents, even the local community, knows and understands library policy relating to student privacy. This will require me to train those who work in the library on such matters, visit department meetings to deliver the message to staff, and even send notification out to the community. Aside from this, I would let students know their rights when they come to library orientation at the start of the school year. Another means to prevent such situations would be to post the library policy both physically in the school, as well as on school/library websites. 


It is up to me to make such efforts in order to ensure that the community I service is one that is educated on library policies. I must convey the sentiment expressed in the ALA’s Position Statement on the Confidentiality of Library Records, that “the library community recognizes that children and youth have the same rights to privacy as adults.” Youth deserve the chance to research topics for educational and personal needs. They deserve the chance to interpret sources and form their own opinions, free from the criticism of those around them. As a librarian I must strive to ensure that they are able to accomplish such things and that myself and those at the library only serve to encourage behaviors revolving around the development of critical thought. It is my hope that everyone involved with the library ultimately realizes the importance of respecting the freedom of learning, as well as the privacy of those individuals who set out to enrich their minds. 
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