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Training: Intellectual Freedom

How ethical are we?

ALEXANDRA POOLEY and BRIONY BIRDI
reflect on training in censorship and intellec-
tual freedom in the public library.

"l fael it's a topic we probably all feel we know aboul and
don't nead training in; but | suspact that in the face of an
actual situation, we might be less confident than we
expect.” Library stalf survey respondent

Intel!ectual freedom is a concept which many believe to be
at the heart of the library profession (Byrme, 2000:61,
Gorman, 2000:90; IFLA, 2007:1; MceMenemy at al, 2007:126)
Even so, Curry's 1997 study of censorship and intellectual
freedom found that "British. .. [public library] directors
acknowledge that mare fraining [on censorship and intellecty-
al freedom] is needed at all employee levels”, but that it
“appears...lo have a low priority because of its abstract
nature and the mora immeadiate nead far framing in new fach-
nmical and service-delivery areas.” (149)

Ten vears have passed since Curry'’s study. so what is the
presenl situation? The overall aim of the MA Librarianship dis-
sertation study. on which this arlicle is based, was to establish
if the weakness concerning training for public library employ-
eas regarding intelleciual freedom and censorship identified
by Curry {1997:149) still exists, and if so, to suggest how this
problem could be resolved.

Defining key terms
Before baginning the study, it was necassary to define the key
terms, For ‘vensorship’. we use the Amencan Library
Azzociation definition; “The suppression of ideas and informa-
tion that certain persons - individuals, groups or governmeant
officials — find objectionable or dangerous” (ALA, 2007). This
is particularly useful as it clearly defines censorship as a neg-
ative act which danies information

For ‘intellectual freedom’. we again used the ALA definition:
“The right of every individual to both seek and receive infor-
mation fram all points of view without restriction” (ALA, 2007)
Although censorship and intellectual freedom are issues in
their cwn nght, we would consider them to be inextricably
linked bacause il one exsls the other cannot be taking place,

Both definticns were included in the questionnaire distrib-
uted te public library slaff (see below). Respondents were
invited to discuss any disagreement they may have had with
these definitions, yet none chose to challenge the explana-
tions offeran indicating agreemeant with the provided defini-

s

Data collection: questionnaires

The first phase of the data callection consisted of one ques-
tionnaire for putdic library stafl and an additional question-
naire tor lecturers, These two lines of enquiry wers not
depandent on, or informead by, the responses of the other

The participants did not farm a reprasentative sample of
the population, but an accessible selection. However, given
the inductive, and predeminately qualilative nature of the
research this wss not problematic. Induciive research does
not necassarily seak to be representative, but 1o illuminate an
issue in greater depth,

In total, 86 public library staff questionnaires were sent out.
and 77 were raturmed, giving a responsea rate of 89.5% The
sample was reascnably varied, including a wide range of
working-ages, job ttles and length of puklic library experi
ence, The majority of respondents were educated Lo degrae
level or above (86%:), held a professicnal qualification (83%),
and ware members of CILIP [73%)

A separate, simultaneous questionnaire was sent o pro-
fessionals who are involved in training and advising pulblic
library staff, but are not library employees themselves, For
example, library and information studies lecturers, and the
Chanered Institute of Library and Information Professionals
(CILIF) advice staff.

The researcher contacted the CILIF Advice Team and
Ethics Panel, and the sixtean universities with LIS courses
accredited by CILIP. Twelve universities replied, although four
replied to say that they had forwarded the email 1o the appro-
priate lecturer and & further university explained that they had
very little course content relating to the subject. Seven lectur-
ers from different institutions returned the questionnaire, giv-
ing a response rate of 44%. The sample containad three
Lecturers, two Senior Lecturers. one Subject Leader, and &
Professar of Library Studies, all of whom work at different
universities.

It wae particularly usalul o gan anothar perspactive from
people with some experience of these issues and who, by the
nature of their jobs, were likely to oe aware of the current
state of training, It was alsa interesting 1o be able o compare
the thoughts of outside observers with those currently waorking
in public libraries regarding questions such as; the appropri-
ateness of training; who should recave training; and wheather
individual judgements or absolute guidelines are central to
dealing with issues relating o censarship and intellectual
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freedom. This comparnson added greater dapth to the
inveshgation.

Data collection: interviews

Given that questionnaire-based methods of gathenng data
can produce mited replies, face to face interviews also tock
place with four public ibrary queslionnaire respondents.
Imerviewees were chosen by geographical distance, due to
time and money constraints, and representad 5% of tha 1otal
respondents to the survey

Interview questions wera designed 1o build on themes
brought out by questionnaine responses, with a particular
focus on the future of fraining regarding censorship and intel-
lectual freedom. For this reason the interviews were part of a
second phase of data collection and took place after all gues-
ticnnaires had besn returned,

Findings: the state of ethical training today
Thare appears ta be litlle doubt that the weakness identified
by Curry's (1987149 research continues o exisl. The majon-
ty of the public library guestionnaire respondents had not
receved training in the areas of censorship and intellectual
freedom, and even some of the 16 respondents who had
recenved some raining anly received guidance in cerain
areas of concem and did not addrass the topics as a whole.
Additionally, interviewees ravealad that ther liorary authorities
cantinue to prioritise traning which address “technical and
sarvice-delivery areas” (Curry, 18587:149)

Given thal (he majority of the library siaff sample held a
professional gualification, it was hoped that the numbear of
positive responses would have been higher, However, anly 16
of the 77 respondents (21%) could recall having received any
training relaling to censorship and/or intellectual fraedam
Respondents referred o a wide variety of raining experi-
gnces including a spacific course on stock selection, orefings
on Freedom of Infarmation and Data Frotection, ang a wark-
shop at a regional CILIP Members' Day

Library schaol lectures wara mentioned with the highest
frequency, with nine respondents recalling such training.
However, as mentioned above. given the high percentage of
professionally qualified respondents (83%) i1 seems worrying
that 61 respondents could nol remambear having receivad
fraining. Although Cole’s (1998) study revealsd that some
respondents had not covered intellectual freedom at library
sehoal, It may also be likely that some respondents failed o
remember this leclure, or equale training only with courses
they are sent an by their employer. One respandant indicated
in her questionnaire that she had receved no training, but
later {in her interview) referred 1o leclures allended at library
schaoal; highlighting that in fact some training had been
recaived,

Content of training received

To attempt to ascertain if the message of the training had
made much of an impact, respondents were also asked 1o
write down three main things they learnt from the training they

had received.

Cverall, the training appears 1o have had a pasitive impact
an respondent's awarenass of the complaxities of issues
relating to imellectual freedom and censorship. Responses
included: an awaranass of the potential for personal bias; the
need to be conscious of unintentional censorship; an undar-
slanding of the sensitivity of the issues; vaiuing the freedom
of the indrvidual; the legal paston of libraries, and who to
ecoansult in the event of a prablem.

Exploring the absence of training
T9% of respondants could nol recall having received any
training in thiz area.

The two most frequently cited reasons for which respaon
denis believed that they had not received any traifing on
issues relating to intellectual freedom or censorsnip wera
because it is: “not necessarily an everyday issue” and so s
regarded as a low priority; or that it has “no immediate rele-
vance to [my] job". Smilarly, an interiowes oxpressed the
view that she thought that she had nol received any training
because it was an issue not deemed to be relevant to her
post. Howswer, during the course of her intarview she remem
berad that she had once been “asked 1o brng pom” by a
home library user. Reflecting on tig. she suggested that with
treining she “might possibly have dealt with it better, as it was
| ran”.

Budget pressures and a lack of staff time were mentioned
by six respendants, while two respondents indicated that it
was ‘nol considerad a priority training need by library man-
agers”. More worryingly, one respondent regarded the lack of
training as being related to a “move away from professional
librarianship” within her authority, whila a further three
respondents made reference to training being unnecessary
because they feit that the values of intellectual freedom were
upheld in their area. Comments such as these perhaps sug-
gest a lack of awarenass regarding unintentional censorship.

Three of the respondants ook a broader approach to the
miatter, referring to the UK sifuation as a whole. "public librari-
anship in the UK seems somewhat reticent about these
issues... issues are nol addressed directly but answered on
an ad hoc basis’. Such a response echoes commeants mada
by a lecturer who claimad that the issues of censorship and
intellzctual freedom have “been neglected, even ignored, and
that librarianship has been a poarer profession because of
this".

Who should receive ‘ethical training’?

Both questionnaires asked participants to respond to the
statement “Training on intellectual freedom and censorship
shauld be pravidad to all levels of public library staff”. Meardy
two-thirds of public library staff respondants (63%) agreed
with tnis statement. Figure 1

The crucial rofe played by frontline staff was emphasized
by many as a reason o provide training to afl employees, As
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one respondent explainaed, fronthine staff are often *first inthe  wwwala onglalafoilbasicsfintellectual htm
line of fire when people object” and thay land 1o “get the ALA (2007a) Library B of Rights [Onling] Chicago: American
brun of comglains”, Those who disagreed with this referred Library Association. wew.ala.orgfalaloiffstatementspolsistatermentsifilibrany
to & lack of nacessity, general cost implications. or simply that  billrightshtm
training should be concentrated on more senior employees Curry, A, (1987} The Limits of Tolerance: Censorship and
s that frontline staff could forward issues to them Intelleciual Freedom in Fublic Libraries. Lanham, Md: The
For academic staff, the provision of training for all levels of  Scarecrow Press, Ino.
Ibrary staff was also cleary supported in line with the resulls  Gomman, M. (2000) Qur Enduring Valves: Libraranship in the
from the public library staff questonnaire. Five respondents
strongly agreed, while the final two respondants agreed with
the statement. One respondent stated that *F public library
slaff do not know why public libraries exist in the first place
any sandoe they may offer is weakened”, Such a slatament
clearly echoes the view found in the literature (as stated
above) that intellactual freedom is at the hear of the library
profession (Byrne, 2000:61: Gorman, 2000:90; IFLA. 2007:1:
tMeMenamy et al, 2007:126) and supparts the library staff
respendent comment thal “these issues lie at the core of
licrarianship”
How well do we deal with ‘ethical
complaints'?
To try to ascertain how confident public library staff question-
naire respondents already telt with issues relating to censor-
ship and intellectual freedom (and therafore what type of
fraining was required) they were asked to respond to the
statement: "l feel able to confidently deal with a complaint
relating o censorship and intellectual freedom by 8 member
of the public”. Figure 2
Ower half of the respondents (51%) chose to strongly
agrea (9%) or agree (42%) with the statement. Just over a
guarter (26%) of these respondents also made raference 1o
soma form of training, or knowledge of local authority policy
An interviewee also referred to local authority policy and rele-
vant parts of the staff manual that could halp them when deal-
ing with a complaint relating to electranic resources, as well
as & course previcusly undertaken in book selection.
Heowewer, it is interesting that notl one public ibrary question-
neire respondent or interviewee referred to the CILIP guide-
lines on this issue.
It is interasting to compare these data to the responses
given regarding whether or not training had or had not been
received. Mot all of thosa respondents who reported having
had training earier in the questionnaire indicated that they
were confident; 3 {19%) strongly agreed, 8 (50%) agreed, 2
{13%) were neutral, and 3 (19%) disagreed.
The explanation given by 9 of the 14 respondants (18%)
who disagreed with the statemeant, and all of the 5 respon-
dents (7%) who strongly disagreed, can be typified by the
comment of one respondent that she did not feel confident
due to a “lack of raining/awarenass’.
References
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Judgements versus guidelines

Both guestionnaires asked respandents to consider the state-
ment “Individual judgemenis, rather than absolute guidelines,
are key to rasponding to any complaints hal refer 1o ssues o
do with censorship and intellectual freedom”, Figure 3

Respondents to this question had very mixed feelings,
Thirty-threea respondents (43%) selected ‘neutral’ and used
the opportunity to explain their answer to clanfy why they had
chasen this responze. Fourtean of these respondents indicat-
ed that they felt @ mixture of judgement and guidelines were
appropriaie for dealing with such issues, and a further four
respondents slated that many issues would be “context
dependent”, Taking this idea a little further, one respondent
suggested that there are "occasions when somea elemeant of
judgement may be required. .. for example in relation to safe-
guarding chilcren using the internel’. However, it is likely that
some people reading this may disagree with that comment
and assert thal ‘safequarding’ is merely another word for cen-
sorship; the ALA quidelines clearly slate thal access should
not be resiricted on the ground of age (ALA, 2007a).

One respondent provided a more cautious version of com-
ments made by many of thase who had agreed wath the state-
mant stating that “with any policy there will inevitably be grey
areas and there should be some leaway Tor slall o exercise
discretion. Howsver if this s exercised too freely, then there is
a danger that the: discration will ba applied according to individ-
val prejudices and could then end up beng discriminatony”

The claseness of the justifications ang comments made
across the board - by those who agreec. were neutral and
disagreed - indicates the complaxity of this area. Thera is
suppor for the existence of guidelines. bul these will necas-
sanly need to be interpreted and, therefore, an elemeant of
individual judgement will ba reguired.

2151 Cantury. Chicage; London: Amearican Library Association.
IFLA. (2007) IFLA Committee on Free Access to Information
and Freedom of Expression (FAIFE) [Online] The Hague,
Metherlands: IFLA waw ifle orgfaileindes him

Mehenemy, O, Poulter, A, and Burton, F.F. (2007) A Handbook
af Ethical Practice: a practical guide to dealing with ethical
issues in information and Nbrary work, Qxford: Chandos.
Opening the Book (2007) Reader-Centred Stock Selection
[Online]. Opening the Book.

waww,openingthebook comiath/page aspPidno=207

Recommendations

A fundamental abjective of this research was to suggest ways
in which the training for public library staff relating to censor-
ship and intellectual freedom might be improved. An initial
peint t2 make is that in order to promote the importance of
engaging with issues of censorship and intellectual freedom,
the content af specific training and library school courses
should be examined, in addition to that of the maore ‘informal’
training melhods such as via conferences and joumnal arficles.
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It may be, of course, that censcrship is taking place because
people have not been trainad 1o daal with the complexity of
issues thal may arise, not because they disagree with the
concept of intellectual freedom.

Below are the main suggestions that have emerged from

this research:
» Greater engagement with ethical issues in library schools

If the library profession wishes to suppert intellectual freedom
then it must promate it during professional fraining. This sug-
gestion was also made by Cole (1998) and although progress
has been made since then il is still not enough. Assuming that
libranes and librarians support intellectual freedom and
oppose censorship can lead to complacency; wea must
promole what we believe in and our reasons for doing so.

# Specific training to be introduced by CILIP

Running a course on this area would bring CILIP to the fore-
front of educating library staff on issues relating to censorship
and intalliectual freedom, cemanting its commitmeant 1o ethical
considerations. Many of the public library guastonnaire
respondents expressed a wish for a basic general awareness
course, and a number of respondents are alraady turming to
CILIP for sources of information regarding censarship and
intellectual freedom. It would, therefore, make sense to join
these two findings, espacally given that all interviewees envis-
aged CILIP taking a key role in the education of lbrary stafl.

Although some staff may have already coverad the issue
at library school, many other employees will not have
recaived any training, especially givan the increasing use of
paraprafessionals. Additionally, even if the issues were cov-
ered at library school, some questionnaire respondents indi-
cated that they would welcome an update on the topics, It is
probable that a quick overview or refresher session could be
provided in a half day, with a day long course providing more
comprehansive training.

Howeaver, for library staff to be able lo make these judge-
ments with refarence to professional rather than personal
beliefs it is lixely that they will reguire some form of guidance
andior training. It would be unreasonable fo expect anvone o
make complex judgemeants without guidance about how to
approach such issues, The final saction of this article will
therefore consider ways in which improvements could be
made to ethical training as it currently stands
A final point
Intallectual fraedom should fot be taken for granted; we can-
not assume thatl everyone understands what itis, ils implica-
tions, the threats to its existence and how to defand it - if they
have not been given the tools with which to do so
# Further development of the Information Ethics website
In addition o specific training, the new Information Ethics web-
site (wenvinfoethicsorg uk) needs 1o address this issue, and other
ethical issues, in maora depth. The available selection of case
studies must be relevant to, and useful for, public library staff
interested in intellectual freedom and must include examples
which relate, for example, to the complexity of meeting chil-

dren's information needs with reference to intellectual freadom,

& Greater emphasis on ethical issues in the Chartership
and Revalidation process

To make sure that candidates for Associateship of the
Museums Association (AMA) have an understanding of ethical
issues, the Museums Association holds a training course
called Ethical Problem Solving (Museums Association,
2007a). It appears from this evidence that the library profes-
sion is lagging behind the museum profession in their formal
engagemeant with ethical issues. If CILIP introduced specific
training, az recommendead above, than it would not be unrea-
sonahle fo suggest that they incorporate a greater ethical
dimension into the Chartership/Revalidation process to
ensure that Chartered librarians and information professionals
have knowledge of the relevant issues.

& Training to be offered in local authority library services
Al the very least, it would be advisable to include a page in
any staff manual acknowledging the complex and sensilive
nature of issues relating to censorship and intellectual free-
dom. It could also provide guick tips on dealing with any com-
plaints of this nature thal may arise, together with contact
details of membars of staff with expertise in responding fo
such issues. Additionally, with the increase in Intermet filtering
in public libraries, often clarification is needed at the local
level, and therefore library autharity specific advice is
necessary.

» Graater engagement with Issues relating to censarship
and intellectual freedom by other organisations

To emphasise the centrality of intellectual freedom to the pro-
fession, it would be helpful If other arganisations promaoted
ethical considerations of relevance to their particular interests.
Censoring stock is after all not a “reader-centred” (Opening
the Book, 2007) action, but a suppression of
information/matenal that may be of interest o some readears.

Further infermatian

Further ditais of the research coyered i this arbcle are contained i the d=sseration sub-
mitied By Alex Pocksy (and supevised By Briany Birdil 24 past o Fer MA& mn L hranarship
degrere Al the University of Shetfield {Pocley, 2007), For information contact: Briory Birdi
Dheparment of ko ration Stodies, Un wersity of Shelfedd (0114 227 2653

b bardefisheHiedd . ar uk)
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