Students’ Rights to Information Access and Privacy 

An important goal of any democratic society must be to provide full access to information and ideas to all of its people. The ALA Library Bill of Rights, in accordance with the U.S Constitution’s First Amendment of The Bill of Rights, states that, “Books and other library resources should be provided for the interest, information, and enlightenment of all people of the community the library serves. Materials should not be excluded because of the origin, background, or views of those contributing to their creation.”  Children, as members of our society, are guaranteed the same rights extended to every other citizen. It is precisely these rights that will give students access to all points of view and help them to develop important critical thinking skills. It is our responsibility to nurture the development of these skills so that students will become well informed adults and contribute meaningfully to society. Students, like all others, must have information reflecting all sides of an issue if they are to make well informed judgments. To ensure a student’s right to open inquiry, we must also guarantee that any pursuit of information will remain private and confidential. 

School media centers provide a pathway to obtain this information. No individual (or group) has the right to restrict them from accessing information by imposing his/her own belief system. This is especially important to consider when selecting materials for the collection. Media specialists must examine their own beliefs and control any tendency to exert undue influence when selecting materials. Selection; therefore, must be a process of inclusion rather than exclusion. Media specialists must strive to identify and obtain the best materials available that provide diverse points of view. If we restrict students’ access to ideas and information because an individual or group finds the material objectionable, we are exercising censorship. The ALA document Free Access to Libraries for Minors, states that, “Libraries should not limit the selection and development of library resources simply because minors will have access to them. Institutional self-censorship diminishes the credibility of the library in the community, and restricts access for all library users.”  


Though less overt than the omission or removal of materials, the use of labels and rating systems can also be a form of censorship.  Labels, when applied appropriately and used as directional aids, can help students to locate materials. However, labels that place a value judgment or identify items for the purpose of restricting their use are prejudicial in nature. This type of labeling conflicts with a student’s right to intellectual freedom. The ALA defines intellectual freedom as, “The right of every individual to both seek and receive information from all points of view without restriction. It provides for free access to all expressions of ideas through which any and all sides of a question cause or movement may be explored.” 


Although individuals may find some materials in the media center collection to be objectionable or inappropriate for a specific age, it is important to remember that a media center must meet the diverse needs and interests of each member of the community. The presence of these materials does not indicate that the media specialist endorses their content. Rather, it demonstrates the media specialist’s efforts to honor each student’s right to intellectual freedom.   

