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THE PROBLEM WITH WRITING A COLUMN is that you’re led to say in 500
prim and overly manicured words what someone can lay bare in a single
sparse, extemporaneous sentence, full of truth and nothing but. 

Even there I did it. I should have just said, well, at least someone agrees
with me about not blaming the tools for the sins of the users (www.thejournal.
com/articles/22169)—because someone does: the Finns. 

Last month, in our story on the use of web filters to keep students away
from unsafe online content, Julie Walker, executive director of the American
Association of School Librarians, noted that she had recently traveled to 
Finland, where she found that educators have a different approach to 
ensuring responsible internet use: They don’t enforce it, they teach it—and 
because they teach it, they don’t have to enforce it. According to Walker, most 
computers in Finnish schools don’t have web filters. As she said, “Over there,
thanks to solid teaching, the filters are in the students’ heads.”

Teaching kids to govern themselves is what we ought to be doing, not having
their visits to the school library or computer lab chaperoned by web filters.

Would that not be the truer expression of the cornerstone of 21st-
century education: student-directed experiences? Using filters
to blockade portions of the internet does the reverse of that.
It takes responsibility off the students, and their accountability
along with it. If one manages to slip through to a blacklisted
website, we fault the technology, and then hike up the settings

on the firewall, rather than sort out why the student didn’t think
better of breaking the rules. And what curious use it is of

older technology (filters) to blunt newer technology (social
networks, blogs). You could say we’re having technology
eat its young, which is no way to run a new century.

It shouldn’t be too hard to get students to submit to
internet safety. It’s merely an extension of the same
lesson they already have committed to memory:
Don’t talk to strangers. We can’t go around town
removing strangers from the streets, so our solu-
tion, rightly, is to affect behavior. Come to think of
it, there’s no shortage of scissors in our lives,
but little risk any of us would do what we’ve been
warned never to do with a pair, and that’s run.

“[Finnish] students come into school with a
sense of responsibility for their learning and a
sense of why they’re there,” Walker said, concluding

her thought. “Ultimately, that’s where we need to
be too.” The only thing web filters are sure to block
is our chances of getting there. 

—Jeff Weinstock, Executive Editor
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The use of web filters runs counter to 21st-century learning.

Don’t Filter Out Responsibility
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