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Free the Internet
At the second meeting of Wando’s new Ukulele Club, the electric sound of a Power Point filled the room. As the teacher reached the end of the presentation, he clicked on a link that could help the students learn how to play their new instruments in-between the weekly meetings. To the dismay of the class, the website — doctoruke.com — was one of the websites blocked by the Charleston County School District.

The category this website fit that was blocked? Music appreciation.

Consisting of different teachers, media specialists, principals and administrators, the Internet Advisory Committee was created by the school district in 2010 with the sole purpose of deciding what is or isn’t appropriate for students to access while on the web. The Internet advisory committee doesn’t filter content just to keep students from meandering on school computers; they exist as a response to the Children’s Internet Protection Act passed in December of 2000. The law requires public schools to deny access of “obscene content” to students under the age of 18 if they wish to receive certain federal funding.

Specifically, the federal funding comes in the form of the E-Rate program. At the bottom of any telecommunications bill, an E-rate tax gives public schools and libraries funds for telecommunication and internet services. The reimbursement rate by CIPA in Charleston County, based off the number of students receiving free and reduced lunch, is 68 percent. That means for every dollar spent on these services, the federal government pays 68 cents. This is obviously money that the school district does not want to lose.

But what about the blocked websites that aren’t obscene? What about Google Docs that allows students to work on their essays without having to spread viruses through flash drives? What about that Pulitzer Prize-winning writer’s opinion on the book we are reading in school that is blocked because it is a blog? What about doctoruke.com?

The first explanation by the district is security. Many websites are blocked because they have the ability to download files that could contain viruses or objectionable content that would violate the CIPA. A popular example of such a website is the service Dropbox. Dropbox allows the user to store any kind of file they want on a server in the cloud and access those files on their Android phone, IPad, laptop and home computer, and the list goes on. Dropbox was reviewed and blocked by the Internet Advisory Committee on August .

John McCarron, head of the IT department for the district, explains the final reason for blocking websites on school computers: “So then the last tier we look at is the bandwidth requirements for that site.  So we have a limited bandwidth pipe that we use to connect all of Charleston County to the internet. Some sites require, like YouTube, [that you stream] three megabits of bandwidth on the Internet. If a lot of people did that, it would exceed our bandwidth capacity,” he said.

“We have 115 Mbits for the entire district, a relatively low number compared to at home [where] you’ve got AT&T DSL and its giving you 10 Mbits all to yourself,” he added. “We don’t have that luxury in the district because we are an ISP, we provide internet to be shared across the 18000 computers across the district.”

We understand that websites have to be blocked in compliance with the Children’s Internet Protection Act. We also understand that certain websites have security issues and that our district has a limited supply of bandwidth. But that doesn’t explain why a good portion of the websites available on the internet remains inaccessible to students. Music appreciation doesn’t appear as a category blocked on the CCSD intranet, and we can’t imagine why it would be. Video streaming is, but the website for the Colbert Report is unblocked. There are clearly some inconsistencies. (Additionally, Colbertnation.com may be open but the dailyshow.com isn’t).

We await the day when our rights will extend towards the internet and allow us to access anything that is available online.

Until that time comes, we can tolerate certain websites being blocked as long as it is strictly in accordance to CIPA, a major security issue, or a site that uses heavy bandwidth. Any websites that do not fall under that category should no longer be restricted.

Instead of ensuring students do their work, the filter often times prevents students from finding the content they need for research and presentations.

This doesn’t seem like a system our public schools should continue to enforce.


