The Deleting Online Predators Act (DOPA) works to push the American public education system behind the education received in private schools and in other countries. It should be reconsidered and severely reconstructed, if not utterly wiped away and a new strategy considered.

Car accidents are a terrible thing. However, we do not seek to write legislation that would remove driver’s education from the high school curriculum or forbid teenagers from driving a car. Instead, adults do our best to teach kids how to be responsible with a motor vehicle and try to model good driving habits as we can. We need to do the same thing with computers and the Internet.

DOPA, while certainly a well-intentioned effort, places American public schools 5-10 years behind the curve. And all this after the seemingly daily reports of how our public schools are not doing well in comparison to the rest of the world, how they are failing our children. More restrictions on how and what we teach will not help that situation at all. This is not to necessarily say that teachers need complete and total freedom to teach whatever they want, at whim. However, they need to be able to take advantage of free resources around them that many are creative enough to employ to educational purposes. At the same time, students need to leave the American public education system with a solid understanding of computers. DOPA would make both of those things nearly impossible.

If an American student emerges from high school almost completely unaware of, or unable to make proper and responsible use of, sites like MySpace, Blogger, Digg, del.icio.us, forum or discussion board services, WordPress, or social networking services, is that student better prepared or worse prepared for life than a student from another country who leaves high school with a firm grasp on those same tools?

That’s really all these sites are: tools. Education is the key to allowing students to use those tools for the best outcome. Without strong models of how to use those tools effectively, we leave students to their own devices to figure things out as they see fit. Please don’t fool yourself, or other supporters, into thinking that DOPA would mean fewer students using the sites you seek to keep them away from. It would just mean using those sites unsupervised.

And, frankly, the type of behavior that’s risky and that DOPA tries to eliminate in schools and other public areas simply isn’t happening in those areas. The posting of pictures, writing of suggestive text, chatting, and other conversations are taking place in the home. DOPA would place restrictions where they do not belong and only make difficult jobs needlessly more difficult.

DOPA encourages schools to be ignorant about what’s happening online. That is a huge mistake.

Computers are here to stay and schools need to teach students how to deal with them. I am a high school teacher who makes extensive use of student blogs for work in the classroom. I also use social bookmarking sites to create an up-to-date online textbook for my students.

There are so many fantastic, interactive, exciting, meaningful, and educational things that can be done with the very technologies DOPA seeks to terminate in schools. Additionally, DOPA makes school that much more irrelevant to the world in which students live. We want students to think of school like it's preparation for life after school, not some dream land that is completely out of touch with the world around it. DOPA would push schools in that direction and help enforce the student-held belief that school is not the “real world,” a belief that teachers struggle to dispel every day.

Have you talked with educators about how they use technologies DOPA would block? Have you talked with them about how nearly impossible it would be to have such resources unblocked, even with a provision in DOPA to do so? Have you carried on an open discourse about this issue? Have you listened sincerely to those who disagree with you and/or suggest alternatives? Have you examined all possibilities of how to deal with the threat of “online predators”?

More importantly, do you honestly believe that DOPA solves the cause instead of simply addressing one of the effects? Does this bill do anything to capture more “online predators” or discourage such behavior?

If someone is an alcoholic, and alcoholism is a national problem, the solution isn’t to ban liquor. The solution is to treat the alcoholism. What does DOPA do to treat the problem “online predators” represent?

Students who have home access to such sites as allow them to create profiles will just continue their risky behavior at home. The only difference will be that at no point during their day will a single teacher be able to provide them with a positive example of how to responsibly use those sites.

Worse, students who do not have home access to a computer will now be completely shocked to leave high school and discover social networking sites, blogs, discussion boards, forums, and the like. How much further behind is that student in today's world? How much further behind will he be in tomorrow's world?

DOPA has worthy aims. It's horribly, terribly, frighteningly misguided. It effectively places shackles on a teacher that should not be there. We need to teach students how to use these resources. Please allow us to do so. Reconsider the implementation of everyone's desire to keep kids safe online. Please feel free to contact me to continue a discussion about this and/or to address any concerns or questions you have. Thank you.

Education is the key, not ignorance.
