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No reason for iBoss to block Sparknotes Exam exemption troubles stress Prep seniors out

 Sparknotes is a website that con-
tains thousands of summaries of chapters 
of various types of books. Most students 
are probably aware that Sparknotes 
and other, similar, websites, have been 
blocked by the school WiFi, even though 
many find this measure unnecessary or 
downright counterproductive for a variety 
of reasons. 
 For starters, blocking Spark-
notes from the WiFi cannot actually 
stop people from accessing it, as long 
as they have an iPhone (or any other 
device that can access the internet 
without WiFi). Seeing as it is so easy to get to Sparknotes anyways, why should the 
school even bother blocking it? Does it not just make students’ lives just slightly 
more inconvenient for no particular reason? 
 However the real question is why the school looks down on these websites 
in the first place. Generally, the explanation teachers provide for this is something 
along the lines of: “Students will just memorize stuff from Sparknotes and they 
won’t read their books , thus causing them to not properly learn the material.” 
 It is undeniable that students are likely to choose Sparknotes over books. 
However, that does prompt the question of whether this issue actually matters. 
As a rule, Sparknotes is generally most useful in English classes due to the litera-
ture-based core of the website. So why do teachers prefer students to read books? 
Many teachers claim that kids will retain knowledge read from books better than 
things acquired from Sparknotes. This may have some truth to it, but in all honesty, 
any difference between the two is probably minor. The student should be responsi-
ble enough to determine if they want to learn the material or not. Teachers should 
trust their students and their teaching over concerns over something as miniscule 
as Sparknotes.
 So if retention isn’t an issue, then what is? Perhaps it is because Sparknotes 
makes things too easy. On top of plot summary, the site also provides in-depth in-
formation about symbolism and such in the sections. So maybe teachers don’t want 
students on Sparknotes so they can teach them the material themselves. 
 Regardless of the motivations behind the repression of Sparknotes, we 
students hope that it will soon become much more convenient to access the site on 
campus. 

 At Jackson Prep, seniors have been faced with a dilemma. It came to their 
attention that the requirements to be exempt from spring exams were changed. If you 
miss more than three classes of the same class in the semester, or 6 in the whole year, 
then you are not eligible for being exempt from exams. Additionally, you must have a 
spring semester average of 92.5 or above to meet the requirements of exemption. This 
is something that the majority of the senior class is bewildered by. The requirements 
of exemption from exams should not have been changed last-minute. It sends students 
into nothing less of a frenzy as they try to find out if they are eligible for being exempt 
from their exams.
 At other metro area schools like Madison Central and Madison-Ridgeland 
Academy, seniors are automatically exempt from exams. It would be beneficial for Prep 
to not require seniors to take their spring exams unless they are at risk of failing the 
class if they do not take them. And for the people that are not at risk of failing, teachers 
could make spring exams voluntary. Teachers adequately preparing their students for 
exams is scarce as it is; the lack of students taking the exams would aid the teachers in 
their preparation. They can make a general review, and share it with those taking the 

exam. Realistically, it requires 
no more work than the current 
requirements do. 
 Seniors' lives at the end 
of the spring semester are 
already extremely hectic, and 
exams seem to only serve to 
make their lives more com-
plicated. Seniors are simul-
taneously preparing for their 
summer trips, graduation, and 
college. It is extremely stress-
ful and difficult for them to 
add exams to the list of things 
they have to deal with. On top 
of that, the fluctuating re-
quirements do not help, which 
is why the requirements for 
senior exam exemptions either 
need to be done away with or 
permanently changed.
 

 

 For my final contribu-
tion to the Sentry, I would like 
to comment on tolerance, free 
speech, and censorship. Our 
culture puts great emphasis on 
being “tolerant” but also reacts 
fiercely to insults and heterodox 
thinking—and the biggest pro-
ponents of tolerance are often 
the very same people who sup-
port punishing perceived hate 
speech and misinformation. And 
moreover, all that occurs against 
a background of free speech 
that most people take for grant-
ed. So what is the path forward? 
Complete censorship? Total tol-
erance? Something in between?
 First, let’s examine censor-
ship. You can probably guess that 
full-on censorship is not the an-

swer, but what makes it a bad idea? 
 First and foremost, censor-
ship is tantamount to conceding 
defeat in the battle of ideas, an 
effort to plaster over the weak-
nesses in one’s argument with 
force. Think about it like this: do 
you really have faith in your own 
position if it bears so little criti-
cism that you must censor your 
opponents? Even if you believe 
yourself to be serving some great-
er good by eradicating “bad” or 
“dangerous” ideas, you are really 
only avoiding the difficult task of 
debating the ideas in good faith, 
which amounts to nothing more 
than a self-serving shortcut and 
still implies that you are not quite 
confident in your own perspective.
And when you censor speech for 
being obviously, even self-evi-
dently, immoral, such censorship 
still enables authorities to make 

moral judgments in subsequent, 
less clear-cut cases. Every time 
the government makes a foray 
into censorship, even if it is just 
to eliminate dangerous content, 
it gives future administrations, 
leaders, or popular majorities the 
power to eliminate what they see 
as dangerous. So, put directly, the 
unavoidable problem of censor-
ship is that if you censor others to-
day, you might have near-unanim-
ity, but that precedent will allow 
others to censor you tomorrow—
and your children the day after.
So censorship, being an admis-
sion of weakness and likely to 
backfire, is not the solution, but 
does that mean that we should 
embrace tolerance, refusing to 
comment on others’ behavior 
or criticize their speech? Is that 
what freedom of speech really is?
 No, absolutely not. Al-

low me to remind you of a well-
known story, recorded by Dr. 
James McHenry, a delegate to 
the Constitutional Convention 
in 1787. He observed a woman 
named Mrs. Powell, whose first 
name and other features have 
been lost to history, ask Benja-
min Franklin on his way out of 
the Convention, “Well, doctor, 
what have we got? A republic or 
a monarchy?” And Franklin re-
sponded, “A republic, madam—if 
you can keep it.” Those words—
“if you can keep it”—epitomize 
our responsibility to free speech. 
To “keep” our republic requires 
active effort, something much 
more difficult to maintain than 
the passivity of total tolerance. 
Abstaining from censorship is 
only half of the responsibility of 
free speech. While we must resist 
the temptation to quash bad ideas 

with force, it is equally important 
that we do combat them rhetor-
ically. There is a common myth 
that free speech means “the best 
ideas will rise to the top,” and it is 
true that censorship prevents the 
best ideas from rising to the top—
but that is not the whole story. 
 Good ideas do not float 
upwards or win the day of their 
own accord, even in a free-speech 
environment. So in every gener-
ation there must be citizens who 
carry the banner of truth, both 
in the political arena and out of 
it, who recognize both our right 
of and our duty to free speech—
and that means being neither 
censorious nor overly tolerant. 
We must not act out of preju-
dice or try to silence others, but 
we must also be unafraid to crit-
icize their ideas and behavior.

by Jeffrey Jordan

Guest Contributor

Transcending tolerance: Responsible criticism

This is what many students see when they 
type in “Sparknotes.com” or other restricted 
websites like “Slither.io”. This is not only 
uncalled for, it simply makes no sense.

The seniors often feel like the spring senior exams are 
uncalled for. 
Photo courtesy of Times Higher Education


