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To Read or Not to Read:  Censoring Adolescent Texts in Public Schools
Introduction of the Dilemma

What is appropriate reading for school-aged children?  The First Amendment of the U.S Constitution allows for freedom of speech and expression.  The landmark Supreme Court case of Tinker v. Des Moines School District (1969) affirms how teachers and students have these constitutional rights.  

First Amendment rights, applied in light of the special characteristics of the school environment, are available to teachers and students. It can hardly be argued that either students or teachers shed their constitutional rights to freedom of speech or expression at the schoolhouse gate. This has been the unmistakable holding of this Court for almost 50 years (1969).
At school, students may look at a wide variety of thought provoking writings.  They may examine works from teacher selected resources or peruse texts of their own choosing from the school library.  However, what happens when the wording includes suggestive racial, sexual, or violent ideas?   When are librarians, teachers, parents, school boards, students and the general public able to oppose the availability of questionable materials?  The following cases and events provide the context for exploring this issue further.

Summary of Key Cases & Events 

The numbers of events related to book banning at public schools are staggering.  A few key court cases well illustrate the conflict. 
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Board of Education, Island Trees Union Free School District v. Pico, 457 U.S 853 (1982) provides the foundation for school censorship cases.  In 1975, the Island Tree school board removed nine books from middle and high school libraries due to unsuitable racial and/or religious passages.  These included Slaughterhouse 5,  The Naked Ape, Down These Mean Streets, Best Short Stories of Negro Writers, Go Ask Alice, Laughing Boy, Black Boy, A Hero Ain’t Nothin’ But A Sandwich, and Soul on Ice (Reichman, 1988, p.124).  Before the lawsuit, a textbook committee, appointed by the school district, reviewed the works.  A few were eventually returned to the library shelves.  In a 5-4 decision, The U.S. Supreme Court declared that Island Trees could not get rid of novels based on political attitudes.  However, the justices encouraged schools to develop criteria for selecting literary materials.  Years after Pico, federal judges continually consider this 1st Amendment matter in relation to public schools 

The conflict between religious values and intellectual freedoms clashed in Case v. Unified School District No. 233, 908 F. Supp. 864 (D. Kan. 1995).   Parents, students, and teachers joined forces in a class action lawsuit against a school district in Olathe, Kansas when school Superintendent Ron Wimmer unilaterally removed Nancy Gardner’s  Annie on My Mind from middle school and high school libraries.  Gardner’s work centered on a lesbian relationship between two teenaged girls Annie and Liza.  The public outcry even went as far as a book burning on the school board doorsteps.  Eventually, the Kansas Federal Court eased the community tension with its decision.  They ruled that removing the novel violated students’ rights under the 1st Amendment and the state of Kansas constitution.  The justices also determined how the school
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board ignored its own policies on the matter.

The context for Campbell v. St. Tammany Parish School Board, 64 F.3d 184 (5th Cir. 1995) revealed similarities with the Counts case.   As in the previously mentioned lawsuit, the St. Tammany Parish School Board in Louisiana removed Jim Haskin’s Voodoo and Hoodoo for advocating moral depravity.  They found Haskin’s accounts of ancient African medicine men curing villagers through forms of witchcraft loathsome.  School board members experienced a different problem than the Island officials since Voodoo was a supplementary work used to explain parts of African history. The District Court concluded there wasn’t enough evidence to prove Tammany representatives infringed on students’ civil liberties.  Eventually, the parties settled the case.  Students must now comb through reserved shelves to locate the book. 


In Counts v. Cedarville School District, 295 F.Supp.2d 996 (W.D. Ark. 2003),
Dakota Counts and her parents sued an Arkansas school district for setting up unnecessary guidelines for checking out Harry Potter novels.  Counts and her family received support from organizations like People for the American Way, American United for Separation of Church, American Booksellers Foundation for Freedom of Expression, etc.  Even renowned author Judy Blume drafted a friend of the court brief on behalf of the Counts’ family.  Cedarville’s policy, established after another parent complained about the content of the book, required signed parent permission slips before taking the novel home.  Many defended the school district because Harry Potter focused on witchcraft and defiance of authority. 
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On April 23, 2003, U.S District Judge Jimm L. Hendron sided with Counts.  In his decision, Hendron argued that Harry Potter did not interrupt school operations.  Hendron judged how Cedarville board members violated the 1st Amendment by using their religious world view as the basis for limiting access to the Potter books.
Analysis of Opposing Viewpoints


Many Americans feel they deserve direct input on what school children are exposed to on a daily basis.  This position hinges on two questions.  What should be taken out and put into school libraries?  Who is best qualified to determine which educational items are necessary?  Politically conservative segments of the community champion an idea espoused in Richard Rubin’s Foundation of Library and Information Science Second Edition. The mission of the social library was to assist self improvement and search for the truth (Rubin, 2004, p. 275).  From their vantage point, the purpose of school readings is advancing traditional American values such as patriotism and Judeo-Christian ideals.  Schools must confiscate texts that are diametrically opposed to such principles.  Wiser adults like parents and school boards possess the knowledge and experience necessary to pick works that belong on a school campus. On the other side of the spectrum, proponents of intellectual freedom hold dearly to the position espoused by the 1st Amendment and American Library Association.  The first two principles of ALA’s Library Bill of Rights express this position well.
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I. 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.

II. Libraries should provide materials and information presenting all points of view on current and historical issues. Materials should not be proscribed or removed because of partisan or doctrinal disapproval.
Adopted June 18, 1948, by the ALA Council; amended February 2, 1961; January 23, 1980; inclusion of “age” reaffirmed January 23, 1996.
Supporters for civil liberties identify public schools as the best place for social and intellectual exchanges among students.  Censorship deprives them of the ability to expand their mental capacities. Those inside schools like librarians, teachers, and students best understand which books fit in their environment.  Through a closer analysis of issues raised by the previously mentioned court cases, both sides convey legitimate arguments and flaws in their reasoning.

A primary consideration is which books support the school curriculum.  Each state includes academic standards and book lists for guiding instruction.  If the literature chosen by schools supports this educational framework, there should be no argument for its use.  However, the debate arises when some readings include graphic parts.  The Islands School District and Tammany Parish grappled with that problem because the questionable books worked within a scholastic context.  In The Role 
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of Censorship in Public Schools, Ken Petress refers to a debate related to a racial depiction of Native Americans in Little House on the Prairie as useful way for navigating through this malaise.   


The MCLU argued to the board that   ... educators should use the offensive content in [the book] as an opportunity to discuss the pervasive nature of racism and how things have and have not changed since the book was written 
[and]…Isn’t a teachable moment in the third grade more valuable than a lifetime 
of ignorance?  (Petress, 2005, p. 249)
Petress argues that the educational value of a book outweighs questionable portions of a text.  This line of reasoning can therefore apply to the Pico and Tammany cases as well.  If students need to accumulate facts about African religion for success in a world history course, Voodoo and Hoodoo may provide useful information.  The same logic applies for including an Island School District banned book like Langston Hughes’s  Best Short Stories of Negro Writers for the study of the Harlem Renaissance in a high school English class.

However, conservative groups counter the freedom of expression argument when referring to schools that exclude religious texts despite the fact that they enhance learning in certain academic subjects. In their article, Religion is Required Reading in Schools, Aaron Atwood and Trish Amason emphasize how public schools must include the Bible as a literary source for teaching Western Civilization.  … the public schools are enriched when students learn about America's Christian heritage, the influence of the Bible in 
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western civilization and the benefits that Christianity and the Bible have brought to the world (Atwood & Amason, 2005, p. 1).  The writers quote Eric Buehrer, president of a Christian based educational company called Gateways, as a way of proving how excerpts from the holy book support a public school based principle of character education.  In their assessment, Atwood and Amason also site Christianity as the primary religion practiced in Europe and the United States throughout most of their respected histories.  When it is used as way for providing students with more historical content, biblical viewpoints compare with voodoo features of African religion.   If 1st Amendment advocates support a school’s removing the Bible because certain people find fault with its religious tenants, their stance for total intellectual freedom is lost.

Educators perform a balancing act when selecting acceptable selections while promoting school wide literacy.  Entertaining and controversial books often fit the bill on that advertising front.  Petress wrote,  “When schools censor ideas, students become increasingly interested in such subjects and typically discover some clandestine means to gain access to these taboo ideas” (2005, p.248).  Therefore, the more a book is forbidden, the more students will want to read it.  In one respect, reading more improves student literacy skills. Out-of-school reading habits of students has shown that even 15 minutes a day of independent reading can expose students to more than a million words of text in a year (Literacy Company, 1996).  If the objective is to make students more literate, including popular fiction provides a possible relief.  However, students may encounter messages some parts of society view as dangerous.  Harry Potter remains a political hot potato because the books are so entertaining.  There are now seven books in the 
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collection with four featured films based on the novel.  However, social conservatives need not despair.  Their response should be finding and donating enjoyable books
of redeemable value to the library .  Fortunately, the counter part of Harry Potter in Lord of the Rings acts as a worthwhile alternative.
An Appropriate Course of Action

To avoid public strife, schools must take proactive measures.  First, school leaders must join forces with the PTA in forming rules for choosing books in classrooms and libraries.  The final lists should be readily available in hard copy and online for community access.  Not only will teachers and librarians appreciate providing input, they can rest assured that administrators will defend them if someone challenges their literary selections.  If a parent complains about the school reading material, the individual can be referred to the reading list formed by the key players of the school-wide establishment.  Final decisions should be based on three factors.
1. Age appropriateness- The maturity level of the majority of students should serve as a guide. For example, Dante’s Inferno is inappropriate reading for most 12- 13 year old middle school students.

2. Academic standards-Schools need to purchase texts that supplement the curriculum.  Officials can then refer to a state reading list if there is any backlash against a book.  
3. Community Awareness- Schools must be aware of the community around them.  In more politically liberal portions of the country, Annie on My Mind 
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will probably be allowed in schools without a wink.  In the Midwest and South, forget it.

 

Communication to School Community

At a public school, I, acting as the Library Media Teacher, would act as a manager.  To avoid problems at my school, I would pursue a thorough course of action.
1. During the second semester of the school year, I will send a memo to teachers, instructional aides, and other staff member to be part of committee in selecting books for the classroom and library.  Since educators often don’t get compensated for committee work during the summer, the work must be completed before school concludes.  To encourage participation, I will remind instructors that the library budget allows them to purchase appropriate materials for their courses and the campus at large. I will privately persuade English, Social Studies, Science, and Special Education teachers to join the committee because they are often the most impacted by book censorship.  I will ask the principal to allow for meetings during staff development days to promote greater participation.  Each academic department involved in the process will submit a final list of books to purchase.  A general record will be created for the school library.
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2. Administrators can then examine a hard copy and online listing of the readings. If they have objections, I will refer their concerns back to the committee.
3. Once final recordings are drafted and approved by the school administration,  I will submit the findings to the School Site Council for approval.  School Site Council includes teachers, instructional aides, administrators, students, and parents. I will mail copies for review to all members 2 weeks before the next scheduled meeting.  I will email and/or call them to make sure they received the proposal.  If they approve the selections, I will ask for the finances necessary to purchase the materials for the following academic year.  This will come through department funds, SIP (School Improvement Plan) moneys, and Title One funding.  If there are problems, I will refer back to school department heads to address concerns by the committee.  The vote would then take place during the next School Site gathering if possible.  
When school resumes, I will involve PTA and other interested community members to be actively involved in various aspects of the library.  The newly crafted book list will be available on the school website.  I will interact with parents for their input on the book collection during book fairs and back-to-school night.  Through emails and phone calls of PTA and Site Council members, I will appeal to them to regularly visit the library for checking out books and tutoring students. This will create positive relationships necessary for reducing conflict and increase academic achievement.
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4. The procedures for acquiring or removing obsolete materials will be renewed as needed. 
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