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“More” is the operative word for this report on school book bans, which offers the first comprehensive look at bans
throughout the 2021–22 school year.  This report offers an update on the count in PEN America’s previous report,
Banned in the USA: Rising School Book Bans Threaten Free Expression and Students’ First Amendment Rights (April
2022), which covered the first nine months of the school year (July 2021 to March 2022). It also sheds light on the role of
organized efforts to drive many of the bans.

Many Americans may conceive of challenges to books in schools in terms of reactive parents, or those simply concerned
a#er thumbing through a paperback in their child’s knapsack or hearing a surprising question about a novel raised by
their child at the dinner table. However, the large majority of book bans underway today are not spontaneous, organic
expressions of citizen concern. Rather, they reflect the work of a growing number of advocacy organizations that have
made demanding censorship of certain books and ideas in schools part of their mission.
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Data SnapshotData SnapshotData SnapshotData Snapshot

From July 2021 to June 2022, PEN America’s Index of School Book Bans lists 2,532 instances of individual books being
banned, affecting 1,648 unique book titles.
The 1,648 titles are by 1,261 different authors, 290 illustrators, and 18 translators, impacting the literary, scholarly, and
creative work of 1,553 people altogether.

The numbers in this report represent documented cases of book bans reported directly to PEN America and/or covered
in the media; there are likely additional bans that have not been reported. 1
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Bans occurred in 138 school districts in 32 states. These districts represent 5,049 schools with a combined enrollment
of nearly 4 million students.

Among the 1,648 unique titles in the Index,
674 titles (41 percent) explicitly address LGBTQ+ themes or have protagonists or prominent secondary characters
who are LGBTQ+ (this includes a specific subset of titles for transgender characters or stories—145 titles, or 9
percent);
659 titles (40 percent) contain protagonists or prominent secondary characters of color;
338 titles (21 percent) directly address issues of race and racism;
357 titles (22 percent) contain sexual content of varying kinds, including novels with some level of description of
sexual experiences of teenagers, stories about teen pregnancy, sexual assault and abortion as well as informational
books about puberty, sex, or relationships;
161 titles (10 percent) have themes related to rights and activism;
141 titles (9 percent) are either biography, autobiography, or memoir; and
64 titles (4 percent) include characters and stories that reflect religious minorities, such as Jewish, Muslim and
other faith traditions.

PEN America estimates that at least 40 percent of bans listed in the Index (1,109 bans) are connected to either
proposed or enacted legislation, or to political pressure exerted by state officials or elected lawmakers to restrict the
teaching or presence of certain books or concepts.

PEN America has identified at least 50 groups involved in pushing for book bans across the country operating at the
national, state or local levels. Of those 50 groups, eight have local or regional chapters that, between them, number at
least 300 in total; some of these operate predominantly through social media. Most of these groups (including
chapters) appear to have formed since 2021 (73 percent, or 262). These parent and community groups have played a
role in at least half of the book bans enacted across the country during the 2021–22 school year. At least 20 percent of
the book bans enacted in the 2021-22 school year could be directly linked to the actions of these groups, with many



more likely influenced by them; in an additional approximately 30 percent of bans, there is some evidence of the
groups’ likely influence, including the use of common language or tactics. 

Nearly half of the unique titles banned were young adult books, but bans also affected many books for younger
readers, including 317 picture books and 168 chapter books.
Of the 2,532 bans listed in the Index, 96 percent were enacted without following the best practice guidelines for book
challenges outlined by the American Library Association (ALA) and the National Coalition Against Censorship
(NCAC).

https://www.ala.org/tools/challengesupport/reconsiderationcommittees
https://ncac.org/news/blog/guidelines-school-officials


Introduction
Over the 2021–22 school year, what started as modest school-level activity to challenge and remove books in schools
grew into a full-fledged social and political movement, powered by local, state, and national groups. The vast majority of
the books targeted by these groups for removal feature LGBTQ+ characters or characters of color, and/or cover race
and racism in American history, LGBTQ+ identities, or sex education.

This movement to ban books is deeply undemocratic, in that it o#en seeks to impose restrictions on all students and
families based on the preferences of those calling for the bans and notwithstanding polls that consistently show that
Americans of all political persuasions oppose book bans. And it is having multifaceted, harmful impacts: on students who
have a right to access a diverse range of stories and perspectives, and especially on those from historically marginalized
backgrounds who are watching their library shelves emptied of books that reflect and speak to them; on educators and
librarians who are operating in some states in an increasingly punitive and surveillance-oriented environment with a
chilling effect on teaching and learning; on the authors whose works are being targeted; and on parents who want to
raise students in schools that remain open to curiosity, discovery, and the freedom to read.

PEN America has identified at least 50 groups involved in pushing for book bans at the national, state, or local levels.
This includes eight groups that have among them at least 300 local or regional chapters. PEN America has identified
these chapters based on the national groups’ own listings, by chapter or regional websites, and by their official chapter
and regional group pages on Facebook. Insofar as we have been able to establish, there are at least another 38 state,
regional, or community groups that do not appear to have formal affiliations with national organizations or with one
another.

These groups share lists of books to challenge, and they employ tactics such as swarming school board meetings,
demanding newfangled rating systems for libraries, using inflammatory language about “grooming” and “pornography,”
and even filing criminal complaints against school officials, teachers, and librarians. The majority of these groups appear
to have formed in 2021, and many of the book bans counted by PEN America can be linked in some way to their
activities. Some of the groups espouse Christian nationalist political views, while many have mission statements oriented
toward reforming public schools, in some cases to offer more religious education. In at least a few documented cases (for
example, in Texas, Florida, and Pennsylvania), the individuals lodging complaints about books did not have children
a%ending public schools when at the time they raised objections.

This evolving censorship movement has grown in size and routinely finds new targets and tactics, homing in on the books
encompassed in district book purchases or digital library apps. A parallel but connected movement is also targeting
public libraries, with calls to ban books; efforts to intimidate, harass, or fire librarians; and even a%empts to suspend or
defund entire libraries.

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/book-bans-opinion-poll-2022-02-22/
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What is a Book Ban?

PEN America defines a school book ban as any action taken against a book based on its content and as
a result of parent or community challenges, administrative decisions, or in response to direct or
threatened action by lawmakers or other governmental officials, that leads to a previously accessible
book being either completely removed from availability to students, or where access to a book is
restricted or diminished. 

It is important to recognize that books available in schools, whether in a school or classroom library, or
as part of a curriculum, were selected by librarians and educators as part of the educational offerings to
students. Book bans occur when those choices are overridden by school boards, administrators,
teachers, or even politicians, on the basis of a particular book’s content. 

School book bans take varied forms, and can include prohibitions on books in libraries or classrooms, as well
as a range of other restrictions, some of which may be temporary. Book removals that follow established
processes may still improperly target books on the basis of content pertaining to race, gender, or sexual
orientation, invoking concerns of equal protection in education. For more details, please see the first edition
of Banned in the USA (April 2022).

 

 

https://pen.org/banned-in-the-usa/#what


Since PEN America published our initial Banned in the USA: Rising School Book Bans Threaten Free Expression and
Students’ First Amendment Rights (April 2022) report, tracking 1,586 book bans during the nine-month period from July
2021 to March 2022, details about 671 additional book bans during that period have come to light. A further 275 more
bans followed from April through June, bringing the total for the 2021-22 school year to 2,532 bans. This book-banning
effort is continuing as the 2022–23 school year begins too, with at least 139 additional bans taking effect since July 2022. 

In addition to the role played in book banning by local, state, and national groups, efforts to restrict access to books
were also advanced in the past year by government officials and enabled by both state-level legislation and district-level
policy changes. PEN America estimates that at least 40 percent of the bans counted in the Index of School Book Bans
for the 2021–22 school year are connected to political pressure exerted by state officials or elected lawmakers. Some
officials for example sent le%ers specifically inquiring into the availability of certain books in schools, such as occurred in
Texas,  Wisconsin, and South Carolina.

Since March 2022, we have also seen for the first time educational gag orders passed that implicate restrictions on
books, most notably in Florida, as well as a range of other new laws that have put pressure on schools to censor their
libraries. The Alpine School District in Utah responded to a new law, HB 374 (“Sensitive Materials in Schools”), by
announcing the removal of 52 titles in July, but then opted to keep the books on shelves with some restrictions a#er
national pushback. In August, some school districts in St. Louis, Missouri began to pull books from shelves in response to
a law that made it a class A misdemeanor to provide visually explicit sexual material to students. These trends are
unfortunately likely to continue, as the chilling effect of these legislative measures spreads.

Altogether, this report paints a deeply concerning picture for access to literature, and diverse literature in particular, in
schools in the coming school year. Book banning and educational gag orders are two fronts in an all-out war on education
and the open discussion and debate of ideas in America. Students have First Amendment rights to access information
and ideas in schools, and these bans and legislative shi#s pose clear threats to those rights. This climate is also
increasingly undermining the professional discretion of educators and librarians when it comes to ma%ers of public
education, and disrupting the potential for effective relationships between parents, teachers and administrators that can
actually serve to advance student learning and civic engagement.
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Students’ First Amendment Rights

Students retain their First Amendment rights in schools. In Tinker v. Des Moines Independent Community
School District, a 1969 decision, the U.S. Supreme Court held that students do not “shed their constitutional
rights to freedom of speech or expression at the schoolhouse gate.” Thirteen years later, in Board of
Education, Island Trees Union Free School District v. Pico, the Court noted the “special characteristics” of the
school library, making it “especially appropriate for the recognition of the First Amendment rights of
students,” including the right to access information and ideas. 

What does this mean for districts who receive a request to reconsider a library holding? 

Legal precedent and expert best practices demand that commi%ee members, and principals,
superintendents, and school boards act with the constitutional rights of students in mind, and using
established processes, cognizant of the harm in eliminating access for all based on the concerns of any
individual or faction.

What if a book is obscene?

The term “obscenity” holds particular meaning in the legal sense. Obscene material is not protected under
the First Amendment, but a finding of obscenity requires satisfaction of a tripartite test, which requires,
among other aspects, a holistic consideration of the material at issue. Simply declaring a book “obscene” does
not make it so. 

 

 

Nationwide effort to ban books challenges freedom of speech

PEN America CEO Suzanne Nossel on book bans for PBS NewsHour, March 10, 2022.

https://www.thefire.org/first-amendment-library/decision/board-of-education-island-trees-union-free-school-district-no-26-et-al-v-pico-by-his-next-friend-pico-et-al/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3f_zHAyhD4I


What Types of Book Bans Are Taking Place in
Schools?
In total, PEN America’s Index of School Book Bans tracked 2,532 decisions to ban books between July 1, 2021, and June
30, 2022. This includes bans on 1,648 unique book titles. The banning of a single book title could mean anywhere from
one to hundreds of copies are pulled from libraries or classrooms in a school district, and o#en, the same title is banned
in libraries, classrooms, or both in a district. PEN America does not count these duplicate bans in its unique title tally, but
does acknowledge each separate ban in its overall count. 

In some cases, books are removed from shelves pending investigations or reviews, and they may be only temporarily
restricted, but their restriction is recorded in the Index as a ban since such restrictions are counter to procedural best
practices for book challenges from the American Library Association (ALA) and the National Coalition Against
Censorship (NCAC). Detailed definitions can be found in the first edition of Banned in the USA (April 2022).

PEN America’s recent findings on each type of ban for the 2021-22 school year are listed below.

Type of Ban # of Books Banned # of Titles Banned # of Districts

Banned in Libraries and
Classrooms

333 215 70

Banned in Libraries 337 253 40

Banned in Classrooms 487 481 22

Banned Pending Investigation 1,375 984 57

I have received so many emails and le%ers from readers, from the family members of readers telling me what Cinderella Is Dead
has meant to them... To get an email from somebody that says, “I read Cinderella Is Dead, and it made me decide to stay alive one
more day, to try one more time.” I think that my readers deserve so much, and not just with Cinderella Is Dead, but so many of
these books that are being challenged and being banned... I fear for the readers who won’t have that chance, who might not have
that opportunity to feel seen.
—Kalynn Bayron, author of Cinderella Is Dead, a young adult fantasy novel that presents a retelling of the classic fairy tale,
featuring a queer Black girl (3 bans).

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1hTs_PB7KuTMBtNMESFEGuK-0abzhNxVv4tgpI5-iKe8/edit#gid=1171606318
https://www.ala.org/tools/challengesupport/reconsiderationcommittees
https://ncac.org/news/blog/guidelines-school-officials
https://pen.org/banned-in-the-usa/


What Types of Content Are Being Banned?
Beginning in 2021, a range of individuals and groups sought to remove from schools books focused on issues of race or
the history of slavery and racism, mirroring a campaign pushed by some legislators to pass educational gag orders—bills
restricting discussion of these and other concepts in school classrooms and curricula. Although the campaign to enact
educational gag orders initially focused on misapplications of the academic term “critical race theory” to censor
discussions of race and racism, over the past year, it morphed to include a heightened focus on LGBTQ+ issues and
identities. 

Similar trends — and similar rhetoric and reasoning — have been evident in efforts to ban books in schools as they have
expanded since 2021, too. 

Complaints about diversity and inclusion efforts have accompanied calls to remove books with protagonists of color, and
numerous books have been targeted for simply featuring LGBTQ+ characters. Nonfiction histories of civil rights
movements and biographies of people of color have been swept up in these campaigns. For example, many volumes in
the popular Who Was? chapter book series and several biographies of Supreme Court justice Sonia Sotomayor were
banned in Central York School District in Pennsylvania. That ban also impacted hundreds of books with protagonists of
color, including the Caldeco% Honor–winning A Big Mooncake for Li!le Star. In a similar example, Duval County Public
Schools in Florida opted not to distribute sets of the Essential Voices Classroom Libraries collection of books a#er they
had been purchased, flagged for concern over their content. This collection of 176 unique titles has been effectively
banned from classrooms while it is being reviewed and reportedly remains in storage. Books in the collection include Fry
Bread: A Native American Family Story by Kevin Noble Maillard, Dim Sum for Everyone by Grace Lin, and Pink Is For
Boys by Robb Perlman, among other titles designed to make classroom libraries more diverse and inclusive. 

As the school year progressed, those demanding book removals increasingly turned their a%ention to books that depict
LGBTQ+ individuals or touch on LGBTQ+ identities, as well as books they claimed featured “sexual” content, including
titles on sexual and reproductive health and sex education. These trends were already identified in PEN America’s first
edition of Banned in the USA (April 2022) report; however, from April to June, there was an acute focus on these topics.
This  dovetailed with the passage in late March of the “Parental Rights in Education” law in Florida—also known as the
“Don’t Say Gay” law—and the introduction of similar legislation in other states, as well as a range of efforts to censor
discussion of LGBTQ+ identities in schools, in Maryland, Missouri, Texas, and beyond. From April to June 2022, a third of
all book bans recorded in the Index feature LGBTQ+ identities (92 bans). Over the same short period, nearly two thirds
of all book bans in the Index touch on topics related to sexual content, such as teen pregnancy, sexual assault, abortion,
sexual health, and puberty (161 bans). 

These subject areas have long been the targets of censorship and been controversial from the perspective of age
appropriateness, with standards and approaches varying from community to community about what is seen as the right
age level for such material, as well as the degree to which these topics should be addressed in school as opposed to in
the home. As book banning has resurged, some individuals and groups have sought to reignite debate about sexual
content in books, and sexual education in schools generally. While debate on these issues recurs, wholesale bans on
books deny young people the opportunity to learn, to get answers to pressing questions, and to obtain crucial
information. At the same time, the efforts to target books containing LGBTQ+ characters or themes are frequently
drawing on long-standing, denigrating stereotypes that suggest LGBTQ+ content is inherently sexual or pornographic. 

https://pen.org/report/americas-censored-classrooms/
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Broward County, Florida, public schools donated 11 boxes of LGBTQ+-themed books to the Stonewall National Museum & Archives a
week before the state’s “Parental Rights in Education” law—also known as the “Don’t Say Gay” law—took effect. The district said it was

removing the books to clear office space.



U.S. Authoritarianism Reaches Book-Burning Stage | The Mehdi H…

PEN America’s Jonathan Friedman on MSNBC for the Mehdi Hasan Show, Nov. 11, 2021.

Many of the books targeted for banning have been labeled “obscene.” These complaints are not supported. The legal
test for obscenity requires a holistic evaluation of the material, se%ing a bar that is highly unlikely to be met by materials
selected for inclusion in a school library. Many targeted books have achieved bestseller status or received the highest
literary honors. Some contain nothing more “obscene” than the mere suggestion of a same-sex couple in an illustration,
as in the board book Everywhere Babies, which was included on one list of books misleadingly labeled “pornographic”
along with And Tango Makes Three, a story about two male penguins making a family together, based on the true story of
two male penguins who formed a pair bond in New York’s Central Park Zoo. The most frequently banned book, Gender
Queer, has been called “obscene and pornographic” by the groups who lobby for its removal, as have dozens of books
with LGBTQ+ themes or characters.

In these cases, the term “obscenity” is being stretched in unrecognizable ways because the concept itself is widely
accepted as grounds for limiting access to content. But many of the materials now being removed under the guise of
obscenity bear no relation to the sexually explicit, deliberately evocative content that the term has historically connoted.

In evaluating these trends, it is critical to remember that only a limited number of children’s and young adult books are
published annually that are wri%en by or about either LGBTQ+ people or people of color. The Cooperative Children’s
Book Center at the School of Education, University of Wisconsin–Madison, has compiled statistics on diversity in
children’s literature since 1985. In its 2021 report, the center states that of the 3,420 books received at the institution in
2021, 1,152 titles were “books by and about Black, Indigenous and People of Color” (34 percent). Although the center
does not continuously maintain similar statistics on books about LGBTQ+ characters or plots, such books have not
historically been published in great abundance. The targeting of these books in schools reflects a disproportionate focus
on what is likely a small fraction of holdings in most public school libraries.

Over the 2021–22 school year, PEN America also tracked efforts to ban not only books, but also whole academic courses,
textbooks, and digital literacy apps. In Bossier Parish, Louisiana, the Epic reading app was removed from student iPads
a#er parent objections about the inclusion of LGBTQ+ content. The school district in Brevard County, Florida, canceled
its math app, Prodigy, for similar reasons. Along with educational gag orders targeting classroom discussions, efforts to
censor and control public education are ranging beyond the physical collections of school libraries.
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Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis shows an image from the children’s book Call Me Max by transgender author Kyle Lukoff moments before signing the Parental Rights in

Education bill during a news conference on Monday, March 28, 2022, at Classical Preparatory school in Shady Hills. At le# is an image of The Genderbread Person, a

teaching tool used for breaking the concept of gender. (Douglas R. Clifford/Tampa Bay Times via AP)



The Most Banned Titles in the 2021–22 School Year

The most banned titles include the groundbreaking work of Nobel laureate Toni Morrison, along with best-selling books
that have inspired feature films, television series, and a Broadway show. The list includes books that have been targeted
for their LGBTQ+ content, their content related to race and racism, or their sexual content—or all three.

 
Gender Queer: A Memoir by Maia Kobabe (41 districts)
All Boys Aren’t Blue by George M. Johnson (29 districts)
Out of Darkness by Ashley Hope Pérez (24 districts)
The Bluest Eye by Toni Morrison (22 districts)
The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas (17 districts)
Lawn Boy by Jonathan Evison (17 districts)
The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian  by Sherman Alexie (16 districts)
Me and Earl and the Dying Girl by Jesse Andrews (14 districts)
Crank by Ellen Hopkins (12 districts)
The Kite Runner by Khaled Hosseini (12 districts)
l8r, g8r by Lauren Myracle (12 districts)
Thirteen Reasons Why by Jay Asher (12 districts)
Beloved by Toni Morrison (11 districts)
Beyond Magenta: Transgender Teens Speak Out by Susan Kuklin (11 districts)
Drama: A Graphic Novel by Raina Telgemeier (11 districts)
Looking for Alaska by John Green (11 districts)
Melissa by Alex Gino (11 districts)
This Book Is Gay by Juno Dawson (11 districts)
This One Summer by Mariko Tamaki and Jillian Tamaki (11 districts)

The Most Frequently Banned Authors

The most banned authors include winners of the Nobel Prize in Literature, the National Book Award for Young People’s
Literature, the Booker Prize, the Newbery Award, the Caldeco% Medal, the Eisner Award, the PEN/Faulkner Award for
Fiction, the NAACP Image Award, the GLAAD Award for Media Representation, the Stonewall Award, and more.

Hopkins, Ellen – 14 titles – 43 bans – 20 districts
Kobabe, Maia – 1 title – 41 bans – 41 districts
Morrison, Toni – 3 titles – 34 bans – 25 districts
Johnson, George M. – 2 titles – 30 bans – 29 districts
Myracle, Lauren – 11 titles – 30 bans – 16 districts
Pérez, Ashley Hope – 1 title – 23 bans – 23 districts
Thomas, Angie – 2 titles – 19 bans – 17 districts
Silvera, Adam – 9 titles – 18 bans – 13 districts
Reynolds, Jason – 6 titles – 18 bans – 11 districts
Maas, Sarah J. – 8 titles – 18 bans – 10 districts



Levithan, David – 15 titles – 17 bans – 18 districts
Alexie, Sherman – 2 titles – 17 bans – 17 districts
Evison, Jonathan – 1 title – 17 bans – 17 districts
Andrews, Jesse – 2 titles – 17 bans – 16 districts
Faruqi, Saadia – 17 titles – 17 bans – 2 districts
Jules, Jacqueline – 17 titles – 17 bans – 2 districts
Do, Anh – 17 titles – 17 bans – 1 district
Green, John – 3 titles – 16 bans – 15 districts
Atwood, Margaret – 3 titles – 15 bans – 11 districts
Hutchinson, Shaun David – 6 titles – 15 bans – 7 districts
Albertalli, Becky – 7 titles – 14 bans – 11 districts
Miedoso, Andrés – 14 titles – 14 bans – 1 district
Gino, Alex – 2 titles – 13 bans – 11 districts
Woodson, Jacqueline – 11 titles – 13 bans – 6 districts
Asher, Jay – 1 title – 12 bans – 12 districts
Hosseini, Khaled – 1 title – 12 bans – 12 districts
Dawson, Juno – 2 titles – 12 bans – 11 districts
Tamaki, Mariko – 2 titles – 12 bans – 11 districts
Picoult, Jodi – 3 titles – 12 bans – 10 districts
Glines, Abbi – 9 titles – 12 bans – 5 districts
Peters, Julie Anne – 8 titles – 12 bans – 4 districts
Cast, Kristen – 12 titles – 12 bans – 1 district
Cast, P. C. – 12 titles – 12 bans – 1 district
Kuklin, Susan – 1 title – 11 bans – 11 districts
Telgemeier, Raina – 1 title – 11 bans – 11 districts
Jennings, Jazz – 2 titles – 11 bans – 10 districts
Stone, Nic – 3 titles – 11 bans – 10 districts
Lockhart, E. – 3 titles – 11 bans – 8 districts
Brown, Monica – 10 titles – 11 bans – 2 districts
Kendi, Ibram X. – 7 titles – 10 bans – 12 districts
Anderson, Laurie Halse – 3 titles – 10 bans – 10 districts 
Curato, Mike – 1 title – 10 bans – 10 districts
Rosen, L. C. – 1 title – 10 bans – 10 districts
Clare, Cassandra – 5 titles – 10 bans – 8 districts
Arnold, Elana K. – 7 titles – 10 bans – 5 districts
Konigsberg, Bill – 5 titles – 10 bans – 5 districts

When people say that books about queer adults or children are not appropriate to be read by kids, they are saying that that's
because kids should not know about the existence of LGBTQ people. … This is not about the books. This is very much about the
rights of LGBTQ people and people of color to exist and to thrive in a society with full power and equality, if not equity.
—Kyle Lukoff, author of the picture books When Aidan Became a Brother (2 bans) and chapter book Call me Max (2 bans)



Who Is Behind Book Bans? The Role of Groups
Book bans in public schools have recurred throughout American history, with notable flare-ups in the McCarthy era and
the early 1980s. But, while long present, the scope of such censorship has expanded drastically and in unprecedented
fashion since the beginning of the 2021–22 school year. This campaign is in part driven by politics, with state lawmakers
and executive branch officials pushing for bans in some cases. In Texas, for example, Republican state representative
Ma% Krause sent a le%er and list with 850 books to school districts, asking them to investigate and report on which of
the titles they held in libraries or classrooms. Political pressure of this sort in Texas, South Carolina, Wisconsin, Georgia,
and elsewhere has been tied to hundreds of book bans. 

Another major factor driving this dramatic expansion of book banning has been the proliferation of organized efforts to
advocate for book removals. Organizations and groups involved in pushing for book bans have sprung up rapidly at the
local and national levels, particularly since 2021. These range from local Facebook groups to the nonprofit organization
Moms for Liberty, a national-level organization that now has over 200 chapters. 

In the short period since their formation and expansion, these groups have played a role in at least half of the book bans
enacted across the country during the 2021–22 school year. PEN America estimates that at least 20 percent of the book
bans enacted in that time frame could be linked directly to the actions of these groups, with many more likely influenced
by them. This 20 percent is based on publicly available information and includes cases where a parent or community
group took direct action to seek the removal of books by making a statement at a school board meeting, submi%ing a list
of books for formal reconsideration, or filing formal reconsideration paperwork; in many of these cases, the groups also
openly touted their role in pushing for book removals. In an additional approximately 30 percent of bans, there is some
evidence of the groups’ likely influence, including the use of common language or tactics.
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https://www.momsforliberty.org/chapters/


 

The Groups Advocating for Book Bans

PEN America has identified at least 50 groups operating at the national, state, or local levels to campaign and
mobilize around what they view as the dangers of books in K-12 schools, and advocating for book restrictions
and bans. Of these 50 groups, eight have regional and local chapters that, between them, number at least
300 in total; some of these operate predominantly through social media. This presents a minimum count,
based on news coverage, school board meetings, and groups’ public presence online.

Of the national groups, Moms for Liberty, formed in 2021, has spread most broadly, with over 200 local
chapters identified on their website. Other national groups with branches include US Parents Involved in
Education (50 chapters), No Le# Turn in Education (25), MassResistance (16), Parents’ Rights in Education
(12), Mary in the Library (9), County Citizens Defending Freedom USA (5), and Power2Parent (5).

Another 38 state, regional, or community groups advocating for book removals appear unaffiliated with the
national groups or with one another.

While some of these groups have existed for years, the overwhelming majority are of recent origin: more than
70 percent (including chapters) were formed since 2021.

 

 

These varied groups do not all share identical aims, but they have found common cause in advancing an effort to control
and limit what kinds of books are available in schools. Broadly, this movement is intertwined with political movements
that grew throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, including fights against mask mandates and virtual school, as well as
disputes over “critical race theory” that in some states fueled the introduction of educational gag orders prohibiting
discussion of “divisive” concepts in classrooms. While many of these groups use language in their mission statements
about parents’ rights or religious or conservative views, some also make explicit calls for the exclusion of materials that
touch on race (sometimes explicitly critical race theory) or LGBTQ+ themes.

The impact and role of these groups has been noted in dozens of cases of book challenges around the country. For
example, local chapters of Moms for Liberty have been reported as driving efforts to remove books from Florida to
North Carolina to Virginia. Chapters of County Citizens Defending Freedom pushed for book removals in Polk County
Schools, Florida and Corpus Christi, Texas. In Clark County, Nevada, the group Power2Parent successfully got a book
removed from a 10th grade honors English class reading list. Leaders of state chapters of Parents Involved in Education
have been quoted calling for book removals at school board meetings in Kansas, Tennessee, and South Dakota, When
two students filed a lawsuit with the ACLU of Missouri they claimed the removal of books in Wentzville, MO was part of
a “targeted campaign by the St. Charles County Parents Association and No Le# Turn in Education’s Missouri chapter to
remove particular ideas and viewpoints about race and sexuality from school libraries.”

Although the channels of influence and coordination among these groups are not always clear, and the groups range in
size and impact, their role in the book banning movement of the past year is a consistent theme. 

In Madison County Schools, Mississippi, for example, a parent who identified herself as the point person for Mississippi’s
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https://www.stltoday.com/news/local/education/students-sue-wentzville-school-district-over-book-banning/article_2979ec1f-1a94-5aae-9057-a9f33f9c2387.html?utm_source=pocket_mylist
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In Madison County Schools, Mississippi, for example, a parent who identified herself as the point person for Mississippi’s
chapter of MassResistance (a national group also classified as an anti-LGBTQ+ “hate group” by the Southern Poverty Law
Center), expressed “concerns regarding critical race theory” and worked with parents to review the schools’ online
library catalogs, seeking books that had been challenged in other parts of the country. By April 2022, the district had said
the books were being placed in “restricted circulation” (requiring a parent’s permission to check out) while they were
being reviewed.

MassResistance—which claims the January 6 a%ack on the US Capitol was “clearly a setup” and alleges a “Black Lives
Ma%er and LGBT assault” on schools—took credit for bringing these restrictions about, declaring, “MassResistance gets
involved—things start happening!” and referencing “‘groomer moms’ in the community” who opposed the removal of the
22 books. In August, the school board voted to place some of the books back in full circulation, but a list of 10 books
remain restricted, including Toni Morrison’s Beloved and The Bluest Eye, along with The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas.
Another parent who was a vocal critic of the books at a local school board meeting was also identified as the chair of the
Moms for Liberty Madison chapter.

Some groups without significant national operations have also had far reach. The Florida Citizens Alliance (FLCA), for
example, was founded in 2013 to “champion education reform.” But its leaders have spent considerable time and energy
opposing climate change education, arguing for the elimination of sex education in K–12 schools, and publishing the
misleading 2021 Objectionable Materials Report: Pornography and Age-Inappropriate Material in Florida Public Schools
(provocatively named the Porn in Schools Report on their website). With a mailing of their “Porn in Schools” report and
follow-up via their legal representative, the Pacific Justice Institute, the FLCA pushed for bans across the state.
Ultimately they have played a role in bans in several counties in Florida, such as Jackson County School District, Orange
County Public Schools, St. Lucie County Schools, Polk County School District, and Walton County School District. In
Walton County School District, the superintendent responded to their email by directing the removal of all books on the
list, despite admi%ing, “I haven’t read one paragraph of the books at this time.” Their advocacy was also connected to
‘warning labels’ being applied to over 100 books in school libraries in Collier County, Florida.

Even smaller, less formal groups have had an impact too. Between February and April 2022, Nixa Public Schools in
Missouri received 17 complaints about 16 books, each citing “inappropriate and sexually explicit content,” which were
subsequently banned. The woman who filed the most requests confirmed that she was a member of “Concerned Parents
of Nixa,” a private Facebook group where community members gather to fight “questionable books, curriculum, and
other materials such as sex education in Nixa Public Schools.” Concerned Parents of Nixa recently changed its name to
Concerned Parents of the Ozarks. While it is unclear whether their list was solely from another group, the titles they
challenged are the same ones seen over and over again amongst school libraries who have had to pull or otherwise
eliminate access to them as a result. 
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A%endees of a Spotsylvania County, Va., School Board meeting raise and shake their hands in support of speakers criticizing the board for suggesting that sexually

explicit books be banned at county schools on Monday, Nov. 15, 2021. The meeting was held in the auditorium of Chancellor High School to accommodate the large

crowd. (Peter Cihelka/The Free Lance-Star via AP)

I cannot understand why, why are we banning books? My books are wri%en to bring people together. Why would they be banned?
But the real question is, why are we banning books at all? Surely, we are be%er than this. We are the United States of America.
—Ruby Bridges, testifying before the House Subcommi!ee on Civil Rights and Civil Liberties and author of This Is Your Time (2



bans)

These groups have employed a range of common tactics to advance book banning in public schools. Most of these
tactics, it should be emphasized, are tactics that many advocacy and community organizing groups employ to a wide
range of ends. Citizens are free to organize and advocate; these liberties are protected under the First Amendment’s
safeguards for freedom of association. PEN America’s concern is not with the use of such standard organizing and
mobilization tactics but rather with the end goal of restricting or banning books. That said, in some cases, members of
these groups have also crossed a line, using online harassment or filing criminal complaints to pressure local officials and
educators.

One common trend is that many of these groups circulate to their audiences lists of books to target. PEN America saw
dozens of lists that circulated online during the 2021–22 school year, and these also occasionally morphed or grew in the
process of being shared among groups.

Some groups appear to feed off work to promote diverse books, contorting those efforts to further their own censorious
ends. They have inverted the purpose of lists compiled for teachers and librarians interested in introducing a more
diverse set of reading materials into the classroom or library. For example, one group, the Idaho Freedom Foundation,
referenced multiple lists celebrating books about equity, inclusion, and human rights under the header “Federal Agencies
Are Sexualizing Idaho Libraries,” accused the federal government of using “taxpayer dollars to promote a pernicious
ideology to young children,” and called on the Idaho legislature to reject federal funds for libraries. Another group, the
Michigan Liberty Leaders, took an image of books from the Welcoming Schools bullying prevention program created by
the Human Rights Campaign Foundation—including books designed to support LGBTQ+ students—and added alarmist
language about the books being in schools.

In another example, the list of books created by the FLCA in their “Porn in Schools” report originated from the website
Christian Patriot Daily, which said it received its list from a graduate student in early childhood development promoting
LGBTQ+ resources for caregivers. This list has in turn appeared to spread across state lines. In March 2022, in Cherokee
County School District in Georgia, a parent presented a list of 225 book challenges. In that list, 41 titles were not only
identical to those in the 2021 FLCA report, but they were in the same order, with the same typos found in the original
list. The same list also appears in a database of books on the website of Forest Hills Parents United, based in Michigan.

The books on these lists are o#en framed as dangerous or harmful, and the lists have been used to quicken the pace of
book banning, o#en in violation of or with disregard for established, neutral processes, with demands that all books on
such lists be removed from schools immediately.

Members of these groups also flood school districts with official challenges to books and mobilize supporters to
dominate discussions at public board meetings. In some cases, parents have screamed to disrupt meetings, or
threatened violence. In response to such threats, the Sarasota County, Florida, school board placed limits on public
comments at board meetings. School boards in Carmel Clay, Indiana, and Sonoma Valley, California, are considering
similar restrictions.

Some groups have at times also helped spur complaints from community members without children in public school. In
St. Lucie County Schools, Florida, a complainant submi%ed official reconsideration challenges for 44 titles from the
FLCA’s “Porn in Schools” report, only 20 of which were found in the district. The complainant told a reporter that
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although they personally did not have children in the district, they were “picked” a#er a%ending a meeting hosted by
FLCA. “I got picked because I took it seriously,” the complainant said.

In the fall of 2021 in Williamson County Schools, Tennessee, Moms for Liberty pushed for a review of the reading
curriculum, stating that the curriculum violated a state law (which PEN America counts as an educational gag order). The
complaints said materials were too focused on the country’s segregationist past and might make children feel
uncomfortable about race. A#er the review, the district published a report that outlined the relationship of complainants
to the school district, and only 14 of the 37 complainants had children enrolled and affected by the curriculum targeted
by the complaint. Another 14 had no children in the school system at all, while 9 had children enrolled in middle or high
schools. One book, Walk Two Moons by Sharon Creech, was ultimately banned permanently, and multiple books had
bans placed on what content could be taught, including restrictions on showing students pages 12–13 of Sea Horse: The
Shyest Fish in the Sea by Chris Bu%erworth—pages that included an illustration of the sea creatures twisting tails,
rubbing tummies, and mating.

I think a parent can say, well, I don't want my child to read this. I can respect that. But what gives you the right to bar all children
from reading it? To bar all children from seeing a life that imitates theirs? It bars them from seeing someone who looks like them
exist on the page and triumph over something. I don't know if folks really realize what they're doing when they're doing book bans,
and the effect that it has. … Anytime a book that features someone who looks like you is banned, it says that you're not worthy. You
don't deserve to exist. You're not as important as other things. Your life is not important. That's wrong and it's dangerous.
–Varian Johnson, author of The Parker Inheritance (2 bans), What Were the Negro Leagues (1 ban) and My Life as a Rhombus (1
ban).
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Parents’ Rights

Although “parents’ rights” is a powerful piece of political rhetoric, in most instances, it is being invoked
to mean rights for a particular group of parents with distinct ideological views, rather than a neutral
effort to engage all parents and students in ensuring that schools uphold free speech rights. While
parents and guardians ought to be partners with educators in their children’s education, and need
channels for communicating with school administrators, teachers, and librarians, particularly concerning
the education of their own children, public schools are by design supposed to rely on the expertise,
ethics, and discretion of educational professionals to make decisions. In too many places, today’s
political rhetoric of “parents’ rights” is being weaponized to undermine, intimidate, and chill the
practices of these professionals, with potentially profound impacts on how students learn and access
ideas and information in schools.

 

 

The role of organized local, regional, and national groups in book-banning campaigns has several implications that are
distinct from prior pa%erns where book challenges tended to originate locally and spontaneously by individual parents.
The groups behind these bans o#en furnish materials, messaging templates, and other kinds of directions that easily
facilitate book challenges and imbue their efforts with a degree of focus and determination that can take local school
officials by surprise. Groups that enjoy political ties and advocacy resources are able to marshal political support behind
their censorious campaigns, pu%ing local teachers, administrators, and school board officials under pressure.
Mobilization on social media or at board meetings can also create an atmosphere of intimidation that may undermine the
ability of a community to discuss and adjudicate concerns in a measured way.

Most schools’ book reconsideration policies have been created to respond to challenges filed by individual parents over
particular books their children read; now that challenges are coming with such increased frequency and scope, schools
and districts have sometimes struggled to keep up, as well as to withstand the heightened political pressure and public
scrutiny.

The other key implication of the organized nature of these banning campaigns is their ability to reach scale. Whereas
traditional book challenges were one-off incidents, the current pa%ern of escalating, copycat banning efforts across the
country is a testament to the ability of campaigners to leverage tools and communications channels to push for
censorship across the country. As their tactics and methods evolve, it stands to reason that a growing number of schools,
communities, and legislatures will confront similar challenges.

https://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/the-increasingly-wild-world-of-school-board-meetings


 

Escalating Tactics

In another sign of the escalation of tactics to restrict books, criminal charges have been pursued against
school officials and librarians in a number of cases in the past year. From Texas to Florida to North Carolina to
Rhode Island, sheriffs have received complaints of the distribution of pornography in schools, among other
charges. PEN America found at least 15 documented cases of criminal charges being filed or complaints being
filled out regarding distribution of obscenity or pornographic material in public and school libraries during the
2021–22 school year, The leader of Moms for Liberty in Indian River, Florida, filed a complaint with the sheriff’s
office accusing the school board and superintendent of distributing pornography. Other groups, including
Utah Parents United, SCC Parents Association, and Dare to Share OBX, have issued calls to action for
individuals to file criminal complaints about books.

While these cases have all rightly been dropped by law enforcement, the movement to involve police in
efforts to ban books is another aspect of this campaign that is unprecedented in recent memory. Regardless
of the legal outcome, the tactic of pressing criminal charges against educators for offering books to students
is an a%empt to intimidate and discourage librarians and teachers from teaching or offering books that might
spark such a virulent response.
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Where Are Book Bans Happening?
PEN America reported in the first edition of Banned in the USA (April 2022) that book bans had occurred in 86 school
districts in 26 states in the first nine months of the 2021-22 school year. With additional reporting, and looking at the 12-
month school year, the Index now lists bans in 138 school districts in 32 states. These districts include 5,049 schools with
a combined enrollment of nearly 4 million students.

Total States and Districts with Bans

States with Bans: 32
Districts with Bans: 138

Total Bans by State

Texas: 801 bans, 22 districts
Florida: 566 bans, 21 districts
Pennsylvania: 457 bans, 11 districts
Tennessee: 349 bans, 6 districts
Oklahoma: 43 bans, 3 districts
Michigan: 41 bans, 4 districts
Kansas: 30 bans, 2 districts
Wisconsin: 29 bans, 6 districts
Missouri: 27 bans, 8 districts
Idaho: 26 bans, 3 districts
Georgia: 23 bans, 2 districts
Mississippi: 22 bans, 1 district
Virginia: 19 bans, 9 districts
Indiana: 18 bans, 3 districts
North Carolina: 16 bans, 5 districts
New York: 13 bans, 4 districts
Utah: 12 bans, 3 districts

https://pen.org/banned-in-the-usa/


Rewriting the Rules
Beyond the school book bans documented in the Index and the efforts of various parties to see their implementation
and enforcement, the past year has also seen a%empts to change laws and school district policies in ways that make
censorious challenges easier to file and impose. Even where such laws and policy changes have not been enacted, their
chilling effect has been broadly felt.

Legislative ChangesLegislative ChangesLegislative ChangesLegislative Changes

The book-banning movement has operated in conjunction with legislative efforts to pass educational gag orders, all as
part of what PEN America has referred to as the “ed scare”—a campaign to censor free expression in education. While
the effort to constrain teachers has primarily progressed in state legislatures—as PEN America has documented, most
recently in our August 2022 report America’s Censored Classrooms—and the effort to ban books has erupted mostly
within local school districts, the two have increasingly merged, with some state legislators proposing or supporting bills
that directly impact the selection and removal of books in school classrooms and libraries.

Florida. Beginning in the summer of 2022, book bans in some Florida school districts were reportedly tied to the
passage of the “Parental Rights in Education” law signed by Governor DeSantis in March 2022. Frequently referred to
as the “Don’t Say Gay” law, this legislation prohibits classroom instruction on sexual orientation and gender identity in
kindergarten through third grade, and also in grades 4–12 unless “age appropriate” and “developmentally appropriate”
according to state standards. During the same legislative session, Florida lawmakers also enacted HB 1467, which, in
the name of classroom “transparency,” modifies laws governing the selection and discontinuance of instructional
materials in public school curricula and libraries, mandates elementary schools to list in a searchable manner all

https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2022/02/24/higher-ed-must-act-against-educational-gag-orders-opinion
https://pen.org/report/americas-censored-classrooms/
https://www.npr.org/2022/03/28/1089221657/dont-say-gay-florida-desantis
https://pen.org/press-release/dont-say-gay-bill-inserts-heavy-hand-of-lawmakers-into-classroom-lessons/
https://pen.org/these-4-florida-bills-censor-classroom-subjects-and-ideas/


materials held in their libraries, and implicitly encourages greater public scrutiny.
This combination of a new law enabling tighter scrutiny and outside monitoring of curricular and book choices in
classrooms, coupled with a new prohibition on instruction on certain topics, has done what was intended: it has
created a chilling effect on teaching and learning. In anticipation of the law, books were removed in Palm Beach
County in June 2022. Over the summer, more books were reported being removed from districts across the state,
including a plan to “pause” classroom libraries entirely in Brevard, Florida.
Georgia. SB 226 passed in March 2022 and will change the way school libraries operate, removing some local control
and consolidating power at the state level. The law vacates all school policies on book challenges and requires local
school boards to create new policies for complaints, designed to make it easier to remove books with allegedly
“offensive content.” Under this new law, school principals have only ten days to determine whether a book challenged
for being “harmful to minors” by any parent or guardian will be removed or restricted from schools.
Tennessee. SB 2247 expanded the State Textbook and Instructional Materials Quality Commission and required it to
provide guidance for school libraries. It also created a statewide process for appealing decisions on challenged books
to the state commission. These changes will make it easier for books to be banned from student access statewide on
the basis of challenges filed in individual districts.
Utah. HB 374, “Sensitive Materials in Schools,” was signed into law in March 2022 by Gov. Spencer Cox and prohibits
from public schools certain sensitive instructional materials considered pornographic or indecent. It also requires the
State Board of Education and the Office of the A%orney General to provide guidance and training to public schools
on identifying sensitive materials, a process that must include parents deemed reflective of a school’s community.
Although the law does not alter the definition of obscene materials in state statutes, it has been followed by guidance
from the a%orney general instructing schools to remove “immediately” any books deemed pornographic. The law has
already had an impact, for example, in Alpine School District.
Missouri. SB 775, an omnibus bill on sex crimes and crimes against minors, included an amendment that makes it a
class A misdemeanor if a person “affiliated with a public or private elementary or secondary school” provides “explicit
sexual material” to a student, defined in the bill as applying only to visual depictions of genitals or sexual intercourse,
not wri%en descriptions. The bill also contains exceptions for works of art, works of “anthropological significance,” and
materials for a science or sexual education class. In the wake of the bill taking effect in August, a number of school
districts in the St. Louis area removed books from their shelves preemptively, particularly graphic novels, which
appear to be uniquely susceptible to challenge under the law’s provisions. Violation of the law could lead to jail or
fines for teachers, librarians, and school administrators. Although police have said they will not enforce it, the law is
nevertheless already having a chilling effect in the state.

Changing District PoliciesChanging District PoliciesChanging District PoliciesChanging District Policies

Under the plurality Supreme Court decision in Island Trees v. Pico, banning or restricting books in public schools for
content- or viewpoint-specific reasons is unconstitutional. To safeguard these rights, the ALA and the NCAC have
developed best practice guidelines for book reconsideration processes school districts can adopt concerning library
materials and instructional materials for which review is requested, whether by a parent, other community member,
administrator, or other source. As discussed at length in Banned in the USA, these guidelines are intended to ensure that
challenges are addressed in consistent, reasoned, fact-based ways while protecting the First Amendment rights of
students and citizens and guarding against censorship.

In the 2021–22 school year, fewer than 4 percent of book bans tracked by PEN America were enacted pursuant to these
established best practice guidelines aimed to safeguard students’ rights and protect against censorship. Instead, in

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/27/us/desantis-schools-dont-say-gay.html
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https://www.kansascity.com/news/local/education/article265105424.html
https://www.senate.mo.gov/22info/pdf-bill/tat/SB775.pdf
https://www.stltoday.com/news/local/education/area-schools-remove-books-under-new-law-that-is-unlikely-to-be-enforced/article_72ebfce1-e25c-555a-a2d6-59de46f0054e.html
https://www.ala.org/tools/challengesupport/reconsiderationcommittees
https://ncac.org/news/blog/guidelines-school-officials
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numerous cases, school districts either ignored or circumvented their own policies when removing particular books. In
other cases, districts followed policies that failed to afford full protection for freedom of expression—for example, by
restricting student access to books while they are under review, by failing to convene a commi%ee to review the
complaint, or by not having the complainant complete the paperwork or read the whole book to which they were
objecting as required by the stated policies.

In some communities where existing procedures are more aligned with the standards set forth in the ALA and NCAC
guidelines, or where advocates for book banning have been stifled in their efforts, there have been new efforts to alter
those policies and make the removal of books easier. 

Such efforts o#en include a drive to change the “obscenity” determination used to ban books—usually without regard for
the relevant legal standard. These changes have taken place in nearly a dozen districts, such as Frisco ISD in Texas, which
in June revised its book policies to remove the existing standards of obscenity for materials and replace them with more
stringent standards taken from the Texas Penal Code. In practice, this means that a sentence or image may be enough to
get a book banned—and that book content will be evaluated without proper context. The inevitable result of the Frisco
ISD and similar changes will be increased policing of content in books for young people, as well as the continued erosion
of their right to access these materials.

Some policy changes have been advanced at the state level as well, with Texas leading the way. In April, the Texas
Education Agency (TEA) announced new standards for how school districts should handle all content in their libraries.
The Texas standards follow state representative Ma% Krause’s October 2021 public le%er “initiating an inquiry into Texas
school district content,” as well as a public le%er to the Texas Association of School Boards (TASB) from Gov. Greg
Abbo% in November 2021, asking schools to investigate why their libraries contained allegedly “obscene” and
“pornographic” content in schools. Abbo% did not provide any specific content examples. (It is worth noting that TASB
has no power to change or even to recommend district policies.)

The policy recommendations from the TEA, compiled in response to the public le%er from Governor Abbo%,
implemented four significant process changes of note, none of which comport with accepted best practices. The
changes include the following:

Singling out school library acquisitions for intensive review, more so even than the review process for curricular
materials.
Placing a ten-day deadline for reconsideration of challenged material. In an apparent acknowledgement that such a
tight timeline will preclude a thorough review, the provisions simultaneously dropped the requirement that
reconsideration commi%ee members read the challenged material.
Requiring librarians to host twice yearly review periods for parents to raise objections or voice concerns prior to
accepting new acquisitions.
Tying the consideration of material containing sexual content to the Texas Penal Code, point 3 of which states that a
harmful material is defined as one “u%erly without redeeming social value for minors.” If a book falls afoul of the
state’s “harmful materials” standards—which are not aligned with Supreme Court jurisprudence defining obscenity in
such works—it cannot be part of a school library.

While Texas has not made this policy mandatory for its school districts, the policy has begun to shape school library
policies. By July 2022, at least two Texas school districts in Tarrant County had changed their acquisition policies based
on the TEA’s model policy. For example, now if a book is challenged and removed in Carroll ISD, Texas, that book cannot
be requested again for students for five years. In Keller ISD, this provision was changed to ten years.
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The trend of district-level policy changes, which largely began in Texas, has picked up steam in other places too. For
example, the school board in Hamilton County, Tennessee, accepted board policy recommendations from a special book
review commi%ee in March 2022, which removed a statement on the principles of intellectual freedom from the ALA’s
“Library Bill of Rights.” This was a striking departure from the norm, as up until this year, it was a generally accepted
standard that school board policies concerning acquisitions management and curricular development would reference
or otherwise incorporate principles put forth by the Office for Intellectual Freedom of the ALA.

In another instance, Central Bucks County School District in Pennsylvania voted in July 2022 to reassign oversight of
library collections from library and education professionals to a commi%ee of the “superintendents designees”—
politicizing a task previously performed by library and education professionals well versed in sound acquisition principles
and policies. The district further undermined its education professionals by moving to refocus collection acquisition
strategies away from instructional needs—as determined by teachers, librarians, and other education professionals—
toward potentially politicized decisions, such as evaluating books for sexual content using vague standards to determine
whether a book should be placed in the library. In so doing, the district ran afoul of NCAC guidelines to ensure practices
that “advance fundamental pedagogical goals and not subjective interests.”

From Kansas to Illinois, Indiana to Virginia, North Carolina to Florida, myriad efforts to implement and enforce
censorious practices are effectively allowing some parents and citizens to constrain the availability of books for all
students in their and other school communities. A ra# of changes are making it easier to ban more books more quickly,
undermining educators’ and librarians’ work and ultimately students’ rights to access information.

Dozens of people read books on the lawn of the Nampa School District office at the same time as a meeting takes place inside to determine the disposal of books on

its banned list on Thursday, June 16, 2022, in Nampa, Idaho. The Nampa school board voted last month to remove several books from its libraries. (Sarah A. Miller/Idaho
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Statesman via AP)

I think the reason that Out of Darkness has a%racted controversy or become a target for book banning has to do with adult
discomfort. There's a clear line from adults being afraid to have certain conversations with young people, being afraid to have their
values questioned, for example, to efforts to control content that young people are accessing. And what we know about young
people is that they are ready to have these conversations. When we take away the books that hold space for those difficult
conversations, we're really taking away the resources young people need to navigate realities they have to confront, whether or not
that book is there.
—Ashley Hope Pérez, author of Out of Darkness (24 bans)



Preemptive BansPreemptive BansPreemptive BansPreemptive Bans

The unrelenting wave of challenges to the inclusion of certain books in school libraries—whether promulgated at the
urging of an individual community member, grassroots organization, or government official—has spurred another
phenomenon: preemptive book banning. In April, May, and June 2022, PEN America tracked several cases where school
administrators have banned books in the absence of any challenge in their own district, seemingly in a preemptive
response to potential bills, threats from state officials, or challenges in other districts.

The most significant ban of this type occurred in Collierville, Tennessee, where a school district removed 327 books from
shelves in anticipation of a state law that ultimately did not pass. Administrators sorted the books into tiers based on
how much the books focus on LGBTQ+ characters or story lines; tier 3, for instance, reflected that “the main character of
the book is part of the LGBTQ community, and their sexual identity forms a key component of the plot. The book may
contain suggestive language and/or implied sexual interactions.” If a book reached tier 5, according to the sorting
guidelines, “the books are being pulled.”

Other preemptive bans were responses to actions at the state level or in neighboring districts. For example, according to
Texas media reports, bans in Katy ISD, Clear Creek ISD, and Cypress-Fairbanks ISD were the result of administrators
responding either to what was happening in other districts or to an 850-book list compiled and circulated to education
officials by Texas state representative Ma% Krause.

 

Silent Bans and Other RestrictionsSilent Bans and Other RestrictionsSilent Bans and Other RestrictionsSilent Bans and Other Restrictions

Finally, PEN America has tracked other instances of books included in banned book displays, or other disputed
materials, being quietly removed to avoid controversy. Books are also being labeled or marked in some way as
“inappropriate” both in online catalogs and on physical titles themselves. In the Collier County School District in Florida,
for instance, warning labels were a%ached to a group of more than 100 books that disproportionately included stories
featuring LGBTQ+ characters and characters of color. While these cases are not included in the Index because they do
not meet PEN America’s definition of school book bans, these types of actions could have a chilling effect—applying a
stigma to the books in question and the topics they cover—and they merit further study.

While several stories of preemptive and silent book bans have made it into the news or to the a%ention of PEN America,
it is clear that mounting censorship and the punitive approach being taken to the enforcement of book bans is having
wide ripple effects. The Supreme Court has sharply restricted viewpoint- and subject-ma%er-based restrictions on
speech precisely because in addition to rendering certain ideas, stories, and opinions off-limits, such measures cast a
wider chilling effect on expression. Given the rapid spread of book bans across the country, it seems inevitable that the
resulting climate of caution and fear will result in a reluctance among teachers, administrators, and librarians to take risks
that could affect their own employment, their budgets, their reputations, and even their personal safety. Emerging data,
like a recent survey of school librarians by the School Library Journal  in which 97% said they “always,” “o#en,” or
“sometimes” weigh how controversial subject ma%er might be when deciding on book purchases is pointing clearly to
these alarming trends.
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  Informal Efforts

Beyond formal book bans, there have also been efforts to keep books out of the hands of children even
if they remain in circulation. One prominent example of such activity was “Hide the Pride,” an initiative
of CatholicVote.org in June 2022. CatholicVote encouraged members to check out books from the
Pride 2022 displays in children’s sections of public libraries and to take pictures of the empty shelves.
Although the group instructed participants to “return your library books on time” and to follow the
“le%er of the law, so to speak,” Hide the Pride was an a%empt to remove library materials from
availability and to limit students’ access to LGBTQ+-affirming books. In the same month, there were
efforts to ban displays of LGBTQ+ materials entirely in some public libraries, such as in Smithtown, New
York, and Lafaye%e Parish, Louisiana. The la%er resulted in an effort to terminate a librarian for
allegedly violating the prohibition.

 

 

Conclusion
The unprecedented flood of book bans in the 2021–22 school year reflects the increasing organization of groups involved
in advocating for such bans, the increased involvement of state officials in book-banning debates, and the introduction of
new laws and policies. More o#en than not, current challenges to books originate not from concerned parents acting
individually but from political and advocacy groups working in concert to achieve the goal of limiting what books
students can access and read in public schools.

As noted previously, the resulting harm is widespread, affecting pedagogy and intellectual freedom and placing limits on
the professional autonomy of school librarians and teachers. The repercussions extend further, however, to the well-
being of the students affected by these bans. Children deserve to see themselves in books, and they deserve access to a
diversity of stories and perspectives that help them understand and navigate the world around them. Public schools that
ban books reflecting diverse identities risk creating an environment in which students feel excluded, with potentially
profound effects on how students learn and become informed citizens in a pluralistic and diverse society.

Book challenges impede free expression rights, which must be the bedrock of public schools in an open, inclusive, and
democratic society. These bans pose a dangerous precedent to those in and out of schools, intersecting with other
movements to block or curtail the advances in civil rights for historically marginalized people.

Against the backdrop of other efforts to roll back civil liberties and erode democratic norms, the dynamics surrounding
school book bans are a canary in the coal mine for the future of American democracy, public education, and free
expression. We should heed this warning.
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