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Introduction


In the Library Bill of Rights, the third policy states that “Libraries should challenge censorship in the fulfillment of their responsibility to provide information and enlightenment.” (Rubin, 2000)  This is one of the principles of librarianship and must be upheld to the best of a librarian’s abilities.  But how is this carried out in practice?  What does one do when faced with an irate parent who wants a particular book banned from a school library?  (Or faced with a group of parents who want to ban a book?)  The issue may be further complicated by state laws that use the argument “harmful to children” to censor materials in libraries; forty-eight states have such laws (Rubin, 2000).  These states are attempting to protect children from what they see as harmful materials, but censorship may occur due to the fuzziness of interpreting what is harmful.  It is better for librarians to rally around the First Amendment’s right to Free Speech than get into an argument on the interpretation of “harmfulness.”  Intellectual freedom is the right to read whatever one wants to read, regardless of its perceived value by others, thus supporting the First Amendment.  The broad arguments result in a re-affirmation of the First Amendment and intellectual freedom, but do not help to explain the implementation of such rights.  The following discussion of an individual case of attempted censorship through banning a book in a middle school library, described in the article A School District Responds to A Book Challenge by Robert Urzillo, will reveal the nuts-and-bolts of how to apply the “freedom to read” (Rubin, 2000) ethic to an everyday situation.

Article Review


Two parents of a child in a middle school in Berks County, Pennsylvania attempted to have the book, Sex Education a novel by Jenny Davis, banned or labeled as unsuitable for middle school students. (Urzillo, 2007)  In 2005, one set of parents decided the book ought to be banned because of its offensive language.  Later, they downgraded this request to labeling it unsuitable for middle school children.  This book challenge received substantial local press coverage, yet other parents did not came forward to support the censorship or labeling of the book.  The author asserts his support of intellectual freedom, but also points out that in a middle school setting, students ought not to view library materials that are “prurient, obscene by community standards, lacks social value, or incites violence.”  Now, the interpretation of “obscene” in this case is up to the consensus of the local community.  It is the right of every parent to restrict what their child reads, but not what an entire school reads.  What one parent interprets as offensive language may not be judged so by another parent, therefore censoring a book for a whole school on these and other individual parental standards ought to be done with a high amount of caution.


One of the parents’ arguments for censorship was that librarians had no consideration of book content before purchase of said book.  This was proved wrong on the basis of policy:  The library has a policy of selection based on a number of standards such as educational significance and importance of subject matter among a total list of nine criteria.  Additionally, the librarian used quality selection tools such as School Library Journal, Library Journal, and Booklist.  Librarians discussed some acquisitions with staff members and other professionals.  


But the complaint was not dismissed simply on the refutation of this reason, a policy was already in place to specifically deal with challenges to books, and the process was set in motion.  The targeted book was removed from the shelves while proceedings went ahead.  A book review committee convened by the author, who is also the school district superintendent, comprised of: school librarian, building principal, teacher, PTO member, board of education member, and central office appointee.  The committee had the following tasks: 1.) meeting the challenging parents and having them present the challenge 2.) reading and examining the challenged work 3.) having committee meetings to discuss book content an preparing a report 4.) filing a copy of the report with the superintendent. (Urzillo, 2007)  The committee report supported the re-instatement of the book to the shelves; the committee had voted unanimously to do so.  It was revealed that the challenging parents had only read offending parts of the novel and not the whole work, thus taking the offending language out of context.


In the aftermath of the challenge, a few conclusions were drawn.  A book challenge can carry high publicity: the challenging parents made their complaint during a school board meeting covered by the local press, garnering the challenge much publicity.  The local newspaper ultimately defended the committee’s decision to keep the book on the shelves.  Through the extensive news coverage, the challenging parents had an easier time in attempting to gather allies to their cause.  Following press coverage, flyers (from an anonymous source) were distributed in the community prior to a school board meeting, to attend and support the banning of the novel, but no community persons allied themselves to the cause of banning the book.  Even though later it was revealed how flimsy the challenge was (neither challenging parent had even finished reading the entire novel), this particular challenge—like all challenges—was treated with a fair hearing, following a set policy.  The fairness of the hearing depends on the abilities of committee members, and in this case a good panel did the job, members upheld the values of intellectual freedom against possible censorship of a quality novel.  The narrative details of this book challenge reveal how important it is to have a policy in place in case any parent wants to ban a book from the library.  If the policy were not in place, it is easy to see how questions from the press could turn public opinion against the book as the district frantically searched for ways to face-up to the book challenge thus appearing disorganized and incompetent.  The perceived sloppiness by the local community may be seen as sloppiness in choosing books, as well.

Discussion


From ALA’s point of view of intellectual freedom and “freedom” (Rubin, 2000) to read, there would seem little debate as to the where the library stands in relation to censorship and the banning of books: Librarians ought to uphold access to all materials in the library.  But in practice, with possibly irate parents charging into the school library to remove an offending book, the situation of protecting a book from censorship can become quite troublesome.  Generally, librarians are not known for their confrontational natures, preferring to avoid conflict and remain in the rarified air of knowledge, of books.  Being confronted by upset parents can throw some librarians into a fit, while others would gladly comply and restore peace to their work environment.  A challenged librarian could attempt to explain ALA’s stance on the issue of censorship and its connection to the First Amendment, but in the heat of the moment, such explanations could be ignored by the other party or be seen as argumentative thus escalating the tension of the situation.  Urzillo’s support for a policy in place to deal with such situations has obvious reasons.  Librarians can lead irate parents through the outlines of a procedure for banning a book and be seen as both organized and responsible.  The librarian can uphold their professional values to fight censorship and protect intellectual freedom, while parents can know that their opinions are respected and heard.  If parents still wish to proceed, they are given their chance through fair proceedings—Urzillo’s policies can serve as an admirable model.  


Urzillo’s case included a set of irate parents, but what if they had been able to rally support behind their cause?  Keeping all other factors of the case the same, what would the library do?  What if the whole community had rallied around the couple?  If protests at the school and/or school library became frequent or daily, it would reduce the functionality of the school and library.  Imagine if things had come to a head and parents demanded the censorship of the book or else the closure of the library.  In this hypothetical circumstance, it would be better to remove the book and keep the library open, because there are many more books in the library that could be inaccessible in case of closure than the one offending book; therefore, survival of the library (Rubin, 2000) gives more access to patrons even if in a reduced capacity.


The other half of Urzillo’s policy has to do with library acquisitions policies.  I cannot overstate the importance of having a reliable, quality selection process like the one in place at the middle school in question.  All the areas covered by this library’s acquisitions policy are integral to a sound policy, such as using professional journals for book recommendations, sharing selection options with school staff, and previewing choices at a materials center.  Another way to illicit more opinions would be to run a list of selection choices and place them prominently at a table of new and award winning books at the library on an open school-night.  This is one way the library can reach out to parents and let them be more involved in the education of their students by understanding the library acquisitions process more fully and allowing for them to give their opinion.  Parental recommendations, likely from the list of choices from the table, can be dropped in a “Recommendations Box” at the table, and the librarian can go over it later and enter the opinions.  
Conclusion


The way Superintendent Urzillo and the library handled the book challenge was a model to be followed.  Urzillo stressed the importance of regarding every book challenge as serious and formal, no matter how the challenge is presented; in this case the irate parents had not even read the entire work, but their challenge is given due process and a public hearing.  The process of giving respect to the wishes of the parents is made much easier with a policy already in place.  The policy for the book challenge gives proceedings a needed framework and formality, perhaps gravity.  Book challenges ought not to be seen as trivial and whimsical occurrences; they should place importance on the proceedings and a sense of objectivity; after all, intellectual freedom itself is being challenged in every book challenge case.  The panel created to judge the merits of the book had proper credentials and objectivity.  This bolsters the school’s proceedings.

Acquisitions policy is equally important in a book challenge, because it can give the impression that books are chosen willy-nilly or that they are chosen with high standards.  The middle school library in question had an efficient and strong selection process in place.  This helped to back the choice of selecting the challenged book.  Adding more parental input into the acquisitions process would help, too.  There are other ways for parents to be more involved in the library.  Having parent volunteers at the library set-up book displays or work with community public libraries for partnership programs are ideas for more involvement.  Students that see parents more involved in education will in turn achieve more in school.  Working with other groups outside of the school can invite good publicity, as well.

In the end, because of the quality policies in place both for library acquisitions and book challenge requests, the school district and the library were able to successfully defend intellectual freedom against censorship.
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