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With the recent surge in censorship efforts and book challenges seeking to ban books in libraries and
schools in Canada and the United States, this infosheet is intended to provide an introduction and
entry points into research related to censorship, the rationale for book challenges, and libraries’ role
in supporting access to information; specifically, this infosheet was developed with 2SLGBTQ+
youth/students and school libraries in mind.

Censorship efforts can take different forms but ultimately aim to prevent, restrict, or otherwise
control access to texts and other cultural productions and materials (Knox, 2014, 2015). In more
extreme cases, censorship may take the form of burning books, physically removing or stealing books
from libraries, or threatening library staff with repercussions in allowing access (Yorio, 2022). More
commonly, book challenges—requests to remove or restrict access to certain books—are a specific
form of censorship that seek to remove, relocate, or restrict access to certain texts within public
institutions (Knox, 2015). Importantly, censorship efforts do not solely involve outright bans of specific
texts but may also involve a range of strategies that attempt to restrict access to information, such as
requiring parental permission for youth or students to access certain books or topics, relocating
books outside of general circulation, or having search filters on computers that prevent access to
certain topics (Knapp, 2022; Knox, 2015).

One of the central issues in conversations about censorship and book challenges is
intellectual freedom. Court cases and legal challenges about book bans often focus on this key
issue—that is, rights related to intellectual freedom, or freedom of speech/expression, and
determinations about what is appropriate educational content—and seek to adjudicate between
claims to determine whether there exists a reasonable limit to freedom of expression. For instance, in
a 2002 ruling, the Supreme Court of Canada rendered its decision on Chamberlain v. Surrey School
District No. 36, a case that focused on elementary teacher James Chamberlain seeking permission to
use three books in his kindergarten and grade 1 class that included same-sex parented families
(Asha’s Mums by Rosamund Elwin, Belinda’s Bouquet by Lesléa Newman, and One Dad, Two Dads,
Brown Dad, Blue Dads by Johnny Valentine); the school board voted to deny the request and
Chamberlain contested their decision. The case proceeded through the courts (with multiple
intervenors participating), eventually arriving before the Supreme Court, which found that the school
board could not impose religious values by refusing to permit the use of books that included same-sex
parented families, and that use of these books promoted “tolerance” for diversity: “Learning about
tolerance is therefore learning that other people’s entitlement to respect from us does not depend on
whether their views accord with our own... Tolerance is always age-appropriate” (Justice McLaughlin
in Chamberlain). (See Peavoy, 2004, for discussion of legal framework and freedom of expression
rights.)

Another aspect of censorship contestations involves recognizing the role of the library and its
professional mandate to facilitate access to information. Libraries exist to serve diverse populations
and to facilitate access to information for every individual in the community; libraries need to build
collections that represent all types of people and the diversity of their patrons (Cooper, 2010).
Furthermore, they have a professional responsibility to protect and promote intellectual freedom and
to oppose censorship—not only for the current diverse population that accesses materials but in
preserving intellectual resources from destruction and maintaining historical perspective beyond



current social or political understandings (Byrne, 2004; Cooper, 2010; Schrader, 1997). Unless
libraries neglect their professional responsibility, Schrader (1997) argues, there is no practical way to
avoid controversy, book challenges, or attempts at censorship; rather, book challenges are inevitable
because of the scope of materials libraries gather for their collections, and public libraries need to
prepare to deal effectively with these challenges and adopt strategies to respond to or proactively
address them when they occur—such as establishing community rapport, developing positions and
maintaining proactive policies, ensuring staff know the library’s position on issues, and engaging staff
and community regularly in workshops about intellectual freedom and the role of the library (Cooper,
2010; Greathouse et al., 2020; Knapp, 2022; Schrader, 1997; Stepp, 2018).

Knox (2015) argues that censorship efforts centrally focus on the relationship between
knowledge and power to control access to certain information or material; she argues that
understanding discourses of censorship and the justification that people use to argue for the removal
or restriction of books is important to helping information professionals be better prepared to respond
to challenges regarding texts or materials in their collections (see also Affelt, 2022; Albanese, 2023;
Knox, 2014, 2019, 2020). These discourses often invoke simplistic or inaccurate understandings about
protecting childhood innocence, parents’ right to limit their children’s access to information,
assumed neutrality of curriculum, and the bounds of intellectual freedom (Burmester & Howard,
2022; Knox, 2015, 2019, 2020; Rumberger, 2019). Efforts to censor curriculum, via book banning or
other policies, do not create a neutral curriculum; rather, banning books or restricting access to
information “privileges White, unidimensional perspectives on language, culture, and curricular
topics” (Burmester & Howard, 2022, p. 373).

At their core, book challenges are not random. They often target specific ideas or topics that
some adults consider inappropriate, want to block access to or suppress, or deem “controversial”
(Spilka, 2019). Maxwell and Berman (1997) even suggest that censorship practices “often seek to
ensure conformity of ideas by eliminating controversial texts” (p. 92). As a result, book challenges
have an inherently political aspect (Albanese, 2023; Knox, 2015), and they target texts by authors from
minoritized groups or texts that represent issues that challenge dominant social norms, such as
sexuality, gender identity, and racial issues (Burmester & Howard, 2022; Rumberger, 2019; Teel, 2023;
Vissing & Juchniewicz, 2023). Spilka (2019) points out that these “controversial” issues are, in fact,
real issues that students experience or are topics about which they are seeking information, including
topics related to sexual orientation, gender identity, racial discrimination, substance use, and mental
health; blocking access to information about these topics can have a range of negative educational
and personal effects, not least of which is denying students the ability to learn about these issues and
experiences to better prepare them to face them in their own lives and to learn about how they impact
others.

Several researchers have specifically investigated the significance of libraries as sources of
information and questioned how censorship in school and public libraries impacts 2SLGBTQ+ youth.
For instance, Betts-Green (2020) describes the strong connection many members of the LGBTQ
community have to libraries as safe spaces and primary sources of LGBTQ identity building; these
effects can be particularly important for people in socially conservative or rural areas where other
supports are limited (e.g., Day, 2013). Hughes-Hassell and colleagues (2013) describe the school
library as an important source of information for LGBTQ youth, providing self-affirmation and
characters with whom to identify, decreasing feelings of alienation, and providing resources to learn
about what it means to be LGBTQ, connect with LGBTQ community, affirm their normalcy, and even
find role models; conversely, the absence of LGBTQ literature and characters contributes to the
marginalization and invisibility of the community, and it denies students access to crucial resources



that relate to their own lives and personal experiences (see also Altobelli, 2017; Spilka, 2019; Suzuki &
Fiehn, 2016). Further, 2SLGBTQ+ materials provide resources not just to 2SLGBTQ+ students but to all
students in developing the foundation for good citizenship, fostering respect for diversity, building
coping skills and socialization strategies, and better understandings of oneself and relationship to
others (Brand & Maasch, 2017).

Libraries can also help to support 2SLGBTQ+ students, curricular content, and teachers by
developing collections that include 2SLGBTQ+ materials, working to ensure libraries are 2SLGBTQ+
friendly spaces, and facilitating easy access to 2SLGBTQ+ content. School libraries can support
2SLGBTQ+-inclusive curricular content delivered in the classroom by seeking to develop inclusive
collections, assisting teachers in identifying relevant new titles and providing alternative 2SLGBTQ+-
themed options for existing curriculum topics, supporting students in finding 2SLGBTQ+ resources for
student assignments, working to ensure the library is a 2SLGBTQ+ friendly space, and keeping current
on book challenges and censorship conversations in the field (Bannister, 2020; Gartley, 2015; Gay-
Milliken & DiScala, 2020; Knapp, 2022; Stepp, 2018). Libraries can also directly support teachers by
helping to develop knowledge about specific texts and in supporting lesson planning—including
knowing what they are teaching and why they are teaching it (i.e., identifying the rationale and specific
learning outcomes addressed by texts), knowing relevant policies, developing plans to handle
“sensitive” material and challenging conversations, and helping connect with professional networks
or collective resources (Greathouse et al., 2020; Lent, 2008).

One final way in which libraries can be proactive in supporting 2SLGBTQ+ people is by
engaging in critical work about the collection itself and its accessibility. Developing robust
collections, creating policies on book challenges, and holding events to support 2SLGBTQ+ people
are important, but libraries should also consider how their catalogue is organized, where books are
located, and how displays increase visibility. For example, library staff might also consider the
potential limitations of accessing 2SLGBTQ+ materials posed by library subject classifications and
organization systems, how knowledge domains structure access, how filing systems may
inadvertently stigmatize 2SLGBTQ+ identity or otherwise pose challenges to finding 2SLGBTQ+
content, or how searchable the catalogue is for queer, non-binary, and trans topics (Edge, 2018;
Drabinski, 2013; Hughes-Hassell et al., 2013; Johnson, 2010, Lyttan & Laloo, 2020; McAuliffe, 2021;
Robinson, 2016). Creating displays of 2SLGBTQ+ content or placing rainbow stickers on individual
books may help identify 2SLGBTQ+ materials, but they may also create inadvertent barriers for
2SLGBTQ+ people who may not be out or may not want to be seen perusing certain topics (Betts-
Green, 2020). The overall goal is to reduce the variety of barriers to accessing materials, and this may
involve multiple strategies, such as creating subject guides, ensuring internet accessibility to
2SLGBTQ+ topics, having inclusive keyword searches, visibility in signage, and integrating content
throughout the collection (Gay-Milliken & DiScala, 2020; Knapp, 2022).

References:

Affelt, A. (2022, March). Beyond banning: New challenges to the right to read. Information Today,
39(2), 32-35. https://newsbreaks.infotoday.com/NewsBreaks/Beyond-Banning-New-
Challenges-to-the-Right-to-Read-151179.asp

Albanese, A. R. (2023). Behind the bans [Interview with Emily Knox]. Publishers Weekly, 270(4), n.p.

Altobelli, R. (2017). Creating space for agency: Representing LGBTQ perspectives in the library helps
future-ready students chart their own paths. Knowledge Quest, 46(1), 8-15.



https://newsbreaks.infotoday.com/NewsBreaks/Beyond-Banning-New-Challenges-to-the-Right-to-Read-151179.asp
https://newsbreaks.infotoday.com/NewsBreaks/Beyond-Banning-New-Challenges-to-the-Right-to-Read-151179.asp

Bannister, M. E. (2020). School library as a safe harbor for LGBTQ students and families. Knowledge
Quest, 48(3), E1-E6.

Burmester, S., & Howard, L. C. (2022). Confronting book banning and assumed curricular neutrality: A
criticalinquiry framework. Theory into Practice, 61(4), 373-383.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2022.2107343

Brand, S. T., & Maasch, S. L. (2017). Updating classroom libraries and cross-curricular activities:
Celebrating gender identity and diversity through LGBTQ books. Childhood Education, 93(5),
430-439. https://doi.org/10.1080/00094056.2017.1367240

Byrne, A. (2004). The end of history: Censorship and libraries. The Australian Library Journal, 53(2),
133-151. https://doi.org/10.1080/00049670.2004.10721620

Chamberlain v Surrey School District No 36 [2002]4 S.C.R. 710, 2002 SCC 86. https://scc-
csc.lexum.com/scc-csc/scce-csc/en/item/2030/index.do

Cooper, J. L. (2010). Intellectual freedom and censorship in the library. Community & Junior College
Libraries, 16, 218-224. https://doi.org/10.1080/02736915.2010.521016

Day, S. (2013). Libraries as LGBTIQ venues. Gay and Lesbian Issues and Psychology Review, 9(1), 46—
50.

Drabinski, E. (2013). Queering the catalogue: Queer theory and the politics of correction. Library
Quarterly: Information, Community, Policy, 83(2), 94-111. https://doi.org/10.1086/669547

Edge, S. J. (2018). A subject “queer”-y: A literature review on subject access to LGBTIQ materials. The
Serials Librarian, 75(1-4), 81-90. https://doi.org/10.1080/0361526X.2018.1556190

Johnson, M. (2010). Transgender subject access: History and current practice. Cataloguing &
Classification Quarterly, 48(8), 661-683. https://doi.org/10.1080/01639370903534398

Gartley, E. (2015). LGBTQ curriculum inclusion: The role of the school library. IASL Annual Conference
Proceedings (Maastricht, Netherlands): The school library rocks: Living it, learning it, loving it,
2015, 143-157. https://doi.org/10.29173/iasl7494

Gay-Milliken, L., & DiScala, J. (2020). Going beyond book displays: Providing safe spaces for LGBTQ
youth. Knowledge Quest, 48(3), 10, 11-17.

Greathouse, P., Consalvo, A., Covino, K., David, A. D., Eisenbach, B., & Letcher, M. [NCTE Standing
Committee Against Censorship]. (2020). When inclusion meets resistance: Resources for
facing a challenge. English Journal, 110(1), 80-86.

Hughes-Hassell, S., Overberg, E., & Harris, S. (2013). Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and
questioning (LGBTQ)-themed literature for teens: Are school libraries providing adequate
collections? School Library Research, 16, 1-18. http://www.ala.org/aasl/slr/volume16/hughes-
hassell-overberg-harris

Knapp, C. (2022). Creating safe and inclusive spacing for LGBT2Q + youth in public and school
libraries. Journal of Library Administration, 62(6), 847-855.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01930826.2022.2102385

Knox, E. J. M. (2014). “The books will still be in the library”: Narrow definitions of censorship in the
discourse of challengers. Library Trends, 62(4), 740-749. https://doi.org/10.1353/1ib.2014.0020

Knox, E. J. M. (2015). Book banning in 21st-century America. Rowman & Littlefield.

Knox, E. J. M. (2019). Silencing stories: Challenges to diverse books. The International journal of
Information, Diversity, & Inclusion, 3(2), 24-39. https://doi.org/10.33137/ijidi.v3i2.32592

Knox, E. J. M. (2020). Books, censorship, and anti-intellectualism in schools. The Phi Delta Kappan,
101(7), 28-32. https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/26977095

Lent, R. C. (2008). Facing the issues: Challenges, censorship, and reflection through dialogue. English
Journal, 97(3), 61-66. https://www.jstor.org/stable/30046833



https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2022.2107343
https://doi.org/10.1080/00094056.2017.1367240
https://doi.org/10.1080/00049670.2004.10721620
https://scc-csc.lexum.com/scc-csc/scc-csc/en/item/2030/index.do
https://scc-csc.lexum.com/scc-csc/scc-csc/en/item/2030/index.do
https://doi.org/10.1080/02736915.2010.521016
https://doi.org/10.1086/669547
https://doi.org/10.1080/0361526X.2018.1556190
https://doi.org/10.1080/01639370903534398
https://doi.org/10.29173/iasl7494
http://www.ala.org/aasl/slr/volume16/hughes-hassell-overberg-harris
http://www.ala.org/aasl/slr/volume16/hughes-hassell-overberg-harris
https://doi.org/10.1080/01930826.2022.2102385
https://doi.org/10.1353/lib.2014.0020
https://doi.org/10.33137/ijidi.v3i2.32592
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/26977095
https://www.jstor.org/stable/30046833

Lyttan, B., & Laloo, B. (2020). Equitable access to information in libraries: A predicament for
transgender people.” Journal of Access Services, 17(1), 46-64.
https://doi.org/10.1080/15367967.2019.1671850

Maxwell, M., & Berman, M. (1997). To ban or not to ban: Confronting the issue of censorship in the
English class. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 41(2), 92-96.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40013489

McAuliffe, B. (2021). Queer identities, queer content and library classification: Is “queering the
catalogue” the answer? Journal of Australian Library and Information Association, 70(2), 213-
219. https://doi.org/10.1080/24750158.2021.1915618

Peavoy, D. (2004). Banning books, burning bridges: Recognizing student freedom of expression rights
in Canadian classrooms. Dalhousie Journal of Legal Studies, 13, 125-156.

Robinson, T. (2016). Overcoming social exclusion in public library services to LGBTQ and gender
variant youth. Public Library Quarterly, 35(3), 161-174.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01616846.2016.1210439

Rumberger, A. (2019). The elementary school library: Tensions between access and censorship.
Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood, 20(4), 409-421.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1463949119888491

Schrader, A. M. (1997). Why you cannot “censorproof” your public library. APLIS, 10(3), 143-159.

Spilka, J. (2019). 377 book challenges tracked by ALA in 2019—and the problem is growing: Book
banning and its adverse effects on students. Knowledge Quest, 50(5), 30-33.

Stepp, J. (2018). School libraries support of LGBTQ young adult literature. In P. Greathouse, B.
Eisenbach, & J. F. Kaywell (Eds.), Queer adolescent literature as a complement to the English
Language Arts curriculum (pp. 9-16). Rowman & Littlefield.

Suzuki, T., & Fiehn, B. (2016). Taking a closer look: LGBTQ characters in books for intermediate-grade
children. Children and Libraries, 14(1), 14-19.

Teel, Z. (A.). (2023). Discouraging freedom in the library. The Serials Librarian.
https://doi.org/10.1080/0361526X.2023.2173357

Vissing, Y., & Juchniewicz, M. (2023). Children’s book banning, censorship, and human rights. In J.
Zajda, P. Hallam, & J. Whitehouse (Eds.), Globalisation, Values Education and Teaching
Democracy (Series Globalisation, Comparative Education and Policy Research 35) (pp. 181-
201). Springer Nature. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-15896-4_12

Yorio, K. (2022, January). Censors bypass policies. School Library Journal, 68(1), 8-10.

— Prepared by Christopher Campbell (February 2024)


https://doi.org/10.1080/15367967.2019.1671850
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40013489
https://doi.org/10.1080/24750158.2021.1915618
https://doi.org/10.1080/01616846.2016.1210439
https://doi.org/10.1177/1463949119888491
https://doi.org/10.1080/0361526X.2023.2173357
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-15896-4_12

