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resources is a particularly
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school libraries.”

Where We’ve Come From and

Where We're Heading

—

€T he more things change, the
more they stay the same.”

What comes to mind when you hear that phrase? Does it conjure a sense of defeat, of be-
ing stuck in the mud and spinning your wheels? Do you picture some poor, hapless soul
throwing up her hands with a sigh of resigned frustration? Certainly we have all found
ourselves in that very scenario, feeling mired in bureaucracy and powerless to alter the
course of “how we've always done things.”

Or do you detect a note of hope hidden in that statement? Looking at it a different way,
could you see it as reassuring instead of discouraging? Would it be too much of a stretch to
even consider it a rallying cry—a whoop of triumph that, even in the midst of disorienting
change, our basic principles remain sound and can guide us through a world transformed?

Both interpretations are apt descriptions of the state of intellectual freedom in school
library media centers today. This article will use the perspective and experience of the
American Library Association (ALA) Office for Intellectual Freedom (OIF) to examine and
evaluate “what’s happening” in intellectual freedom today for teacher librarians.

THE MORE THINGS CHANGE...

In many ways, the landscape for school libraries has been altered tremendously over the past
decade to include resources, programs, and services that would have been virtually unrec-
ognizable at the turn of the century. The most disorienting transformations largely involve
technologies that have radically changed ways of doing things in libraries. And many of
these changes have had profound impact on—and consequences for—intellectual freedom.

THE TROUBLE WITH TECHNOLOGY

Proliferating electronic resources have challenged school librarians—first to keep up with
all the new tools that can benefit students, then to analyze their usefulness and select
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those best suited to the media center, and
finally to find ways to make them accessi-
ble in school libraries. Intellectual freedom
issues emerge at all three levels, but with
particular prominence when it comes to
access. Once school librarians have done
the heavy lifting of determining which re-
sources will be most useful, they often face
the even greater hurdle of communicating
that value to school administrators and
information technology (IT) departments—
and persuading such stakeholders that the
benefits outweigh the costs and perceived
risks of access.
Perceived risks have driven many
school districts to limit access for both
students and teachers through aggressive
Internet filtering. ALA opposes the use
of filters for a variety of reasons, begin-
ning with the basic violation of intellectual
freedom that comes with a product that is
designed to deny access to information. In
addition, filtering technology is flawed and
only moderately accurate. Filters make
mistakes. They block constitutionally-pro-
tected speech, while still allowing objec-
tionable material to be viewed. This makes
filters impractical for libraries and offers a
false sense of security to librarians, admin-
istrators, parents, and students alike.




In an ideal world, librarians would not
filter the Internet but instead focus on edu-
cating students on how to find and evalu-
ate information—teaching young people
to be their own best filters. Yet many li-
braries are subject to state laws, funding
mandates, or institutional cultures that re-
quire them to use Internet-filtering tools.
School librarians in such situations need to
advocate for wise application of filtering
technology, in order to protect intellectual
freedom to the greatest extent possible—
and also to protect the school from poten-
tial First Amendment litigation.

The use of Internet filters to block lesbi-
an, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT)
resources is a particularly timely and press-
ing issue in school libraries. Many filter-
ing companies—private entities with no
obligation to disclose how and why they
blacklist particular sites—set their products
to default blocking of LGBT sites, including
those featuring political issues, education-
al content, and support groups for LGBT
youth. This is not only ethically and con-
stitutionally unacceptable, but also makes
libraries that use such tools potential tar-
gets of litigation. The American Civil Lib-
erties Union (ACLU) has successfully filed
suit against school districts in Tennessee to
protect access to LGBT material online,
and may soon do so in other states as well
(ACLU 2011).

Other technological developments fa-
cilitate new ways of violating privacy—
including the use of monitoring software
to track students’ computer activities—and
have created intellectual freedom issues in
schools and library media centers. Librar-
ies have a longstanding commitment to
protecting reader privacy, which has been a
part of the ALA Code of Ethics since 1939.
But school IT staff members do not nec-
essarily share the ethics and values of the
library profession. Decisions about moni-
toring student activities, like those about
Internet filtering, are often made based on
misguided fears or enthusiasm over tech-
nological capabilities—but can have ramifi-
cations that are even worse than the origi-
nally feared consequences. A recent story
about a school district spying on students
via laptop webcams is an instructive—and
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frightening—example.

The Lower Merion (PA) School District
began loaning laptops for students to use
both in class and at home. The comput-
ers were loaded with software—intended to
help recover missing laptops—that enabled
staff to remotely activate webcams. Prob-
lems came to light when a student faced
disciplinary action based on photos from
his laptop’s webcam, and his family filed a
lawsuit. A subsequent study found that the
district's monitoring system had “stored
more than 56,000 images, most from miss-
ing laptops. But the total included images
of about 40 students whose webcams kept
shooting—sometimes every 15 minutes—
even after the students’ computers had
been found and returned to them” (Mar-
tin 2010). The school district eventually
agreed to pay $610,000 to settle a class-
action lawsuit over the controversy.

CENSORSHIP IN THE DIGITAL
AGE

Not all intellectual freedom issues have
such major financial implications, but few
have more ethical and emotional resonance
for librarians than censorship and book
banning. Over the past decade, censorship

efforts have ebbed and flowed. Between
2001 and 2010, ALA recorded 4,659 chal-
lenges—a challenge being a formal request

for a library or school to remove or restrict
access to materials (ALA 2011). Though
ALA works hard to collect information on
as many challenge situations as possible,
our records reflect only a small fraction of
the challenges that actually occur. The Of-
fice for Intellectual Freedom has estimated
that only 20-25% of challenges are ever
reported. A recent study corroborated this,
when respondents to an informal survey
reported that only 33 out of 160 challenges
that they experienced, or 20.6%, had been
shared with ALA (Houghton-Jan 2011).
OIF is working on a campaign to increase
challenge reporting and spread the word
about the support we can provide to librar-
ians facing censorship issues.

ALA has observed numerous trends in
challenges to library materials over the
past ten years, including more frequent
challenges to materials in Advanced Place-
ment or honors level courses and an in-
crease in organized challenges—those
brought or backed by groups such as the
9.12 Project, Parents against Bad Books in
Schools (PABBIS), and SafeLibraries (Tang
and Marklein 2010).
instant access to resources from these and

The Internet offers

other groups on what books they see as
objectionable—in some cases highlighting
specific passages and language taken out
of context—and how to get them removed
from local schools and libraries.

At the same time, online tools have
also helped draw together supporters of li-
braries and schools facing challenges. A
group of parents in West Bend, Wisconsin
created a blog called “West Bend Parents
for Free Speech” (http://westbendparents-
forfreespeech.webs.com) in 2009, which
successfully mobilized opposition to a re-
quest that dozens of young adult books be
In 2010,
when a complaint was brought against

removed from the local library.

Laurie Halse Anderson’s Speak in a school
in Republic, Missouri, supporters flocked
to social media sites to express their out-
rage. Anderson reported that “more than
25,000 people have read the blog on my
Another 15,000 have read it on
Jezebel.com. Hundreds and hundreds of

website.

people have commented and posted their
own stories about speaking up about be-
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ing raped or sexually abused. A Twitter
feed #speakloudly was set up by an English
teacher and the subject became one of the
most heavily tweeted on Sunday” (Staino
2010).

LABELS AND RATING SYSTEMS
RUN AMOK

Yet even such an overwhelmingly posi-
tive, large-scale response cannot always
overcome objections. In the case of the
Republic challenge, Speak was ultimately
retained in the school library, but Sarah
Ockler’'s Twenty Boy Summer and Kurt
Vonnegut's Slaughterhouse-Five were re-
moved. The district convened a task force
to review not just the three books that had
been challenged but book selection stan-
dards for the entire district, taking into
account both “existing board policy and
the public rating systems that already ex-
ist for music, TV and video games... The
board adopted the standards—which cover
language, violence, sexuality and illegal
substances—in April and those standards
have since been applied to the three books”
(Riley 2011).

This approach is at odds with how li-
brarians select materials for school librar-
ies—by evaluating the work as a whole
and taking an inclusive approach, rather
than seeking out red flags and excluding
anything potentially controversial. Today,
young readers’ freedom to choose is com-
ing up against the growing popularity of
rating systems that screen not just music
and video games, but also books for hot
button issues such as sexual content, pro-
fanity, violence, and even “consumerism.”
Common Sense Media is one prominent
source of such ratings and reviews. Osten-
sibly intended to provide trustworthy in-
formation for busy parents, these systems
raise warnings about the “age appropriate-
ness” and potentially objectionable content
in many worthwhile books. School librar-
ians need to be aware that while these
rating tools may be convenient, they can
also provide ammunition for challenges to
books that some may find offensive.

Young people’s right to select their own
reading material from a wide range of

choices is a basic tenet of ALA’s intellec-
tual freedom policies. But other trends are
emerging around access to books in school
libraries that have troubling implications
for the freedom to read. The widespread
adoption of reading assessment programs
like Accelerated Reader is one example.
While such programs can successfully
monitor and even encourage reading
among students, they also can effectively
limit reading choices to titles that have
quizzes available in the software. School
libraries using Accelerated Reader also
commonly label and shelve books by read-
ing level and encourage (or, in some cases,
mandate) that students only check out ma-
terials that fit their AR level. This practice
has problematic implications, both in terms
of limiting students’ reading choices and
with regard to reader privacy.

TRAINING THE NEXT GENERA-
TION

Another development with significant im-
plications for current and future teacher
librarians has been the growing role of
adjunct instructors in school librarianship
education programs. Adjunct instructors
bring so much to the table, including vital
and current real-world experience that full-
time library school faculty may sometimes
lack. As one adjunct instructor explains,
“To provide a solid foundation of prag-
matic knowledge about how to manage an
LMC program, I structure my courses to
mirror the realities of school librarianship:
always too much information to deal with,
multitudinous (and often seemingly un-
reasonable) demands, constantly changing
situations, and never enough time to get
everything done perfectly” (Yucht 2010).
One concern, however, is that the em-
phasis on the practical may sometimes be
to the detriment of topics considered too
theoretical-including professional values
like intellectual freedom. Front-line ex-
perience can be invaluable in training li-
brarians to grapple with ethical challenges,
but it can also favor expedient solutions to
complex intellectual freedom “gray areas.”
OIF hears from library school students with
questions and concerns about the issues




Banned Books Week poster

they're confronting in library school curri-
cula. When a children’s literature class was
considering the place that potentially con-
troversial material might have in school
library collections, one student wrote that
her adjunct instructor’s advice was: “Spend
your entire budget on regular (which is to
say, non-controversial) materials. Then
when someone comes asking why you
don’t have And Tango Makes Three, you
can just say you're out of money.”

Instructing new library professionals to
avoid controversy at the expense of access
to information raises huge concerns and,
one hopes, happens only in rare instances.
Yet self-censorship in selection, unfortu-
nately, is an all-too-common phenomenon.
Librarians may avoid materials seen as po-
tentially objectionable—even if they may
benefit members of the school or library
community—out of fear of possible chal-
lenge controversies and even retaliation,
up to and including job loss.

ECONOMIC DOWNTURN =
INTELLECTUAL FREEDOM
DOWNTURN

Decisions about how to spend limited re-
sources are difficult in even the best of
times, but today school librarians are see-
ing how economic hard times can lead to
greater challenges to intellectual freedom.
With increased scrutiny on how tax dol-
lars are spent and efforts to cut spending

at all levels, many libraries are more likely
to come under fire for providing access to
ideas that some may find objectionable. At
the same time, reduced funding and staff-
ing can have a chilling effect on librarians’
willingness to stand up and defend stu-
dents’ access to information.

OIF regularly hears from school librar-
ians who wish to report challenges but not
pursue matters further, due to concerns
about job security. OIF keeps all consulta-
tions strictly confidential, but this anony-
mous individual's situation is typical of
dozens of reports each year:

“There have been five titles removed
from my school library this year for con-
tent. The school director reserves to herself
the sole right to ban titles from the library
without further review or consultation.
Your offer of assistance is appreciated, but
as a school employee, I can't take further
action on this issue without risking my
job. I'm afraid due to other issues affect-
ing my family, I can’t afford to stand on
principle right now. Once I have secured
a job elsewhere, I would be able to discuss
this further.”

..THE MORE THEY STAY THE
SAME

intellectual freedom is under
strain—in some cases, to the breaking
point—in many library media centers today.
More new technologies, organizations, and
resources than ever are stacking the deck
against open access to information for
children and young adults. The outlook, in
some respects, looks bleak indeed.

Yet, despite all the changes and chal-
lenges, much of what actually takes place
in library media centers today remains the
same—a mission to support student learning
and growth, manage costs and innovation,
and enhance teaching effectiveness. And
certainly, the grounding principles of in-
tellectual freedom, as articulated in docu-
ments like the Library Bill of Rights and
ALA Code of Ethics, continue to provide
a solid foundation for school libraries in

Clearly,

their efforts to provide access to ideas.
Even many of the challenges remain
the same. The most common reasons for

challenges continue to revolve around
concerns about young people’s ability to
access ideas that some deem unsuitable
for them—particularly material containing
sexual - content, offensive language, and
violence. Questions about the privacy of
students’ library use—from circulation re-
cords to Internet use to the handling of
student overdue items and beyond—chal-
lenge teacher librarians as much as ever.
And middle school and junior high—those
years and spaces where children grow into
young adults—continue to be prominent
battlegrounds over intellectual freedom.

The dominance of particular issues—
challenges to information about sexuality
for young people, concerns about children
stumbling upon inappropriate material
online, or the problem of “dark” reading
material for young adults, for example—
can be exhausting and even demoralizing.
But their continuing prevalence gives li-
brarians an opportunity to develop solid,
well-considered policy and procedures to
respond to anticipated concerns.

Being prepared for questions and con-
cerns is the first and most important step
to defusing challenges before they become
crises. Does your library media center
have a selection policy that emphasizes
intellectual freedom and access to infor-
mation? Do you have procedures in place
for individuals to request reconsideration
of library materials? Familiarize yourself
with these policies and, while you're at it,
refamiliarize yourself with the Library Bill
of Rights (http://ifmanual.org/lbor) and
the Code of Ethics (http://ifmanual.org/
codeethics). Far from dusty, musty, stale
statements, these living documents may
inspire or reinvigorate you to defend your
students’ rights to read and access the in-
formation and ideas they need.

Intellectual freedom groups within ALA
regularly review these statements and
develop updates and interpretations as
needed, such as “Access to Resources and
Services in the School Library Media Pro-
gram,” updated in 2008, and, “Minors and
Internet Interactivity,” developed and ad-
opted in 2009. As school librarians move
into a new era increasingly defined by ac-
cess to electronic resources, these docu-
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ments can help ground practice and policy
to best protect students’ intellectual free-
dom, asserting, for example, “The digital
environment offers opportunities for ac-
cessing, creating, and sharing information.
The rights of minors to retrieve, interact
with, and create information posted on the
Internet in schools and libraries are exten-
sions of their First Amendment rights” (In-
tellectual Freedom Manual 2009).

Protecting students’ rights to read freely
and think for themselves is a big job, an
important job, and one that concerns us
all. ALA’s Office for Intellectual Freedom
exists to support librarians who make this
happen in libraries across the country ev-
ery day. Whether or not you're an ALA
member, and regardless of your position or
what kind of library you work in, anyone
can contact OIF for advice, assistance, or
just to report a challenge.

So, talk to us. Talk to each other. In-
tellectual freedom flourishes with conver-
sation and collaboration. In a changed
and changing world, let's work together
to ensure that school libraries remain true
centers of inquiry, learning, and success for
young people.
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