
WHY CAN’T I READ WHAT I 
WANT TO READ? 
WHOSE STORIES DO I GET 
TO READ?

Leslie Criswell
April 2025



Outline – Book Banning in the U.S.

• Brief History

• Traditional Challenges

• Role of the U.S. Constitution

• Current Challenges – primary focus YA books, authors

• State Comparisons 

• Current State of Things in California

• The Good News 



Brief History of Book Banning in America
• 1637 – Thomas Morton’s New English Canaan - critical of Puritans’ treatment of 

indigenous people. He was expelled from colonies for trying to sell this book.

• 1st Amendment – protects (competing) freedoms of religion and speech

• Traditional Challenges – pornography, sexual content, violence, obscenity

• Canterbury Tales, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Huckleberry Finn, The Great Gatsby, 
Catcher in the Rye, The Grapes of Wrath, To Kill a Mockingbird, The Color 
Purple, Ulysses, Beloved, The Lord of the Flies, 1984, Fahrenheit, 451, Charlotte‘s 
Web, The Handmaids Tale, The Giver, Enders Game, The Kite Runner, I Know 
Why the Caged Bird Sings

• Roth v US (1957) – book seller convicted for mailing pornographic magazines, 
USSC defined pornography as “utterly without redeeming social importance”. 
Book challenges decreased; written materials and art became more explicit.





• 1980s (Reagan years) – encouraged challenges to School Boards 
and Public Libraries 

• – more vocal religious and social conservatives, more home      
schooling

• 1982 – American Library Association’s “Banned Book Week” (late 
Sept/early Oct.) supported by many organizations:             
National Hispanic Media Coalition, PEN America, various 
booksellers and publishers associations, Universities, Comic Book 
Legal Defense Fund, LAUSD and other school districts, public 
library districts, the Library of Congress …



Current Challenges – since 2021- up >50%

• More local – School Boards and Public Libraries being targeted

• Troxel v Granville 530 U.S. 57 (2000) – constitutional right of parents to direct 
the upbringing of their children, struck down a Washington law that allowed 
“any third-party” (parental grandparents in this case) to petition state courts 
for child visitation over parental objections. Unintended consequences… 

• More politicized, organized (by organizations whose agenda is to stir up 
communities ?), antagonistic and escalating

• Parents - caught in the middle and manipulated 

• Targeting multiple book titles with each challenge (& lists are handed on)

• Covid 19 – kids “at school” at home 



Hot Button (fear-based, emotional) phrases: “parental rights”, 
“indoctrination“, “sexual grooming“, “pedophile“, “religious freedom“, “opt-
out”, “liberal”, “transparency”

(prompted/accelerated by Covid 19 school closures/at-home learning ?)









Conservative State Actors : Florida, Texas, Missouri, Utah, Virginia, West Virginia, 
Tennessee, Georgia, Iowa, Colorado, Illinois, Ohio, Maryland 
Conservative Organizations: Moms for Liberty, Heritage Foundation, American 
Principles Project, Parent Rights Foundation, Fox News, Goldwater Institute, No Left Turn 
in Education, Manhattan Institute (has created “model legislation”)







A Few Examples
• Governor DeSantis (Florida) HB1557 (2/22) “Don’t Say Gay” Bill

• - and encourages parents to “opt out” of activities or studies by their children 
of Black History Month; critical race theory; ethnic studies; diversity, equity and 
inclusion; white fragility



• 39-65 Bills (different states) requiring specific parental 
notification before broadly defined/vague topics               
(so potentially very hard to identify) are discussed – re “sex 
or gender identity”, “civil rights“, “ divisive or controversial 
topic that may conflict with parents beliefs…” “romantic 
relationships“ (so would my Nancy Drew books and Archie
& Veronica comics have been off the shelf?! )

• Texas HB 900 - booksellers must categorize books offered to 
school districts; if “inaccurate”, put on “don’t buy” list

• Missouri – teacher and staff training sessions open to the 
public

• Tennessee SB 2247 – 12 person Commission – create library 
selection guidelines – resolve parent challenges - can 
overrule State/local SD Education Guidelines and issue 
statewide bans





Fallout 

Teacher intimidation/threats & penalties

Chilling effect on teachers and school 
librarians (& stolen books – SD State)

31-43% Teachers leaving the profession, 
especially in suburban areas (Rand study 
2023) (note other reasons … Covid 
school closures)

Chilling effect on student expression, 
reduced sense of safety at school, lack 
of access to materials that “look 
like”/reflect them 



Now - Trump 
Agenda
• Guts Dept of Education 

• Threatens Universities

• Threatens State Depts of Education

• Threatens State School Districts 

• Threatens Large Law Firms re DEI 

• “Abolishes” DEI language in federal 
agencies 

• Who/What is next? 





• State-approved history 
textbook “barred” by 
TVUSD



Current State of Things in California 



The Good News

• CA is a bellweather state (so is Fla.) – AB 1084 has banned school 
book banning

• Many Banned Book Week library festivals (& Brooklyn Public Library 
free ebook and audio access online)

• Teen Banned Book Clubs (Vandagrift HS, Houston)

• PEN America activism – Pen.org 

• Letter to Colton (San Berdo Cty) Bd of Ed – re “The Bluest Eye”, Toni 
Morrison - 1 day later, book put back into HS AP English classes

• PEN, Random House, et al. v Escambia Cty Fla – USDC        Jan 
2024 (Motion to Dismiss denied 5-17-23) unlawful censorship



So - Who Gets to Decide What Stories & 
Whose Stories Get to Be Told?
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