
The Challenge of Book 
Challenges: 

 Strategies for defending students’ right to read
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Introductions

Martha Hickson, Kristin Pekoll, Anne Piascik, Hilda Weisburg

2



In this presentation...

◉ Fun Home Challenge
○ Presented by Martha Hickson

◉ Selection & Reconsideration Toolkit
○ Presented by Hilda Weisburg

◉ When all else fails, what can ALA do for you?
○ Presented by Kristin Pekoll
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Why are you Here?

◉ To find information about book challenges
◉ To learn how to create a selection policy
◉ I have faced a challenge and need support
◉ Just interested in the topic
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“
“Learners have the freedom to speak and hear 
what others have to say, rather than allowing 

others to control their access to ideas and 
information; the school librarian’s responsibility 

is to develop these dispositions in learners, 
educators, and all other members of the learning 

community.”
5

AASL Common Belief #5: 
Intellectual Freedom is every learner’s right



1. Fun Home Challenge

North Hunterdon High School 
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North Hunterdon High SchoolThe school

1,630 students

#34 NJ Monthly

77%  to 4-year
colleges

Image: NJ.com
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North Hunterdon High SchoolAdministrators

Jeffrey Bender
Superintendent

Greg Cottrell
Principal

Yulee Kim
Assistant Principal

Images: North Hunterdon-Voorhees, Twitter, Newark Public Schools
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https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwi4z-egi6vlAhVBneAKHVa4B-wQjRx6BAgBEAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nhvweb.net%2Findex.php%2Fboe-district-services%2Fsuperintendents-biography%2F&psig=AOvVaw0zgRzZVTk_0VuKKlAZq1xP&ust=1571668599174439
https://twitter.com/nhprincipal
http://www.nps.k12.nj.us/HIS/wp-content/uploads/sites/64/2017/01/THE-EAGLE-EYE-January-2017-part-2.pdf


North Hunterdon High SchoolThe book

“One of the very best graphic novels ever” (Booklist)

#3 on New York Times “50 Best Memoirs of the 
Past 50 Years”

Basis for 2015 Best Musical Tony Award winner

Bechdel: MacArthur Fellow for “redefining paradigms” 
in memoir

Image: Amazon
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North Hunterdon High SchoolThe challenge begins

Jan
18

“Complaints about textbooks, library 
books, reference works, and other 
instructional materials used in the 
district will be made in writing and 
submitted to the Superintendent.”
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Policy & regulation  highlights

“... the responsibility for coordinating and recommending the selection 
and purchase of media rests with the certificated library media 
personnel”

“[The district] supports principles of intellectual freedom inherent in 
the First Amendment ... and expressed in the [ALA] Library Bill of Rights 
and [NCTE] Students' Right to Read”

“In the event that materials are questioned, the principles of 
intellectual freedom, the right to access of materials and the integrity 
of the certificated library media personnel must be defended rather 
than the materials”
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2530: “... responsibility for coordinating and recommending the selection 
and purchase of media rests with the certificated library/media personnel”

2530: “... it is the policy of the North Hunterdon Regional High 
School District to provide a wide range of instructional materials  … 
and to allow the review of allegedly inappropriate instructional 
materials through established procedures … If a complaint is made, 
procedures as outlined in Regulation No. 9130 will be followed.”

9130: “... a complaint about instructional or resource materials 
should be addressed to the Superintendent.”

9130: “In the case of complaints about instructional or resource 
materials, the initial complaint must be set forth in writing  … No 
challenged material may be removed from the curriculum or from a 
collection of resource materials except by action of the Board of 
Education, and no challenged material may be removed solely 
because it presents ideas that may be unpopular or offensive to 
some.”

9130: “Within ten working days of the receipt of the complaint form, 
the Superintendent shall appoint a review committee … The 
standards used by the committee will be those set forth in Policy No. 
2530.”
 

2530: Criteria for selection

● Be relevant to today's world;
● Represent artistic, historic, and literary qualities;
● Reflect problems, aspirations, attitudes and ideals of a society;
● Contribute to the objectives of the instructional program;
● Be appropriate to the level of the user;
● Represent differing viewpoints on controversial subjects;
● Provide a stimulus to creativity.

Selection of library media Complaints about resource materials



North Hunterdon High SchoolWhose challenge is it anyway?

“... two parents of students at 
Watchung Hills Regional High School, 
want the award-winning graphic 
novel removed from the 12th grade 
curriculum due to ‘the sexually 
explicit nature.’”

Image: Comic Book Legal Defense Fund
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http://cbldf.org/2018/05/fun-home-under-fire-in-new-jersey/


Sent up a flare
Jan
18

Image: American Library Association Office of Intellectual Freedom
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North Hunterdon High SchoolMeeting w VP

“I had no idea [there was a Board policy].”

“I thought it might be a good idea to read 
the book so that I know what we’re 
talking about.”

Jan
24

Image: New Republic
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https://newrepublic.com/article/154910/trumps-justice-department-screwed-james-comey


Sent up more flares
Jan
25

Images: NCAC and NCTE
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https://ncac.org/report-censorship
http://www2.ncte.org/resources/ncte-intellectual-freedom-center/
http://www2.ncte.org/resources/ncte-intellectual-freedom-center/
https://ncac.org/report-censorship


North Hunterdon High SchoolMeeting w Principal

“It’s a good 
read.”

“I had no idea this would be such a big deal.”

Image: Comic Book Legal Defense Fund

Feb
1
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http://cbldf.org/2019/01/fun-home-removed-without-review-in-nj-high-school-library/


North Hunterdon High SchoolNot the message I expected

“I have some new information 
regarding this situation ”

Feb
5
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North Hunterdon High SchoolA written complaint

“ … I am directing you to make this 
book available to students only after 
parent permission is received … ”

Feb
7
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North Hunterdon High SchoolFollowing orders
Feb
7

“[If students want to read it] 
they can buy a copy of the 
book for $10 on Amazon.”
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North Hunterdon High SchoolMeanwhile ...
Feb
7

“... a board of education shall adopt 
inclusive instructional materials that 
portray … the political, economic, and 
social contributions of persons with 
disabilities and lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
and transgender people …”

- NJ SR 1569

”
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North Hunterdon High SchoolFollowing the policy
Feb
13
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“As outlined in board policies 2530 
and 9130, I am directing this 
complaint to your attention.”



North Hunterdon High SchoolHappy Valentine’s Day!
Feb
14

Image: PNG Fly
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“The district could be accused of 
debauching the morals of minors if 
we were to allow free access to this 
material.”

https://www.pngfly.com/png-9j1z22/download.html


North Hunterdon High SchoolRelease the hounds!
Feb
19

American Library Association

Natl Coalition Against Censorship

ACLU of NJ

American Booksellers for Free Expression

Authors Guild

Bayard Rustin Center for Social Justice

Comic Book Legal Defense Fund

Garden State Equality

Lambda Legal

Natl Council of Teachers of English

PEN Childrens & YA Books Committee
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North Hunterdon High SchoolGoing public
Feb
19

Image: NCAC
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https://ncac.org/news/new-jersey-high-schools-restrict-access-to-fun-home


North Hunterdon High SchoolAlerting our allies
Feb
19
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North Hunterdon High SchoolVictory!
Feb
20
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“I have reconsidered the restrictions 
placed on Fun Home and the process 
taken to reach those restrictions.  At 
this time you may put Fun Home back 
on the shelves without restrictions.”



North Hunterdon High SchoolRound 2: Board changes policy
Mar
19

“The Superintendent shall be 
responsible for selection and 
maintenance of all resource materials.”Removes references to:

● Intellectual freedom
● First Amendment
● ALA Library Bill of Rights
● NCTE Students’ Right to Read
● Librarians
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North Hunterdon High SchoolCommunity mobilizes
March 
& April

Images: IntelFreedomNJ and Change.org
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https://intelfreedomnj.wixsite.com/website
https://www.change.org/p/north-hunterdon-voorhees-board-of-education-nh-v-boe-please-restore-your-commitment-to-the-1st-amendment


North Hunterdon High SchoolAdvocates respond

Images: Comic Book Legal Defense Fund

Apr 
19-24
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http://cbldf.org/2019/04/autocratic-policy-change-in-nj-high-school-after-fun-home-victory/


North Hunterdon High SchoolLibrarians meet w BOE president
Apr
30

“...  the adopted language does not 
clearly and specifically identify the 
role of the Library Media Specialists 
in the selection process and does not 
go far enough to reinforce the 
objective to preserve intellectual 
freedom.”

Image: North Hunterdon-Voorhees BOE
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/18aYd2GXwnt5AByDZhA8QBw46JK-PGNPi/view


North Hunterdon High SchoolBoard meeting: Missing person
Apr
30

Image: Hunterdon Review 

“I view the removal of Fun Home as part of a 
worrying tendency across the country to 
characterize LGBTQ stories – particularly 
LGBTQ coming of age stories – as more adult, 
controversial, or school inappropriate than 
similar stories about cis gender, heterosexual 
individuals. This sends a damaging message 
to our queer and questioning youth that their 
identities and experiences are too adult, 
controversial, and inappropriate to be freely 
expressed in school.” 

–  Emma Ettinger, concerned citizen
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https://www.newjerseyhills.com/hunterdon_review/news/book-censorship-talk-brings-crowds-to-north-hunterdon-voorhees-school/article_137e9c6d-c43b-51b5-a5e8-4bc21cc421db.html


North Hunterdon High SchoolPolicy restored … and improved!
Sep
17

Image: North Hunterdon-Voorhees BOE

“Neither the Principal nor the 
Superintendent shall reject any 
individual recommended selection 
without following the required steps 
in Policy 9130.”

#NJASL19    #BetterTogether    #IntellectualFreedom    @AnnieCP    @HildaKW    @Sassy_Librarian    @KPekoll
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North Hunterdon High SchoolLet intellectual freedom ring!
Sep
17

Image: Intellectual Freedom & Censorship in Literature

“The North Hunterdon-Voorhees Regional High School 
District Board of Education supports principles of 
intellectual freedom inherent in the First Amendment of 
the Constitution of the United States and expressed in the 
Library Bill of Rights of the American Library Association 
and Students' Right to Read of the National Council of 
Teachers of English. In the event that materials are 
questioned, the principles of intellectual freedom, the 
right to access of materials and the integrity of the 
certificated library/media personnel must be defended 
rather than the materials.  Any complaint about library 
resource materials shall be handled in accordance with 
Policy No. 9130 and Regulation No. 9130.”

#NJASL19    #BetterTogether    #IntellectualFreedom    @AnnieCP    @HildaKW    @Sassy_Librarian    @KPekoll

https://yalcensorship.wordpress.com/censorship-young-adult-literature/


libguides.nhvweb.net/njasl19challenge
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Be ready

◉ Embrace your power

○ Union

○ Tenure

○ Research skills

○ Profession

○ First Amendment

◉ Know your stuff

○ Contract language

○ Policies

○ Past challenges

○ Collection

Image:  5amily
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https://5amily.com/mug/im-a-librarian-whats-your-superpower


Report

◉ Get it in writing

○ Materials reconsideration form

■ Please share yours with me: 
mhickson@nhvweb.net
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http://www2.ncte.org/resources/ncte-intellectual-freedom-center/
https://ncac.org/report-censorship


Research

◉ Read the book

◉ Reviews

◉ Ownership at other schools

◉ Prior challenges

◉ Case law

◉ Related issues/legislation

Image: Sarah McIntyre
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https://jabberworks.livejournal.com/518224.html


Reach out

◉ School
○ Students
○ Teachers
○ Clubs

◉ Community
○ Parents
○ Organizations

◉ Influencers
○ Celebrities
○ Politicians

◉ Profession
○ Librarians
○ Intellectual freedom advocates

Image: ALA Office of Intellectual Freedom
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“
“Fighting these censors is truly a matter of 
life and death. If one lonely, afraid, suicidal 
queer kid in Utah or South Carolina gets his 
or her hands on Fun Home and it shows him 
or her that their complicated feelings are not 
unusual and that there is a place in the world 
for them, then we have a moral duty to fight 
the censors with all our might.”

PEN America - The Freedom to Write



2.
Selection and Reconsideration Policy Toolkit

For Public, School & Academic Libraries 

41

http://www.ala.org/tools/challengesupport/selectionpolicytoolkit

http://www.ala.org/tools/challengesupport/selectionpolicytoolkit
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http://www.ala.org/tools/challengesupport/selectionpolicytoolkit
http://www.ala.org/tools/challengesupport/selectionpolicytoolkit


“

43

“The Library is a Growing Organism”
S.R. Ranganathan (1931)
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Who Needs a Policy?

◉ Every library
○ Academic
○ Public
○ School: public, private, charter, independent, international

◉ Comprehensive written policy to guide library resource
○ Selection
○ Deselection or weeding
○ Reconsideration 
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How Often Should It Be Reviewed?

◉ The most valuable selection policy is current

◉ Review & revise regularly

○ Frequent review makes policy familiar to library staff
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Who is Involved?

◉ Policy approved by library’s governing board or other 
policy-making body 

◉ Disseminated widely for understanding by all stakeholders
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•Mission

•Support for Intellectual 
Freedom 
ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybill

•Objectives

•Responsibility for 
Selection

•Selection Criteria

•Acquisitions Procedures
47

•Gifts and Donations

•Collection Maintenance 
and Weeding

•Selecting Controversial 
Materials

•Policy Revision

•Reconsideration

Basic Components
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•Guiding Principles

•Statement of Policy

•Formal Reconsideration

•Sample Letter to Complainant

•Reconsideration Committee
•Sample Reconsideration Committee Report
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Reconsideration Procedure
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3.
When All Else Fails, What Can ALA Do for You?

You are not alone. 
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“

50

MISSION: “To provide leadership for the 
development, promotion, and improvement of 

library and information services and the 
profession of librarianship in order to enhance 

learning and ensure access to information for all.”



51 Image:  ALA Store

https://www.alastore.ala.org/content/library-bill-rights-poster-0
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•Listening

•Grassroots Outreach

•Professional & Emotional 
Encouragement

•Research 

•Talking Points for Specific 
Audience

53

Tailored for YOUR Needs

•Media Consultation

•Formal Letter from ALA 

•Blog/Social Media 
Reinforcement

•Confidential

ala.org/tools/challengesupport
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But Why?

ala.org/advocacy/bbooks/frequentlychallengedbooks/top10

RAISE AWARENESS
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Better Resources

ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/resources
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http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/resources
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You are not alone.

ala.org/tools/challengesupport

“Censorship 
thrives in silence; 
silence is its aim.”

Jamie LaRue
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“
Questions?
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Autographed by Alison Bechdel
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