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SPARKS At atime of rising book bans, The New Y ork Public Library
invites all teensto reflect on the essential freedom to read.

The Freedom WHAT YOUR STUDENTS WILL LEARN

'|'O Read Y our students will learn about the current trend of book bansin
the United States and how to engage with nonfiction prompts.

by The New York Public
Library WHAT YOU WILL DO

Why Isthe Freedom to Read Important to You?
GRADES 8-12 Last fall, at atime of rising book bans, The New Y ork Public

Library hosted a“Freedom to Read” writing contest, open to

all teens across the country.

TYPE
The winning essays are now featured in Teen Voices, a
MEMOIR fg h k Publ b h al
magazine from The New Y ork Public Library. See the origin
PERSUASIVE X y g

prompt that inspired these powerful essays below:

PRESENTED BY

THE NEW YORK Y ou may want to consider the following: How have book
PUBLIC LIBRARY bans affected you and how have you stood against them?
How have books and reading shaped your identity? Why is
it important in your community that we share the right to
read freely? Y ou don’t need to answer these

guestions—please feel freeto interpret the prompt however

you like.
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https://drupal.nypl.org/sites-drupal/default/files/2024-05/NYPL_Teen_Voices_Magazine_books-for-all_May-2024.pdf
https://826digital.com/resources/identity-statements/
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Educator Note: Below are a few prompts to help students engage with this prompt. You may choose to

focus on one prompt with your students, or to give students the option to choose.

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

While book bans are on the rise across the United States, some teens may be relatively unfamiliar with
the term or practice. Before you get started, ask students to share what they know about the topic, and if
it has impacted them. Y ou can aso share the following, from The New Y ork Public Library, to build

collective understanding:

What Are Book Bansand Why Do They Matter?

Books are considered banned when they’ re removed from alibrary’s collection after being challenged
by a person or group. Book bans and challenges have reached an all-time high in the U.S,,
overwhelmingly targeting books for young adults written by or featuring LGBTQ+ people or people of
color. Bans and challenges can also lead to “ quiet censorship,” which occurs when books are not made

available out of fear that they will be challenged.

Book bans matter because they silence perspectives, erase identities, and eliminate choice. Being able
to read about different perspectives and experiencesis essential to the free flow of ideasthat’s at the
heart of our democracy. In uniting against book bans and censorship in al forms, we champion

intellectual freedom and the right of all voicesto be heard.
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https://drupal.nypl.org/sites-drupal/default/files/2023-10/books-for-all-how-to-get-involved.pdf
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For more information about NY PL’s Books for All initiative, including our Teen Banned Book Clubs,

visit: nypl.org/booksforall.

Prompt 1. Engage with ALA’s Freedom to Read Statement

Share: Read the American Library Association’s Freedom to Read statement with your students.

Ask students to consider the following quotes from the statement (or one of them), particularly the
bolded ling(s).
Discuss: What do these quotes mean? How would you rewrite or summarize these quotesin your
own words? Why would ALA feel the need to write this statement in 19537? | s this statement
necessary today?
“We believe that free communication is essential to the preservation of a free society and a
creative culture. We believe that these pressures toward conformity present the danger of limiting
the range and variety of inquiry and expression on which our democracy and our culture depend.
We believe that every American community must jealously guard the freedom to publish and to
circulate, in order to preserve its own freedom to read.”
“The freedom to read is of little consequence when the reader cannot obtain matter fit for that
reader’ s purpose. What is needed is not only the absence of restraint, but the positive provision of
opportunity for the people to read the best that has been thought and said. Books ar e the major
channel by which the intellectual inheritance is handed down, and the principal means of its
testing and growth. The defense of the freedom to read requires of all publishers and librarians
the utmost of their faculties, and deserves of all Americans the fullest of their support.”
“We here stake out alofty claim for the value of the written word. We do so because we believe
that it is possessed of enormous variety and usefulness, worthy of cherishing and keeping free. We
realize that the application of these propositions may mean the dissemination of ideas and manners

of expression that are repugnant to many persons. We do not state these propositionsin the
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https://www.nypl.org/spotlight/books-for-all
https://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/freedomreadstatement
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comfortable belief that what people read is unimportant. We believe rather that what people
read is deeply important; that ideas can be dangerous; but that the suppression of ideasis
fatal to a democratic society. Freedom itself is a dangerous way of life, but it is ours.”
Write: Ask studentsto write an essay or personal story answering the question: Why is the freedom
to read important to you? They may want to consider the following: How have book bans affected
you and how have you stood against them? How have books and reading shaped your identity? Why
Isit important in your community that we share the right to read freely?

Prompt 2: Explorethe Current State of Book Banning

Share: Review statistics from the American Library Association about book banning in 2022 and

2023 or explore the National Coalition Against Censorship’s Y outh Censorship Database with your

students.

Discuss. Did anything surprise you about these statistics? What do you want to know more about?
Write: Ask studentsto write an essay or personal story answering the question: Why is the freedom
to read important to you? They may want to consider the following: How have book bans affected
you and how have you stood against them? How have books and reading shaped your identity? Why
isit important in your community that we share the right to read freely?

Prompt 3: Reflect on How Books Have Shaped Y our Identity

Share: Read the articles and excerpted quotes with your students:
“As libraries become battlegrounds, teens notice which books, and which identities, are under
attack. Those who share identities with targeted authors or characters receive a powerful message

of exclusion: These books don’t belong, and neither do you.” — Ashley Hope Pérez, author of Out
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https://ncac.org/youth-censorship-database
https://nypl.na2.iiivega.com/search/card?id=bbf0c526-ad7c-58a8-9fd7-6b895c67446d&entityType=FormatGroup
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of Darkness (from “ Ashley Hope Pérez: ' Y oung people have aright’ to stories that help them
learn” by NPR)

“1 wrote Flamer because when | was Aiden’s age — that’ s the main character of the book, he's 14

— 1 didn’t have a book like thisto sort of validate who | am. | didn’t have anyonein TV or film that
looked like me, sounded like me, that had the same experiences that | had. | was a chubby, mixed
Filipino Irish, Catholic kid. Who did | have to look up to?” — Mike Curato, author of Flamer
(from “Banned in the USA Spotlight: Mike Curato” by PEN America)

“My favorite book | have read to date is The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas, but this book is on
thelist of the Top Ten Banned Books of 2021. This book did three things: broadened my

awareness of racia injustice, put me into someone else’s shoes, and made me want to change the
world in whatever way | could.” — Audrey, student (from
“What Students Are Saying About the Growing Fight Over What Y oung People Can Read” by The

New York Times)

Discuss: What books have been important to you and why? What books are currently important to
you? Why might it be important for someone to see their identities, interests, and experiences
reflected in abook? Why might it be important for someone to see identities, interests, and
experiences that they aren’t familiar with reflected in a book?

Write: Ask studentsto write an essay or personal story answering the question: Why is the freedom
to read important to you? They may want to consider the following: How have book bans affected
you and how have you stood against them? How have books and reading shaped your identity? Why
Isit important in your community that we share the right to read freely?
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https://nypl.na2.iiivega.com/search/card?id=bbf0c526-ad7c-58a8-9fd7-6b895c67446d&entityType=FormatGroup
https://www.npr.org/2022/12/14/1142428557/ashley-hope-perez-on-out-of-darkness-book-ban
https://www.npr.org/2022/12/14/1142428557/ashley-hope-perez-on-out-of-darkness-book-ban
https://nypl.na2.iiivega.com/search/card?id=736088d3-6c11-5595-adab-caf1ac73ac1f&entityType=FormatGroup
https://pen.org/mike-curato-flamer-interview/
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/09/22/learning/what-students-are-saying-about-the-growing-fight-over-what-young-people-can-read.html

