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Three Key Points
Americans Strongly 

Oppose Book Banning

Book challenges are being filed by 
a very small number of people

Book challenges are VERY costly 
in terms of dollars and time spent



WHY IS LIBRARY 
ADVOCACY IMPORTANT?
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WHY IS LIBRARY 
ADVOCACY IMPORTANT?

WHERE DOES FUNDING 
COME FROM?

WHY DOES ANYONE CHOOSE TO 
TAX THEMSELVES?



Advocacy is important because…
● People choose to tax themselves to support us

● We have to cultivate that support by:

○ Demonstrating value

○ Fostering positive feelings

○ Fostering positive belief about libraries

Know → Feel → Believe → Do 



Know → Feel → Believe → Do 

● Know: What the library is doing for the community.
● Feel: How they feel about the library, themselves, 

and the community.
● Believe: Hold a conviction that the library is good 

and valuable and worth funding.
● Do: Support library funding (i.e. show up, 

speak up, vote)



● Know: What the library is doing for the 
community.

● Feel: How they feel about the library, themselves, 
and the community.

● Believe: Hold a conviction that the library is good
(note: “do” is NOT “use the library”, “get a card”, etc.)

People don’t have to “use” the 
library to support the library!

Know → Feel → Believe → Do 



politics 



politics
(yikes?)



WE’RE TALKING ABOUT POLITICS…
and the need for librarians and 

library supporters to 
combine advocacy AND activism 

to achieve desired 
political/policy objectives

Pro Tip: We can have values-based positions 
on policies while remaining nonpartisan



The Existence and Ongoing Support of Libraries is Political

Policies, budgets, and laws 
reflect and express our values 



Politics, Advocacy, Activism
Nearly 90% of library funding is dependent on 
the will of the local voters and local politicians. 
Thus, funding libraries is a political decision. 

How we as a body politic choose to tax 
ourselves, and what values are expressed in our 
budgets, is fundamentally political in nature. 



Politics, Advocacy, Activism
Advocacy is a process that identifies and nurtures 
support around a common cause or concern. 

Advocacy is a long-game. It is focused on 
building support and supportive relationships 
through a shared-values framework, purposefully 
aligning missions, and finding ways to realize a 
common vision for either people or a place. 



Politics, Advocacy, Activism

Taking strident actions that ask for a change. 
Activism moves people who are otherwise 
unaware or inactive about an issue or idea into 
personal alignment and identification with an 
an ideal, and inspires them to take some action 
in support of the issue or cause. 
(i.e. show up, testify, write letters/emails, rally)



Advocacy for the one-person library: TIPS

● The most important advocates for your public library 
are you the librarian and your board members.

● You the librarian and your board members, are the 
first and often only points-of-contact for persons 
complaining and challenging a book or book 
display.rnal/Award Information

 



Advocacy for the one-person library: Policy

● Have a reconsideration policy and procedure

● Make yourself and your board aware of the 
reconsideration policy and procedure and what you 
would do if there was a complaint or challenge

● Request assistance and support from SCKLS. SCKLS 
advises small libraries dealing with complaints and 
challenges and can provide free review copies of 
challenged books, book reviews, and other info for 
boards or committees.



Advocacy and Activism
Advocacy Examples

● Marketing Newsletters
● Email Updates
● Partnerships
● Meetings with…

○ Elected Officials
○ Nonprofit leaders
○ Community leaders

Activism Examples*
● Calls to action
● Petitions
● Tabling
● Letter Writing Campaigns
● Testimony
● Public Comment
● Events (i.e. rallies; read-ins) 

*Publicly funded libraries generally don’t do activism. That’s what 
Friends groups, supporters, associations, and coalition partners are for!



ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN
What’s going on and why we need 

to be politically engaged



● Book Challenges are increasing (PEN/ALA reports)

● Censorship at local levels (school/public libs)

● Anti-Access legislation at state levels

● Attacks on American Library Association (ALA) 
Attempts to limit public $$$ on ALA and chapters 

● Personal attacks and threats directed at librarians

● Grassroots groups are fighting for libraries

● Lawsuits are being filed and succeeding

Environmental Scan: Overview



Allegations are of porn and obscenity… 
But the focus continues to be on LGBTQ+ 

and BIPOC authors/stories

● Materials being challenged do not meet legal 
definition of obscene or harmful to minors 

● …and thus they are entitled to the full protection of the 
First Amendment as protected speech. People have a 
legal right to read books with LGBTQ+ themes.

Environmental Scan: Challenges are on the rise



Environmental Scan: Challenges are on the rise 

https://pen.org/memo-on-school-book-bans-2023-2024-school-year 

https://pen.org/memo-on-school-book-bans-2023-2024-school-year


Based on PEN 
America’s Index of 
Banned Books, July 
2021 - March 2022

Religious or ethnic 
themes

https://pen.org/banned-in-the-usa/


Policies and laws 
stigmatize 

LGBTQ+ people 
and themes  as 

inherently sexual, 
pornographic or 

obscene
Religious or ethnic 

themes

https://pen.org/banned-in-the-usa/


ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN
Legislative Trends



everylibrary.org/billtracking

Tracking 123 Bills (5 enacted)
● (48) Criminalize Librarianship
● (40) Redefine Obscenity
● (30) Parental Control/Notific.
● (26) Library Policies
● (15) Defunding
● (7) Drag in Libraries

Summary of Legislation of Concern 2024: Top Trends

https://www.everylibrary.org/billtracking
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AMERICANS OPPOSE BOOK BANS



Environmental Scan: Public Perceptions of Book Banning
From  Deseret News / BYU "American Family Survey”

● Just 12% of Americans agree that books should be 
removed from libraries if a parent objects.

● Only 16% believe public school libraries include 
inappropriate books on their shelves.

● 65% said it was important for public school libraries to 
represent a variety of perspectives about controversial 
issues — even if it makes some people uncomfortable.

“The public really doesn’t like book banning,”
- Jeremy C. Pope, professor at BYU and co-investigator for the survey.



Poll after Poll after Poll: Americans STRONGLY OPPOSE Book Banning
● American Family Survey (Deseret News / BYU)

● American Library Association

● EveryLibrary: Voter Perceptions of Book Banning 

● CBS News Poll

● Michigan Library Association

● YouGov Survey

● Ipsos/NPR

● NJEA/Public Policy Polling

● Knight Foundation

● Fox News (“77% of parents are extremely or very concerned 
                     about book banning by local school boards”)

https://www.deseret.com/2022/10/4/23363910/public-schools-battlefield-nation-culture-wars-book-bans-lgbtq-trans-american-family-survey
https://www.ala.org/advocacy/voters-oppose-book-bans-libraries
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/libraries/article/90365-everylibrary-poll-finds-book-bans-are-broadly-unpopular-with-voters.html
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/book-bans-opinion-poll-2022-02-22/
https://michiganadvance.com/2023/05/04/poll-finds-majority-of-voters-oppose-efforts-to-ban-books-and-attack-libraries/
https://www.businessinsider.com/book-banning-in-america-losing-issue-for-republicans-2023-2
https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/americans-trust-teachers-some-still-want-parents-be-primary-voices-whats-taught
https://www.njea.org/new-poll-voters-stand-with-students-reject-book-banning-and-forced-outing/
https://knightfoundation.org/reports/americans-views-on-book-restrictions-in-u-s-public-schools-2024/
https://www.foxnews.com/politics/fox-news-poll-parents-increasingly-concerned-book-banning


VERY FEW PEOPLE BEHIND BOOK BANS



KEY POINT: Despite widespread opposition to book 
banning, a few zealous people, often bragging 
that they haven’t read the book they are 
challenging and filing cut-and-paste complaints, 
are able to weaponize current policies and 
processes and force the rest of us to pay the price.

Book Bans: Very Few People Filing Challenges



Washington Post  How few people are filing 
complaints? WaPo studied over 1000 book challenges 
nationwide and found that 11 people were behind 
60% of the complaints. (source)

Utah In Granite School District, one married couple was 
behind 199 out of 205 challenges.  (KJZZ)

Wisconsin In the Elkhorn Area School District, one 
parent submitted complaints about 444 books. With no 
public discussion or comment from the board, all of the 
books were removed from shelves. (Book Riot)

Book Bans: Very Few People Filing Challenges

https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2023/12/23/school-book-challenges-shelves-lgbtq-authors/
https://kjzz.com/news/crisis-in-the-classroom/small-group-of-parents-utilizing-new-law-to-ban-books-in-utah-school-libraries
https://bookriot.com/one-parent-got-444-books-removed-from-a-wisconsin-school-district/


Book Banning is Expensive!



The Granite School District reported that the 
challenges required 2500 hours of staff time and 
cost more than $100,000. (KSL, July 2023)

In Texas, documents show that more than 16 
employees spent over 225 hours at a cost of $30,000 
on a single book challenge at the Spring Branch ISD. 
(ABC13 Eyewitness News, March, 2023)

Book Bans: It’s Expensive!!

https://ksltv.com/561193/utah-book-challenges-by-the-numbers-a-ksl-investigation/
https://abc13.com/spring-branch-isd-book-ban-school-library-books-student-resources-texas-schoolbook-restrictions/13037457/


Developing Relationships and 
Real Coalition Partners is Key   

IMPORTANT BECAUSE WE LACK 
POLITICAL POWER OR MONEY

RELATIONSHIPS ARE INCREASINGLY IMPORTANT 
IN OUR POLARIZED POLITICAL ENVIRONMENT

Long-Term Inoculation 
Against Future Threats

 



Building Support and Coalitions
Ask, “Who else cares?”  Make a list.  Call them.

● Civic/Social/Arts Organization Stakeholders: “Who else cares about 1A 
protections of free expression?

● Educational  Stakeholders: “Who else cares about education/literacy?”

● Social Welfare or Faith-Based Stakeholders: “Who else cares about 
specific populations?” 

● Governmental Stakeholders: “Who else cares about legitimate govt?”

● Business Stakeholders: “Who else cares about having  a healthy, thriving, 
functional community where businesses can thrive?” 

● Politicians and Local Elected officials:  “Who has constituents and cares 
about their opinions on book banning and how they vote?”

● Formal/Informal Media and Social Networks: “Who needs to hear it first?” 



Long-Term Inoculation 
Get to know your legislators and local officials

 



Help ID and Activate Americans and Kansans 
to Take Action on Behalf of Libraries  

action.everylibrary.org/bookbans or everylibrary.org 

Long-Term Inoculation 
Identifying Library supporters 

 

http://action.everylibrary.org/bookbans
http://everylibrary.org


GRASSROOTS SUPPORT IS ESSENTIAL  

FightForTheFirst.org: Free Grassroots Action Platform 

Long-Term Inoculation 

https://www.fightforthefirst.org/


Fight For the First Campaigns: Censorship



Fight For the First Campaigns: Censorship



Fight For the First Campaigns: Funding



Fight For the First Campaigns: Funding



Fight For the First Campaigns: Legislation



Statewide Coalitions
● Texas Freedom to Read Project
● Florida Freedom to Read Project
● Read Freely Alabama
● Let Utah Read
● Louisiana Citizens Against Censorship
● Freedom to Read Nevada
● Alliance for Georgia Libraries
● Wisconsin Freedom to Read Project
● North Central Idaho Alliance
● Right to Read North Dakota



Long-Term Inoculation: Example 
LetUtahRead.org

http://letutahread.org


letutahread.org/petition 

Long-Term Inoculation 
Build your list of supporters with petitions

 

https://www.letutahread.com/


Long-Term Inoculation 
Calls to action when needed

 



Fight For the First is an Organizing Platform

Not a “toolkit”: FFTF is a free digital platform with practical 
tools for organizing local and statewide activists to fight 
book bans and support libraries and librarians.

● Free to any and all legitimate campaigns 
● Petitions, direct email tools, and event management
● Private ’groups’ for organizers
● Organizer training and ongoing consulting/coaching
● Fundraising Support
● National Alliance Leader Network

EveryLibrary spends $$ on each campaign to grow local list of 
supporters quickly!!  Paid ads that build teams QUICKLY.



How to Talk About the Library



How to Talk About the Library
Libraries Have Universal Appeal



How to Talk About the Library
It is helpful to speak the political 
“language” of the the listener



Speak Their Language
“Bridgey Terms” that work across politics/demographics

Source: “How to Talk Bridgey” by Philanthropy for Active Civic Engagement (PACE)
https://form.jotform.com/242894070713054 

Community

Service

Belonging

Liberty

Freedom

Citizen

Unity

Net Positivity Across
Demographics

Driving
Apart

https://form.jotform.com/242894070713054


We have to tailor our 
message to the 

audience in front of us. 

Framing our Message
Three Languages of Politics

Not every person cares about the same issues, 
or sees the world in the same way. 



The Three Languages of Politics
by Arnold Kling

Progressive 
Support: vulnerable, oppressed, marginalized

Speak to Equity , Social Justice
 
 

Libertarian
Support: individual rights, liberty, and small government

Speak to Liberty, Gumption, and Self-Direction
 
 

Conservative
Support: American values, civilizing institutions, strength, law and order

Speak to Shared Culture, American Values, Strength



Progressive
Speak to Equity and Social Justice

 
 

“Having books that represent traditionally 
underserved or marginalized communities 

helps kids see themselves represented 
in a positive way and helps others build 

understanding and empathy”
 
 



Libertarian
Speak to Self-Direction and Liberty

“The Library, as an arm of the government, 
shouldn’t be determining what people should be 
reading.  We offer access and then get out of the 

way because we believe citizens can make 
reading decisions for themselves. And we trust 

parents to parent their children.   
We should never usurp the  role of parents”

 
 



Conservative
Speak to American Values / Strength / Law & Order

 
“Our policies protect and preserve access to legally 
published materials. We are guided by a century of 

law, based on the First Amendment of the 
Constitution of the United States - which also protects 
our Freedom of Religion. America’s Founding Fathers 

believed that these bedrock rights needed to be 
protected for America to thrive and prosper. 

We don’t want to chip away at the Constitution.”
 
 



Conservative
Speak to American Values / Strength / Law & Order

 

“Parents tell us that they want to raise strong kids 
who will be able to compete and succeed in an 

increasingly diverse and global economy. 
They say it’s important that their kids learn as 

much as they can about the world; the good, 
the bad, and the ugly, so they’ll be 

well-prepared for career success and to be 
leaders in our community.”

 
 



Three Languages of Politics
DANGER WILL ROBINSON! 1

We have created very 
progressive language 

around libraries…



Three Languages of Politics
DANGER WILL ROBINSON! 2

We tend to default 
to talking about the 

library in ways 
that reflect 

OUR OWN POLITICAL 
WORLDVIEW



We must therefore 
know our default 
worldview and 

intentionally use 
language that will 

resonate with others

Three Languages of Politics
DANGER WILL ROBINSON! 2



effective messaging techniques 



Developing Effective Messaging 1

1

27 - 9 - 3



Developing Effective Messaging 2

27 - 9 - 3

Banned Book
Messaging Examples



EXAMPLE

Literature prepares students for 
success in a complex world.

 
Short-sighted politicians are banning books.

We trust librarians and parents to make those 
decisions for our kids.

Developing Effective Messaging 3



EXAMPLE

In America, we enjoy the freedom 
of choosing what we read.

 
Extremists want to ban 

classics and children’s books.

If you don’t like it, don’t read it.

Developing Effective Messaging 4



EXAMPLE

Our children’s education shouldn't be 
a pawn in partisan political games.

 
Do you trust politicians to make these decisions?

I trust parents to parent their own kids.

Developing Effective Messaging 5



EXAMPLE

As kids, we read these “banned books.” 
 

Treat kids like snowflakes and they won’t be 
self-reliant or able to compete.

  We’re limiting their opportunity for success.

Developing Effective Messaging 6



Three Languages of Politics

See Bill Crowly’s Writing: 

● Progressive Librarianship in “Red” America

● Allies, Cobelligerents, and the Political 
Realities of Pursuing Social Justice 
Librarianship in Conservative Republican 
Communities

https://scholarcommons.sc.edu/newlibrarianshipsymposia/newlibrarianshipsymposia/post-neutrality/10/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/libphilprac/7766/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/libphilprac/7766/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/libphilprac/7766/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/libphilprac/7766/


Boards, Law, and Policy



SETTING THE STAGE FOR BOARD CONVERSATION
In the United States of America we have 

the freedom to think and believe as we wish
● AMERICAN FOUNDING PRINCIPLES - Founders believed that these were 

bedrock rights that needed to be secured for our country, and our 
republican form of government, to survive and prosper.

● LAW - Courts have consistently said that the Constitution protects the 
freedom of all Americans to believe, speak, AND receive information. 

● LIBRARY - A non-partisan institution whose mission is to ensure equal access 
to a world of  information, ideas, perspectives, for all Americans. 

● LIBRARY BOARD - Develop local library policy that reflect the law and carries 
out the Library mission for the benefit of EVERYONE in your community.



SETTING THE STAGE FOR BOARD CONVERSATION

Remind Your Boards
Books and other library resources should 
be provided for the interest, information, 
and enlightenment of all people of the 
community the library serves. Materials 
should not be excluded because of the 
origin, background, or views of those 
contributing to their creation.



Standard “I’m not a lawyer” disclaimer

The information provided in this 
presentation does not, and is not 

intended to, constitute legal advice.
Please consult with your legal counsel

regarding particular matters.



The “Miller Test” (Miller v. California, 1973) is the three prong legal test 
for determining whether expression constitutes obscenity or 

is entitled to the full protection of the First Amendment. 

1. Whether the average person applying contemporary 
community standards would find the work, taken as a whole, 
appeals to the prurient interest;
                                                                                                                                 

2. Whether the work depicts or describes, in a patently offensive 
way, sexual conduct specifically defined by…state law;
                                                                                                                                                                                    

3. Whether the work, taken as a whole, lacks serious literary, 
artistic, political or scientific value.

Protected Speech, Censorship, and the First Amendment



Protected Speech, Censorship, and the First Amendment

● Censorship violates the First Amendment when a 
govt. entity (like a library) suppresses ideas and 
information that certain persons find objectionable 
or dangerous

● The law assumes that all speech and publications 
are protected (unless… incitement; child porn; obscene, etc.)

● Kansas has language mirroring the Miller Test 
Because states cannot protect less speech than the constitution



● All library materials have the full protection of the first 
amendment unless they meet legal definitions of obscenity, 
harmful to minors, or child pornography. (they don’t, because…)

● The publishers that we purchase from do not publish 
materials that meet legal definitions of obscenity, harmful to 
minors or child pornography.

● Libraries CANNOT remove materials based on content or 
viewpoint that have been collected in accordance with 
policy without exposing themselves (and taxpayers) to 
expensive lawsuits that they will be unlikely to win.

KEY POINTS
Protected Speech, Censorship, and the First Amendment

21-6401



The Role of Library Policy in Operationalizing the First Amendment

● Policy flows from & reflects the purpose/mission of the Library
● Policy governs day-to-day operations
● Policy ensures compliance with laws and regulations and 

protects the rights of all patrons and staff 
● Policy reflects commitment to ALL residents
● Policy provides transparency in standards and procedures
● Policy ensures due process and consistency of service
● Policy-making is one of the most important Board duties
● Policies require full understanding/support of all Board 

members 



Standard Criteria of a Collection Development Policy 
Criteria: popular appeal, public demand
Criteria: present and potential relevance to community needs
Criteria: reputations, qualifications, significance of author, producer, publisher
Criteria: attention of critics, reviewers, awards, and the public
Criteria: effects subjects and viewpoints have on… a balanced collection
Criteria: relation to existing collection and other material on the subject 
Criteria: availability of the same/similar materials in other libraries or agencies
Criteria: accuracy, currency, timeliness, and validity 
Criteria: physical quality and format 
Criteria: availability of collection space 
Criteria: budget and cost 
Criteria: availability of discounts, subscriptions and standing orders



● Is it good? (i.e. well-reviewed content; trusted 
authors/publishers)

● Is it good? (i.e. physically well-constructed)
● Is it good? (i.e. accurate, timely, valid)
● Is it affordable? (cost? discounts?)
● Is it reflective of a variety of needs/viewpoints
● Is it in accessible or preferred formats?

Standard Criteria of a Collection Development Policy 



Federal law has some things to say about book challenges
● Public libraries are a “limited” or “designated” public forum 

prohibited from engaging in viewpoint discrimination. 
Materials have strong First Amendment protections.

● Viewpoint-based removal of materials is prohibited in any 
public forum 

● Content-based removal of materials is prohibited unless 
library meets “strict scrutiny” test: 
(1) compelling interest; (2) narrowly tailored to achieve 
compelling interest; and (3) no less restrictive alternative

● Because books have strong First Amendment protections, It is 
extremely difficult to demonstrate a “compelling interest”



● Not following policy opens up the Library to 
costly legal challenges that you are not likely to win.

● Courts interpret not following policy as 
“unconstitutional motivation”

● Remember the Miller Test:  There is significant legal 
exposure in removing materials - even temporarily

Risk of Not Following Policy - Costly Legal Challenges



DISCUSSION



RESOURCES 1

bit.ly/advocacy-SCKLS   

Playbook Messaging 

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1Hc7ZwaGqm2slsWHI-vakO6ONG55EyaKm
https://bit.ly/advocacy-SCKLS


Peter Bromberg, Associate Director, EveryLibrary
peter.bromberg@everylibrary.org | 856-617-1899

THANK YOU!!

Effective Library Advocacy 
in a Polarized World


