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Position Statement on Labeling Practices

BACKGROUND:

School library collections are places where learners can explore interests safely and without restrictions;
they are not merely extensions of classroom book collections or classroom teaching methods. A minor’s
right to access resources freely and without restriction has long been and continues to be the position of
the American Library Association and the American Association of School Librarians (AASL). The
AASL National School Library Standards emphasize the importance of a school library collection that “is
physically and intellectually accessible” and where access is “best met at the time of need” (2018). These
standards describe the school librarian’s ability to work “with learners to ensure that they are able to
independently evaluate resources and make responsible and ethical decisions regarding the use of these
resources” (AASL 2018. 117). Furthermore, the International F ederation of Library Association’s (IFLA)
School Library Guidelines (2015) affirm the ethical responsibilities of school librarians to promote
intellectual freedom, access, and privacy. IFLA guidelines maintain that school librarians “must
endeavour to put the rights of the library users before their own comfort and convenience and avoid being
biased by their personal attitudes and beliefs in providing library service” (2015, 30).

These commitments have implications for school librarians’ labeling practices related to classification and
shelving practices, labeling content and reading levels, and protecting learners’ privacy.

POSITION:

Classification and Shelving Practices

School librarians’ classification and shelving practices should support learners’ ability to meet their
information needs while avoiding reductive classification choices that narrowly define readers and/or

books.

Librarians use classification systems and spine labels to organize and identify library resources by call
number to help patrons locate general subject areas or specific fiction, non-fiction, reference, audiovisual,
or other items. Best practice in school libraries includes books and other resources being shelved using a
standard classification system that also enables learners to find resources in other libraries, such as a
public library, from which they may borrow materials. School librarians should teach learners how to
navigate their library classification systems, as well as how their classification system may differ from

other libraries, such as public or academic libraries.

Classification by genre can be a valid shelving practice when done with attention to systematic
classification, established subject headings, or other commonly used genre labels. School librarians
considering reorganizing or reclassifying their library collections by genre should consult current research
on genre-based classification in school libraries as well as collaborate with other librarians, educators,
learners, and families to balance the many benefits and constraints of such systems. For example, B. Trott
and V. Novak (2006) weigh the potential for creating more browsable collections against the possibility
of reductive labels or classification choices that narrow the audience of a book. Furthermore, school
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librarians should consider cultural biases and power relations when creating genre-based labels related to
a book’s content, as discussed in the next section.

Labeling Content
School librarians should avoid using prejudicial and identity-based labeling practices.

The ALA’s "Labeling Systems: An Interpretation of the Library Bill of Rights" (2015) makes a
distinction between viewpoint-neutral directional labels that increase learners’ access to information and
support their First Amendment right to read and prejudicial labels, which are based on value judgments
used to warn patrons or limit access to certain materials. A label that describes materials as
“controversial” or warns readers of “mature themes” is an example of a label that contains a value
judgment, since what is defined as controversial varies widely from person to person. Moreover, the
National Council of Teachers of English (2018) argues that reducing books and materials to isolated,
potentially controversial features serves to reduce learners’ access to books both for leisure reading and
for inclusion in classrooms. Labels that make determinations about a book’s content are an infringement
of a learner’s First Amendment rights to free speech and their ability to make determinations about what
content is appropriate for them. Instead, school librarians should support each learner’s right to make
determinations about content.

School library professionals should also exercise caution when creating labels that may serve to further
stigmatize a historically marginalized identity group (e.g., books by or about LGBTQIA+ authors or
Black, indigenous, and people of color). Labeling practices that separate marginalized groups from the
collection may seek to narrow the audience for a book or make accessing these resources more difficult.
For example, labels signifying LGBTQIA+ characters and content could make materials difficult to locate
for patrons who are not specifically looking for LGBTQIA+ titles but may be browsing for romance or
science fiction (both genres that contain LGBTQIA+ books). Likewise, when using content labels such as
“urban fiction,” school librarians should carefully consider their definition of “urban” and ensure that it
does not suggest monolithic identities based on race, gender, or socioeconomic status or experiences that
focus on stereotypes of urban crime or violence.

Reading Level Labels

School librarians should resist labeling or arranging books by any readability scale and should instead
advocate for the development of policies that do not require library staff to restrict access to books based
on reading or age levels.

Some school librarians face pressure from administrators and classroom educators to label and arrange
library collections according to reading levels. However, commercial leveling systems are an imperfect
predictor of a book’s reading level since they generally rely on a single quantitative measure that ignores
other aspects of text complexity included in the Common Core State Standards like the text’s qualitative
complexity (e.g., the levels meaning or the structure of a text) and considerations specific to the reader
(e.g., motivation or background knowledge) or the instructional task or purpose. Moreover, learner
browsing behaviors can be profoundly altered with the addition of external reading level labels. When
reading level labels are tied to rewards or grades, learner browsing becomes mainly a search for books
that must be read and tests completed for individual or classroom point goals and/or grades.

School libraries that serve broad age and grade levels (e.g., a single library that serves grades K—12) may
also feel pressure from administrators or parents to restrict younger learners’ access to certain parts of the
collection. These contexts present clear challenges for school librarians charged with serving a diverse
group of learners within a school library, and whenever possible, the school librarian should work with
administrators, educators, and parents to create library policies that reduce unnecessary or arbitrary
distinctions between ages or grades. Providing information to educators, learners, and families about how
the school library is organized and encouraging families to be engaged with their own child’s reading
selections is preferable to requiring written permission or restricting access to certain library sections
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based on a learner’s age or grade, since the needs, interests, and readiness levels of two children of the
same age may be vastly different.

It is also important for school policies to recognize the distinctions between a school library’s need to be
accessible to all learners and a classroom library’s more narrowly targeted collection, which may focus on
the needs of a specific age group or instructional goal. Because the school library’s goal is to meet the
needs of its entire community’s information-seeking, curricular, and leisure reading goals, its collection
and labeling practices will necessarily be more inclusive and less restrictive than some classroom

libraries.
Protecting Learner Privacy

School librarians have a responsibility to protect learner privacy and confidentiality when considering
any practice that places a label on the outside of a book or on library shelving.

Labeling and shelving a book with an assigned reading level or an indicator of content on its spine allows
other learners to observe the reading level and reading interests of their peers and should be avoided.
When it comes to reading levels, only a learner, the child’s parents or guardian, the teacher, and the
school librarian (as appropriate) should have knowledge of a learner’s reading capabilities. I. C. Fountas
and G. S. Pinnell, creators of a widely used text leveling system, argue that “levels have no place in
classroom libraries, in school libraries, in public libraries, or on report cards” because their goal was to
create a system of leveling books to aid teachers in instruction, not to place labels on learners (Parrott
2017). Any classification system that relies on external labels for readability levels labels the reader and

violates First Amendment rights to privacy.

Additionally, some content labels may infringe on learner privacy as well and can impede a learner’s
ability to read and access materials of interest (see “The Freedom to Read Statement”). This is
particularly important when considering LGBTQIA+ materials. Labels indicating LGBTQIA+ characters
and issues could be stigmatizing and hinder access to materials for some learners’ who may fear being
outed to their peers or adults (Rainbow Roundtable 2016). All learners and users of a school library
should be free to choose books without leveled or labeled restrictions.

APPENDIX
Questions to Guide Practice

When creating policies and practices related to the labeling of books by genre, content, or reading level,
ask yourself these questions to determine whether you have addressed concerns of privacy, learner First
Amendment rights, and potential behavior modification in browsing and reading motivations. Consider:

1. Whom might these labels help to find or access resources? Whom might they deter from finding
or accessing materials?
2. Are the labels restrictive (limiting access for some learners) or directional (making resources

more accessible)?
3 Are the labels related to determinations about controversial content? Who would think this

content is controversial?
4. Are the labels marking one identity group as different from “normal” identities? Do the labels

center stereotypical understandings of marginalized groups?

5. Are the labels providing information about the reading level or potentially controversial content
of the book? Are those labels violating learners’ First Amendment right to privacy (meaning they
are prominent and visible to anyone who can see the book)?

6. Do the labels make judgments about content, level, or “appropriateness” that should more
appropriately be made by learners and their families?
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Appendix C

Request for the Reconsideration of Resources

Request Initiated by: ::('CW'\G,\S \'\ s Q)ecbkﬁgb ™
Telephone:L&?) Y25 GBS Address:_\B Do d ('_F Q&

Town:‘\\\/\ \’\U‘?r i M.ﬂ\ Cb%'b\

Complainant represents: ( himsgffherself

name of group

other

Resource on which you are commenting:

Book Video Other
Magazine - CD
Newspaper Website

Author/Producer: \f‘\o\bc,\b&. M(—\,\ (e :
Title: (’;\'@)n&.e){ @oeczﬂ"\“, A \V\'U{V]D\F
pulisher:_ I\ P €55 (__N\M) 2D, AN )

URL (if applicable): M ; l R

SE-\D | ISAADHROS
SR\ B Q18- \ R ADUZRR

Please answer the following questions either in the space provided, or on additional pages.

1. Have you been able to discuss this resource with the teacher or librarian who selected or
used it? \/
Yes No

2. Did you read the entire book, or view the entire resource? If not, which parts?

Je s
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3. What do you think is the theme of this book or resource?

: C
T 6ewsson 6n Cealer Sexodl S¥deins  GsSoalasht
wik genl er Ml §

4. To what in the book/resource do you gbject? Be specific. Cite pages, or passages,

b@_:?\c}k LoD OQ o Adesoev \-(J'\'\ sNgG,, 0 e\ B'&%
CLV\O 0'\-\\(_)(” SR K Ol S )
5. Is there anything good about this book/resource? \,\
\ooo¥— 1S access\hle Lo mimoers.

6. What do you feel might be the result of reading this book, or using this resource?

Ne oge?’m@fw‘\ch minoX  wnd
violakes NH. RSH g -

7. For what ait;group would you recommend this book/resource?

T2 ook ¢ Aduh Mmaterial Q‘B Yecurs and
V) avted o Amazon.Com

8. Descrilfe what you understand to be the judgment of this book or resource, by critics.

indeve st 10 Yng, This bopik. deoeg
L?‘\%—}"c ‘\:c,\o":t% i1 e Aanlds D?-DWJHGFS.

9. In its place, what resourc€ can you recommend that w.
and perspective of the subject treated? m{m lale & {5

| o- \\ +ion OQ NR .

no v(ULQ‘n % VO \ae
—%;;éc% \‘a.;\J ond \ag noplage ,
our sahools. Ree \eler datel) JEMAR 2%

See BSA SO |
sl loges Sl U BN

ate Signature of Complainant
?f‘ou\&h\ﬂ \\/\V\\Q ook \\-Ot Minerg 1§ a QvIne_ .
‘g w8 \S noX  aboudt or\m%i-im, Hh i
\% O-\DO"J\% e yposin Waner§ Jo G:o—rnocam&.k»j‘

This form is based on materials developed by the Natterial Coalition of English Teachers, and is used with
permission. Revisions are authorized and sponsored by the Souhegan Cooperative School Board, and not the NCTE.

d convey as valuable a picture
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20 MAR 23
Tos SAU-39 Souhegan High School Reconsideration Committee

From: Mr. Francis H. Beaudoin
18 Dodge Road
Amherst, N.H. 03031

Subj: RECONSIDERATION OF LEARNING RESOURCE BOOK: GENDER QUEER,
A MEMOIR, ISBN: 978-1549304002.

1. It has come to my attention, upon visiting the SAU-39 Online
Library Weblink that Souhegan High School Library maintains a
physical copy of the book Gender Queer. This book contains
harmful sexual content including, illicit sexual images, sexual
acts, and graphic descriptive language akin to hardcore
pornographic material.

2. NH RSA 571B:2 states as follows: It shall be unlawful for
any person knowingly to give, sell, loan or otherwise provide,
with or without monetary consideration, to a minor: (a) Any
picture, photograph, drawing, sculpture, motion picture film or
similar visual representation or image of a person or portion of
the human body which depicts sexual conduct and which is harmful
to minors, or(b) Any book, pamphlet, magazine, printed matter,
however reproduced, or sound recording which contains any matter
enumerated in RSA 571-B:2, I(a), or explicit and detailed verbal
descriptions or narrative accounts of sexual conduct and which,
taken as a whole, is harmful to minors.

3. Providing books such as Gender Queer to minors is a
violation of NH RSA 571B:2 of the criminal code. How did this
book find its way into our high school library? Who is
responsible for authorizing this illegal material to be
accessible to our youth? Amazon Online lists the reading age
for Gender Queer as 18 years and up, along with many other
companies.

4. Childhood exposure to pornography may lead to poor mental
health, sexism, objectification, sexual violence, and other
negative outcomes. This book contains zero educational value
and should not be available to our youth.

Respectfully,

F. H. BEAUDOIN
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Souhegan
High School

March 22, 2023

Dear Mr. Beaudoin:

We appreciate your concern over the presence of Gender Queer in the Souhegan Info Center
collection. The school has developed Board- approved procedures for selecting materials, but we
realize that not everyone will agree with every selection made. To help you understand the
selection process, we are sending a copy of the SAU 39 Library and Instructional Resources
Selection and Reconsideration Policy. If you are still concerned after you review this material,
please complete the official Request for the Reconsideration of Resources form included here
and return it to me. You may be assured of prompt attention to your request. If I have not heard
from you within two weeks from the date listed above, we will assume you no longer wish to file

a formal request for reconsideration.
Sincerely,
Sarah Kunyosying

Library Media Specialist
Souhegan High School ¢
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TITLE LVIII
PUBLIC JUSTICE

CHAPTER 571-B
EXPOSING MINORS TO HARMFUL MATERIALS

General Provisions

Section 571-B:1

571-B:1 Definitions. —
As used in this chapter:
1. "Harmful to minors" means that quality of any description or representation, in whatever form of sexual

conduct, when it:
(a) Predominantly appeals to the prurient interest of minors in sex, that is, an interest in lewdness or lascivious

thoughts;

(b) Depicts or describes sexual conduct in a manner so explicit as to be patently offensive to contemporary adult
standards, in the county within which any offense set forth in this chapter was committed, with respect to what is
suitable material for minors; and

(c) Lacks serious literary, artistic, political or scientific value.

II. "Knowingly" means having general knowledge of, or reason to know, or a belief or ground for belief which

warrants further inspection or inquiry, or both, as to:
(a) The character and content of any material described herein which is reasonably susceptible of examination by

the defendant, and
(b) The age of the minor; provided, however, that an honest mistake shall constitute an excuse from liability
hereunder if the defendant made a reasonably bona fide attempt to ascertain the true age of such minor.

I11. "Minor" means any person under the age of 18 years.
IV. "Sexual conduct" means human masturbation, sexual intercourse, actual or simulated, normal or perverted,

or any touching of the genitals, pubic areas or buttocks of the human male or female, or the breasts of the
female, whether alone or between members of same or opposite sex or between humans and animals, any
depiction or representation of excretory functions, any lewd exhibitions of the genitals, flagellation or torture in
the context of a sexual relationship. Sexual intercourse is simulated when it depicts sexual intercourse which
give the appearance of the consummation of sexual intercourse, normal or perverted.

Source. 1969, 252:1. 1976, 46:1. 1977, 123:1, eff. Aug. 1, 1977.
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TITLE LVIII
PUBLIC JUSTICE

CHAPTER 571-B
EXPOSING MINORS TO HARMFUL MATERIALS

General Provisions

Section 571-B:2

571-B:2 Offenses. —
I. It shall be unlawful for any person knowingly to give, sell, loan or otherwise provide, with or without
monetary consideration, to a minor:
(a) Any picture, photograph, drawing, sculpture, motion picture film or similar visual representation or image of
a person or portion of the human body which depicts sexual conduct and which is harmful to minors, or
(b) Any book, pamphlet, magazine, printed matter, however reproduced, or sound recording which contains any
matter enumerated in RSA 571-B:2, I(a), or explicit and detailed verbal descriptions or narrative accounts of
sexual conduct and which, taken as a whole, is harmful to minors.
I1. It shall be unlawful for any person knowingly to exhibit, for or without monetary consideration, to a minor or
knowingly to sell to a minor an admission ticket or pass or knowingly to admit a minor, for or without monetary
consideration, to premises whereon there is exhibited a motion picture, show or other presentation which, in
whole or in part, depicts or describes sexual conduct and which is harmful to minors.

Source. 199, 252:1. 1976, 46:2, eff. June 1, 1976.
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Pornography: The representation in books, magazines, photographs, films, and other media of
scenes of sexual behavior that are erotic or lewd and are designed to arouse sexual interest.

Most pornography is not legally obscene; to be obscene, pornog raphy must, at a minimum,
“depict or describe patently offensive ‘hard core’ sexual conduct.” The Supreme Court has
created a three-part test, known as the Miller test, to determine whether a work is obscene.
Pornography that is not obscene may not be banned, but may be regulated as to the time, place,
and manner of its distribution, particularly in order to keep it from children.

Federal Law Title 18 Chapter 71, Section 1470 Prohibits the transfer of obscene materials to
minors.

How do courts determine obscenity?

The U.S. Supreme Court established the test that judges and juries use to determine whether
matter is obscene in three major cases: Miller v. California, 413 U.S. 15, 24-25 (1973); Smith v.
United States, 431 U.S. 291, 300-02, 309 (1977); and Pope v. Illinois, 481 U.S. 497, 500-01

(1987).

The three-pronged Miller test is as follows:

“Whether the average person, applying contemporary adult community standards, finds that the
matter, taken as a whole, appeals to prurient interests (i.e., an erotic, lascivious, abnormal,
unhealthy, degrading, shameful, or morbid interest in nudity, sex, or excretion);

-Whether the average person, applying contemporary adult community standards, finds that the
matter depicts or describes sexual conduct in a patently offensive way (i.e., ultimate sexual acts,
normal or perverted, actual or simulated, masturbation, excretory functions, lewd exhibition of
the genitals, or sado-masochistic sexual abuse); and

-Whether a reasonable person finds that the matter, taken as a whole, lacks serious literary,
artistic, political, or scientific value.

Any material that satisfies this three-pronged test may be found obscene.

In addition, Section 1466A of Title 18, United State Code, makes it illegal for any person to
knowingly produce, distribute, receive, or possess with intent to transfer or distribute visual
representations, such as drawings, cartoons, or paintings that appear to depict minors engaged in
sexually explicit conduct and are deemed obscene. This statute offers an alternative
2-pronged test for obscenity with a lower threshold than the Miller test. The matter
involving minors can be deemed obscene if it (i) depicts an image that is, or appears to be a
minor engaged in graphic bestiality, sadistic or masochistic abuse, or sexual intercourse
and (ii) if the image lacks serious literary, artistic, political, or scientific value.
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Reading Is
Fundamental

MULTICULTURAL LITERACY:

Mirrors, Windows, and Sliding Glass Doors Johannes Gutenberg invented the

moveable-type printing press in the mid-
Books are sometimes windows, offering views of worlds that may be real or imagined, familiar or strange. These 1400s.

windows are also sliding glass doors, and readers have only to walk through in imagination to become part of whatever
world has been created or recreated by the author. When lighting conditions are just right, however, a window can also
be a mirror. Literature transforms human experience and reflects it back fo us, and in that reflection we can see our own
lives and experiences as part of the larger human experience. Reading, then, becomes a means of self-affirmation, and

readers often seek their mirrors in books.
found the search futile. This year marks the twenty-fifth

of Nancy Larrick's landmark article, *The All-White World of
6,340,000 nonwhite children are leamning to read and

For many years, nonwhite readers have too frequently
anniversary of the publication, in the Saturday Review,

Children's Books." "Across the country,” she stated in that piece,
to understand the American way of life in books which either omit them entirely or scarcely mention them.” A quarter of

a century later, census data indicate that about 30% of the school population are members of so-called minority groups-
Latinos, Afro-Americans, Asian-Americans, Native Americans-and where will they find their mirrors?

A former colleague at the University of Massachusetts, Sonia Nieto, found that in the decade between 1972 and 1982,
an average of only five and half books a year were published about Puerto Ricans. Perusal of my shelves of review
books and new and recent publishers' catalogs indicate that if we were to examine the past eight years, the numbers are
likely to be the same-if not lower. Stories about contemporary Mexican-Americans are few and far between. Isabel
Schon's recent bibliography in the Journal of Youth Services (Winter, 1989) lists a total of nineteen books about
Hispanics, fifteen nonfiction and four books of folk stories and legends. Contemporary Asians and contemporary Native
Americans do not fare much better. The largest number of books about so-called minority groups is about Afro-
Americans. In the quarter century since the Larrick article, the numbers of books about Afro-Americans has increased

considerably, despite a major decrease of such books in the early and mid-1980s.

s they read, or when the images they see are distorled,

ow they are devalued in the society of which they are a part.
lad bowl! of American

When children cannot find themselves reflected in the book
negative, or laughable, they leam a powerful lesson about h
Our classrooms need to be places where all the children from all the cultures that make up the sal

society can find their mirrors.

und their mirrors in books, but they, too, have suffered from the
he books as windows onto reality, not just on imaginary worlds.
They need books that will help them understand the multicultural nature of the world they live in, and their place as a
member of just one group, as well as their connections to all other humans. In this country, where racism is still one of
the major unresolved social problems, books may be one of the few places where children who are socially isolated and
insulated from the larger world may meet people unlike themselves. If they see only reflections of themselves, they will
grow up with an exaggerated sense of their own importance and value in the world-a dangerous ethnocentrism.

Children from dominant social groups have always fo
lack of availability of books about others. They need t

Consider some of the possibilities. From reading, for example, children can become aware of some of the many
variations in the way English is spoken in this country, and the richness those variations add to the language. Take
Belva Jean Copenhagen, who tells us in Sandra Dutton's Tales of Belva Jean Copenhagen (Atheneum, 1989): "I thought
I would put one of these (a preface) onto my books because | seen one in a couple of other books of stories. It's where
the author tells the reader what to look oul for and where she got the ideas for she's written up." Belva Jean tells her
ories in her own voice, which echoes the rhythms, the grammar, and the color of many of the people who inhabit
r afterword, Belva Jean states: "Now | could have told you these stories in

d this ain't a formal occasion. This was just me rambling on about times I've had

own st
the Appalachian Mountain region. In he
Standard English, but I'm not on TV, an
and people |'ve knowed, and things we've did together..."

jifton's My Brother Fine With Me (Holt, 1975; now out of print, but available in many
k vernacular: "Me and Baggy the only child, | was the only child

d Mama and Daddy doing fine till Mama come spreading out like
ch me for a while and Mama go off and come back

In one of my old favorites, Lucille c
libraries), Johnetla's narration reflecls an informal Blac
1ill he come being bom. Everything was all right, me an
a pancake and Aunt Winnie who don't even like children come to wat
here with Baggy. | was mad for a long time and 1 ain't all that glad now, but | don't let on."

hlm:!Mrww.rif.org!usﬂitemcy-resourcesfmulticulturalfmirrors-windws-and-sliding-glass—doors.hkn
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Both those voices are authentic, and their authenticity makes the characters believable and identifies them as members
of a particular social group. Changing their voices to Standard English would take away a large part of their
distinctiveness.

Books can also introduce readers to the history and traditions that are important to any one cultural group, and which
invite comparisons to their own. One of the 1989 Caldecott Honor Books, Patricia McKissack's Mirandy and Brother
Wind, illustrated by Jerry Pinkney (Knopf, 1988), is the fictionalized story of how her grandparents got together as
teenagers, by dancing a cakewalk as if they were "dancing with the Wind!" It also introduces readers to a bit of history
of the cakewalk, a dance introduced by slaves and rooted in Afro-American culture.

Folk tales, too, help to keep alive the traditions and values that are important to social groups. Laurence Yep's The
Rainbow People (Harper & Row, 1989) is a collection of stories told by Chinese immigrants, starting with those who
amived in the middle of the nineteenth century who were unable to bring their families to America, and lived their lives as
bachelors. In his introduction, Yep states that the stories express the "loneliness, anger, fear, and love that were part of
the Chinese-American experience."

Recently, a spate of Afro-American stories have been published, beginning with Virginia Hamilton's The People Could
Fly (Knopf, 1985), and followed by the retellings of the Brer Rabbit stories illustrated by Barry Moser and published by
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich: Jump! (1986), Jump Again! (1987), and Jump on Over! (1989). Julius Lester has also
published two collections of his retellings of the Brer Rabbit stories in The Tales of Uncle Remus (Dial, 1987) and More
Tales of Uncle Remus (Dial, 1988). Many of the animal stories reflect the hopes and dreams, and some of the reality of
the lives of people who were in many ways powerless over the plantation owners who thought of them as so much
property. It is easy to understand how Brer Rabbit, the trickster figure who, small though he was, managed to outsmart
animals much larger and more powerful than he, became a favorite of people who saw in him something of themselves.
The stories have appeal to all children, for what child has not felt small and powerless in an adult world?

Those of us who are children's literature enthusiasts tend to be somewhat idealistic, believing that some book, some
story, some poem can speak to each individual child, and that if we have the time and resources, we can find that book
and help to change that child's life, if only for a brief time, and only for a tiny bit. On the other hand, we are realistic
enough to know that literature, no matter how powerful, has its limits. It won't take the homeless off our streets; it won't
feed the starving of the world; it won't stop people from attacking each other because of our racial differences; it won't
stamp out the scourge of drugs. It could, however, help us to understand each other better by helping to change our
attitudes towards difference. When there are enough books available that can act as both mirrors and windows for all our
children, they will see that we can celebrate both our differences and our similarities, because together they are what
make us all human.

Source: By Rudine Sims Bishop, The Ohio State University. "Mirrors, Windows, and Sliding Glass Doors" originally
appeared in Perspectives: Choosing and Using Books for the Classroom. Vo. 6, no. 3. Summer 1980.

http:/mww rif.org/us/literacy-resources/multicultural/mirrors-windows-and-sliding-glass-doors.htm
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When | was a teen, I'd have given anything for a book like Ordinary Hazards. Of course, it hadn’t yet been written.
What | did discover back then was A Tree Grows in Brooklyn by Betty Smith. In her novel, | found Francie, a
character | resonated with deeply. We weren’t of the same race, nor were our lives a perfect replica, by any stretch.
Still, Smith’s character and | both faced tough challenges in our young lives, and like me, Francie knew the color of
hell by heart. Because of her story, | knew that | wasn't alone in the world, and knowing that gave me strength for
my own journey. This is the power of story. This is why | became a purveyor of story, myself.

Over the course of my long career, I've written fiction, nonfiction, historical fiction, and poetry on a wide variety of
subjects, but the one thing I've always believed is that the single most important story | have to tell is my

own. Ordinary Hazards, my memoir in verse, is that story. It is a story of darkness and childhood trauma, of a
parent’s alcoholism and mental illness, of the seamy side of foster care, and of sexual assault. But it is also a story
of love and light, of faith and grace, and of a young girl’s discovery of the power of the written word.

Mine is a story of triumph over darkness, and, as such, is ultimately a story
of hope. The possibility of planting seeds of hope in the hearts and minds of
young readers is why | wrote Ordinary Hazards. As agonizing as it was to rip
open the wounds of memory, | knew there were young people who needed a
story like mine—and a true story, at that. And thousands of readers across
the country have already been inspired by it. This is why | was stunned when
| learned that a school district in Leander, Texas, had elected to remove my
award-winning memoir from their curriculum.

What???

It is one thing to rip a book from your own teen’s personal library, but to
interfere with every other teen’s access to that book throughout your school
district goes beyond the pale.

Leander’s issue with Ordinary Hazards—and Jacqueline Woodson's Red at
the Bone, and Laurie Halse Anderson’s Shout, among other titles recently

Nikki Grimes PSS AREAR A removed—is that these titles are considered to have “inappropriate content.”
I'm assuming the content in question in Ordinary Hazards is difficult subject

RELATED STORIES: matter, namely alcoholism, sexual assault, and mental iliness. Difficulty,
though, is no reason to remove a book from an age-appropriate reader’s
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S S The truth is, the lives of many teens are difficult. Some are homeless, or
" ‘éﬁ;arp;iézi;:p;fnt? Get have parents in prison, or have been bounced from one foster home to

another—or all of the above. Other teens live, as | did, in homes where a

parent wrestles with mental illness or alcoholism, or may struggle with these
FREE E-NEWSLETTERS issues themselves. Finally, though you may be unaware, countless teens of
every gender, sitting in high school classrooms right now, have been
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More Newsletters sexually assaulted. Is this subject uncomfortable? Absolutely. But writing
about the topic is hardly inappropriate, especially when it's handled
delicately.

Censors will find nothing salacious, graphic, or gratuitous in Ordinary Hazards. | specifically chose to write my
memoir in poetry because the form allows for the delicate treatment of difficult content. As such, no one can
reasonably charge the writing itself of being inappropriate. When it comes to sexual abuse, what is inappropriate—
not to mention criminal—is the abuse itself. Writing about that abuse is both appropriate and necessary. Teens
need to know that sexual assault is not a secret to keep.

For readers who come to this memoir having had any of the particular tough experiences | write about, this story
lets them know they are not alone. Other readers encountering Ordinary Hazards come away with something
equally valuable: the knowledge that, whatever challenges they may face in life, they can come out on the other
side, and not only survive, but thrive—just as | did. Do we really want to restrict young people’s access to a story
that holds out that kind of hope?

Perhaps some have forgotten the purpose and power of Story. Story is more than repository of fact and fiction.
Story is poultice, is salve designed to mitigate pain and stimulate the healing of wounds, especially those festering
beneath the surface unseen. But this meticulously crafted treatment only works when applied.

Not every story is dark or difficult, nor should it be, but those that most often inspire are hard stories in which the
protagonist triumphs at the end. Ordinary Hazards: A Memoir is such a story, and there’s nothing inappropriate
about that.

Nikki Grimes is the recipient of the ALAN Award for outstanding contributions to young adult literature, the 2017
Children’s Literature Legacy Award, the 2016 Virginia Hamilton Literary Award, and the 2006 NCTE Award for
Excellence in Poetry for Children.
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