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Introduction

On February 26, 2024, the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, chaired by Council Member Carlina Rivera, will hold an oversight hearing on NYC Libraries’ Fight Against Banning Books. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from the New York City (NYC) library systems, professional associations and nonprofits in the field, advocacy group members, community members, and other interested stakeholders. 

Background

Overview of the NYC Public Library Systems
Library services in NYC are provided through three independent systems: the Brooklyn Public Library (BPL), which serves the borough of Brooklyn; The New York Public Library (NYPL), which serves the boroughs of Manhattan, Staten Island, and the Bronx; and the Queens Borough Public Library (QPL), which serves the borough of Queens.[footnoteRef:2] The three systems offer free and equitable access to books, periodicals, electronic resources, mobile technology, and nonprint materials to patrons across the boroughs.[footnoteRef:3] In addition, the library systems provide educational, cultural, and recreational programming for adults, young adults, and children, including early childhood literacy development, after-school initiatives, teen centers, high school equivalency test preparation, and computer skills training; workforce development, including career and job search services; and internet access.[footnoteRef:4] The library systems also offer a wide range of services targeted for immigrants, including classes in English for Speakers of Other Languages, and have become “natural hubs” for the thousands of new asylum seekers who have arrived in NYC.[footnoteRef:5] [2:  The City of New York, Mayor’s Management Report: Fiscal 2023 (September 2023), available at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2023/2023_mmr.pdf.]  [3:  Id.]  [4:  Id.]  [5:  Id.] 

BPL offers more than 2.86 million physical items and 250,000 digital materials at its 62 locations[footnoteRef:6] to over 1.4 million cardholders.[footnoteRef:7] In Fiscal Year (FY) 2023, BPL welcomed visitors over 4 million times, provided over 600,000 computer sessions on 2,600 devices, and circulated materials over 9.8 million times.[footnoteRef:8] [6:  About Brooklyn Public Library, https://www.bklynlibrary.org/about.]  [7:  The City of New York, supra.]  [8:  Id.] 

NYPL is the largest public library system in the U.S., with 92 locations, including three research centers, along with the Thomas Yoseloff Business Center at the Stavros Niarchos Foundation Library in Manhattan.[footnoteRef:9] In FY 2023, with over 2 million cardholders, NYPL served over 7.3 million visitors at its locations[footnoteRef:10]—plus millions more globally online—and offered access to more than 54 million items.[footnoteRef:11]  [9:  About The New York Public Library, https://www.nypl.org/help/about-nypl.]  [10:  The City of New York, supra.]  [11:  About The New York Public Library, supra.] 

QPL comprises 66 locations, including 62 branch libraries, the Central Library, a technology center, seven adult learning centers, and five teen centers.[footnoteRef:12] In FY 2023, QPL had over 5.6 million visitors and over 1.5 million cardholders, while circulating more than 7.7 million items.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  About Queens Public Library, https://www.queenslibrary.org/about-us/queens-public-library-overview. ]  [13:  The City of New York, supra. ] 







Book Banning Today in the U.S. 
School boards in the United States (U.S.) have broad discretion in controlling the materials used in their classrooms and disseminated through their libraries.[footnoteRef:14] Over the years, in exerting that control, some school boards have taken actions that have led to the censoring of some viewpoints on social justice issues, resulting in numerous implications for the education of the students they serve.[footnoteRef:15] Professor Sonya Douglass, of Columbia University’s Teachers College, explains that “[b]ook bans diminish the quality of education students have access to and restrict their exposure to important perspectives that form the fabric of a culturally pluralist society like the United States.”[footnoteRef:16] Additionally, research has demonstrated how culturally inclusive material can uplift all children.[footnoteRef:17]  [14:  Morgan Gilbard, “What You Need to Know About the Book Bans Sweeping the U.S,” (September 2023), available at: https://www.tc.columbia.edu/articles/2023/september/what-you-need-to-know-about-the-book-bans-sweeping-the-us/.]  [15:  Id.]  [16:  Id.]  [17:  Id.] 

According to the American Library Association (ALA), book challenges surged to historic highs in 2021 and 2022.[footnoteRef:18] In many cases of book challenges in school districts, administrators are required to conduct thorough reviews involving weeks of reading and discussion by committees of librarians, teachers, parents, and sometimes students.[footnoteRef:19] The books are then either removed, restricted in their access by students in some way, or retained.[footnoteRef:20] From January through August 2023, the ALA documented challenges to 1,915 titles, which represented a 20 percent increase from the same time period in 2022.[footnoteRef:21] Professor Ansley Erickson, of Columbia University’s Teachers College, attributes these waves of book banning to the fact that the curriculum is being used to shape politics, the economy, and culture: “[T]he curriculum has always been political, and people in power have always been using it to emphasize their power. And historically, marginalized groups have always challenged that power.”[footnoteRef:22] Accordingly, books revolving around LGBTQIA+ or racial/ethnic issues are the most commonly challenged books.[footnoteRef:23]  [18:  Hannah Natanson, “Half of challenged books return to schools. LGBTQ books are banned most,” (December 2023), available at: https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2023/12/23/school-book-challenges-shelves-lgbtq-authors/?utm_campaign=wp_the7&utm_medium=email&utm_source=newsletter&wpisrc=nl_the7&pwapi_token=eyJ0eXAiOiJKV1QiLCJhbGciOiJIUzI1NiJ9.eyJyZWFzb24iOiJnaWZ0IiwibmJmIjoxNzAzOTk4ODAwLCJpc3MiOiJzdWJzY3JpcHRpb25zIiwiZXhwIjoxNzA1MzgxMTk5LCJpYXQiOjE3MDM5OTg4MDAsImp0aSI6IjJmYTk1MmVkLWRlMjYtNDFhYi05YTUzLTZjNTI2MTgzNWUxNiIsInVybCI6Imh0dHBzOi8vd3d3Lndhc2hpbmd0b25wb3N0LmNvbS9lZHVjYXRpb24vMjAyMy8xMi8yMy9zY2hvb2wtYm9vay1jaGFsbGVuZ2VzLXNoZWx2ZXMtbGdidHEtYXV0aG9ycy8ifQ.vVv5tXv7YhhjRpeJKHCrZMes1eMMNKAVi22v0VA4qIY&carta-url=https%3A%2F%2Fs2.washingtonpost.com%2Fcar-ln-tr%2F3cb7a95%2F65ca05ee8a2c755ea45d2054%2F6374f9723effd64d25be9a5e%2F44%2F66%2F65ca05ee8a2c755ea45d2054 ]  [19:  Id. ]  [20:  Id.]  [21:  Bill Parry, “Queens Public Library launches Banned Books Week celebrating the freedom to read,” QNS (September 29, 2023), available at Queens Public Library launches Banned Books Week celebrating freedom to read – QNS.com.]  [22: Morgan Gilbard, supra.]  [23:  Hannah Natanson, supra.] 

The Washington Post recently conducted an analysis of nearly 900 book challenges in school districts across 29 states, which showed that 17 percent of book challenges led to books being placed under some form of restriction, such as requiring parental permission or limiting the youngest students from checking them out, and that 16 percent of challenged books were permanently removed by school officials.[footnoteRef:24] Books about lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer lives were 30 percent more likely to be banned; books by and about people of color or those about race and racism were 20 percent more likely to be kept available compared with all targeted books.[footnoteRef:25] Although librarians across the country report being relieved that school officials sent 49 percent of challenged titles back to shelves, they admit that the process comes at a cost.[footnoteRef:26] Many librarians have worked evenings and weekends to coordinate a defense of the challenged titles, recruiting the help of community members, authors, and free speech advocacy groups.[footnoteRef:27] Furthermore, librarians faced scrutiny from the public for this work and reported experiencing mental, physical, and emotional damage.[footnoteRef:28]  [24:  Id.]  [25:  Id.]  [26:  Id.]  [27:  Id.]  [28:  Id.] 


NYC Libraries’ Nationwide Fight 
To celebrate October 1-7 as Banned Books Week in 2023, NYC Mayor Eric Adams joined with the presidents of the three library systems to designate October 4 as Freedom to Read Day in NYC.[footnoteRef:29] They called on New Yorkers to take part in a Day of Action on October 4 by using the hashtag #FreedomToRead to post on social media a picture of a book that was significant to them and to explain why free access to books is critical to their communities.[footnoteRef:30] Although NYC libraries, along with libraries across the county, have been observing Banned Books Week since 1982, it has seemed more urgent lately.[footnoteRef:31] [29:  NYPL website, “Mayor Adams Proclaims October 4 #FreedomToRead Day” (October 3, 2023), at Mayor Adams Proclaims October 4 #FreedomToRead Day | The New York Public Library (nypl.org).]  [30:  Id.]  [31:  NYPL website, “Banned Books Week,” at Banned Books Week at The New York Public Library | The New York Public Library (nypl.org).] 

In response to the current spate of book banning in school districts and communities around the U.S. in recent years, each library system has offered a panoply of activities to engage the public, and many of those activities have reached directly into communities far from NYC. While not an exhaustive list, here are some of the activities that have made up the library systems’ nationwide fight against book banning and their campaign to raise awareness here in NYC.
BPL Activities
BPL’s Books Unbanned initiative puts BPL in a national partnership with four other libraries—Boston Public Library, Los Angeles County Public Library, San Diego Public Library, and Seattle Public Library—in the fight against “an increasingly coordinated and effective effort to remove books tackling a wide range of topics from library shelves.”[footnoteRef:32] As part of this initiative, BPL has offered 13- to 21-year-olds nationwide a free eCard (which was always free to teenagers in New York State), which provides access to BPL’s eBook collection and learning databases.[footnoteRef:33] Since April 2022, over 7,400 eCards have been issued to young people in every state and some U.S. territories, with about 10,000 eBooks and audiobooks being circulated each month.[footnoteRef:34] BPL also invites teens to share their stories about book banning in order to document the fight that is taking place; to attend BPL’s Intellectual Freedom Teen Meetups, which is a virtual space for teens nationwide to discuss book challenges and censorship on the third Thursday of each month since April 2022; to request a BookMatch, by filling out a form about favorite books and personal interests and getting in return a reading list of five titles, created “just for you” by a BookMatch Teen cohort member; and to report any local challenges of books directly to the ALA.[footnoteRef:35] Furthermore, BPL has launched the Freedom to Read Teen Ambassadors program for 14- to 19-year-olds who are interested in learning how to become effective advocates in their communities for intellectual freedom by attending one of the four-day institutes offered through BPL throughout the year.[footnoteRef:36] [32:  BPL website, “Books Unbanned,” at Books Unbanned | Brooklyn Public Library (bklynlibrary.org).]  [33:  Id.]  [34:  Information provided by Michael Fieni of the BPL to staff of the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, by email (January 31, 2024).]  [35:  “Books Unbanned,” supra.]  [36:  BPL website, “Freedom to Read Teen Ambassadors,” at Freedom to Read Teen Ambassadors | Brooklyn Public Library (bklynlibrary.org).] 

BPL also offers a new seven-episode podcast series, entitled Borrowed and Banned, which tells the stories of students, librarians, teachers, and writers who have been affected by the recent book bannings.[footnoteRef:37] These episodes can be listened to on BPL’s website, and a transcript is also available, with links to any resources mentioned in the episode.[footnoteRef:38] The podcast made The Atlantic’s list of the 25 best podcasts of 2023.[footnoteRef:39] [37:  BPL website, “Borrowed,” at Borrowed | Brooklyn Public Library (bklynlibrary.org).]  [38:  Id.]  [39:  Laura Jane Standley, “The 25 Best Podcasts of 2023,” The Atlantic (December 26, 2023), available at https://www.reddit.com/r/atlanticdiscussions/comments/18s1njk/the_25_best_podcasts_of_2023_by_laura_jane.] 

BPL provides a media kit of fliers, stickers, artwork, and a QR code to help patrons get the word out to others in the community.[footnoteRef:40] In a website sidebar called “Educate Yourself,” BPL provides information about a youth censorship database that tracks book challenges and more, a list of the top 20 most challenged books, a library bill of rights from the ALA, and BPL’s own material selection policy.[footnoteRef:41] [40:  “Books Unbanned,” supra.]  [41:  Id.] 

For their work on the Books Unbanned initiative, the team of librarians at BPL—Nick Higgins, Amy Mikel, Karen Keys, Jackson Gomes, and Leigh Hurwitz—were named the Library Journal’s 2023 Librarians of the Year.[footnoteRef:42] Higgins noted that banning books that young people with all kinds of backgrounds and identities want to read and need to have available “is less about book removal and more a campaign to tell someone that they don’t belong in their community.”[footnoteRef:43] [42:  Lisa Peet, “Unbanning Books: LJ’s 2023 Librarians of the Year,” Library Journal (January 3, 2023), available at Unbanning Books: LJ’s 2023 Librarians of the Year | Library Journal.]  [43:  Id.] 

NYPL Activities
All year, NYPL operates its Teen Banned Book Club, which provides free digital access nationwide to young adult books that have been banned or challenged.[footnoteRef:44] Teens across the U.S. can download the latest book selection for free from NYPL’s Books for All library on SimplyE, which is NYPL’s e-reader application.[footnoteRef:45] After reading the book, teens can participate in discussions at NYPL book club events and author talks.[footnoteRef:46] Simon & Schuster allowed for free digital access to February 2024’s title, Jason Reynolds and Brian Kiely’s All American Boys. NYPL also partners with the ALA to provide free digital toolkits, including a discussion guide for All American Boys and additional flyers and materials for getting others involved in the cause.[footnoteRef:47] [44:  NYPL website,“Teen Banned Book Club at NYPL,” at Teen Banned Book Club at NYPL | The New York Public Library.]  [45:  Id.]  [46:  Id.]  [47:  Id.] 

In addition to reading, NYPL just finished conducting a national teen writing contest, with 500- to 1,500-word essays responding to the contest prompt: “Why is the Freedom to Read important to you?”[footnoteRef:48] Along with a small financial award for 21 winners, the essays are being published in Teen Vogue and in NYPL’s Teen Voices magazine.[footnoteRef:49] [48:  NYPL website, “National Teen Writing Contest: Freedom to Read,” at National Teen Writing Contest: Freedom to Read | The New York Public Library (nypl.org).]  [49:  Id.] 

NYPL also makes available on its website a list of past and present banned and challenged books for four age groups (i.e., picture books, middle grades, young adult, and adult), curated by its own librarians.[footnoteRef:50] The list includes books deemed “too dangerous” to read, often based on the fact that their content and/or authors represent the experiences of LGBTQIA+ individuals or people of color.[footnoteRef:51] [50:  NYPL website, “Banned Books Reading List: Stand for the Right to Read Freely,” at Banned Books Reading List: Stand for the Right to Read Freely | The New York Public Library (nypl.org).]  [51:  Id.] 

Currently, NYPL’s website includes a column written by popular and prolific author Judy Blume, who noted last October that she was “proud to stand” with NYPL as it began its Books for All partnership with the ALA.[footnoteRef:52] Blume wrote that current book banning efforts had “gotten worse” since the days she had faced bans on some of her own books, such as the well-known Are You There God? It’s Me, Margaret.[footnoteRef:53]  [52:  Judy Blume, “Its Me, Judy. Let’s Talk About Book Bans” (October 2, 2023), at It's Me, Judy. Let's Talk About Book Bans. | The New York Public Library (nypl.org).]  [53:  Id.] 

QPL Activities
The first thing that visitors to the QPL website section on book banning see is a graphic that says “ALL BOOKS ARE WELCOME HERE” and an opening line that claims that “[t]he best way to fight book banning is to read banned books!”[footnoteRef:54] The website continues with lists of banned books: QPL’s “100 Most Popular Banned Books,” which lists the books and their authors and appropriate age group audience, along with links to the book, eBook, and audiobook formats for each; and “50 Of The Most Banned Books in America,” which lists the books most often banned during the 2021-2022 school year, based on data from PEN America, and includes links to use for borrowing the titles from QPL branches or downloading them as eBooks or even reading them in different languages.[footnoteRef:55] [54:  QPL website, “Unite Against Book Bans And Celebrate The Freedom To Read!,” at Unite Against Book Bans and Celebrate the Freedom to Read! | Queens Public Library (queenslibrary.org).]  [55:  Id.] 

QPL’s Banned Books Week in 2023 featured multidisciplinary arts events in a variety of local branches and online, including a virtual conversation in partnership with the American LGBTQ+ Museum and a zine-making workshop; a mural-making project depicting banned books in Arverne; an open mic reading at the Peninsula Library of excerpts from banned books; a free book giveaway of banned and challenged books in Ridgewood; and a stage production in Forest Hills of Ray Bradbury’s prescient masterpiece on book banning, Fahrenheit 451.[footnoteRef:56] QPL also focused its fall Mail-A-Book program virtual discussions on three often-banned books.[footnoteRef:57] [56:  Id.]  [57:  Bill Parry, supra.] 

In discussing the recent uptick in book banning, which has particularly targeted books about the experiences of the LGBTQIA+ community and the experiences of people of color, QPL President Dennis Walcott noted that these are “dangerous attempts to whitewash history and silence marginalized voices, ultimately threatening our democracy.”[footnoteRef:58] QPL took aim at this threat this February with 2024’s Black History Month theme of African Americans and the Arts. In addition to a large number of programs spanning a variety of arts disciplines, QPL developed—and made available for free at library branches and electronically—a Journal, which includes biographical information on Black icons (including some who have had their own work banned, like Ralph Ellison and Toni Morrison) and information about historical milestones as well as daily writing prompts across five fields: Authors & Literature, Film, Performing Arts, Visual Arts, and Fashion & Design.[footnoteRef:59] The daily prompts call for written responses that encourage readers and writers “to think about the past, present, and future of Black Art and Black Artists.”[footnoteRef:60] Book banning is a very real part of that past and present.  [58:  Id.]  [59:  QPL website, “African Americans and the Arts: Journal,” available at QPL-BHM24-Journal.pdf (queenslibrary.org).]  [60:  Id.] 


Conclusion
At today’s hearing, the Committee is interested in learning more about the programs and services that are provided by the three NYC library systems both to fight against book banning nationwide—including enlisting the support of New Yorkers, especially NYC teens—and to make banned books accessible to the public. The Committee also hopes to understand how the Council can support the efforts of the libraries in continuing this important work. 
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