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The First Amendment in the Library: 
Do Students Have a Right to Read? 

 
 

Purpose:   
In this interdisciplinary lesson, students use several sources to learn about how 
the First Amendment protects their access to books in their school library.  
Students examine a Supreme Court decision and their own school district’s policy 
about the removal of controversial books from school libraries.  With parental 
approval, they select and read a book that has been challenged somewhere in 
the United States and create a special book report in which they examine their 
own beliefs about book censorship and the importance of the First Amendment 
to their lives as students. 

 
Procedure: 
 
1. Display a selection of banned or challenged books in a prominent place in your 
classroom.  Ask students to speculate on what these books have in common.  If 
no one mentions the correct answer, explain that these have been banned or 
have been suggested for banning. The First Amendment and boo banning, 
especially book banning in public school libraries, is the focus of the work 
students are going to be doing in social studies and language arts classes. 
 
2. Remind students that the First Amendment protects free speech.  Distribute 
the handout Benefits of the First Amendment Free Speech Clause and project the 
transparency of this handout if you have prepared one.  Explain that the list on 
the handout explains some of the ways in which the First Amendment serves 
U.S. citizens.  Discuss these benefits with students.  For example, when people 
are able to freely choose among many different competing ideas, it enables them 
to make better choices (marketplace of ideas).  Reading and hearing competing 
ideas provides us with variety and thus enriches our society (enrichment of 
society).  If members of our society who have strongly held unpopular opinions 
are given an outlet, they may be less apt to resort to violence than if their ideas 
are suppressed.  Because the majority makes many decisions in our society, 
protection of minority rights ensures that the majority does not suppress the 
ideas of smaller, less popular groups.  In time, the majority may come to agree 
with these minority groups (protection of minority rights).  Finally, citizen ability 
to criticize the government helps prevent the government from misusing its 
power (check on government). 
 
3. To check for student understanding, ask students to think of examples of each 
of the benefits of free expression, using books, magazines, or newspaper 
articles, or other printed sources that they have read.  Students should write 
their responses for later reference.  Allow time for students to present their 
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responses in small groups.  Ask, “Which benefits of the First Amendment does 
reading most clearly provide us?”  
 
4. Next, ask students to define censorship–-the act of examining and 
expurgating (removing) something objectionable.” What effect does book 
censorship have on realizing the benefits of the First Amendment?  Explain to 
students that the pressures to suppress freedom of expression are widespread 
and powerful in society.  This is why it is so important to fully understand the 
benefits that free expression of ideas provides to society.  Ask student to review 
their responses given earlier as they consider the effect book censorship might 
have on the benefits of free expression. 
 
5. In 1982 the Supreme Court examined the issue of book censorship in school 
libraries.  Distribute the handout Case Study: Board of Education, Island Trees 
Union Free School District v. Pico (1982).  Review the facts of the case with 
students.  Individually, student should identify the best argument for Opinion A 
and Opinion B by listing the argument in two columns.  Students should also be 
prepared to give reasons for their selection of arguments.   
 
6. In groups, allow students time to share their responses.  Instruct groups to try 
to reach a consensus on the ruling they believe to be a majority opinion of the 
U.S. Supreme Court.   Explain to students that Opinion A was the majority 
opinion in a 5-4 decision in the case Board of Education, Island Trees Union Free 
School District v. Pico (1982). Returning once again to their First Amendment 
benefits, can students find references to the benefits of First Amendment Free 
Expression in the justices’ writing excerpted here? 
 
7. Explain to students that as a result of this Supreme Court case, public school 
districts around the country developed policies for challenging books in 
elementary, middle, and high school libraries.  Students have a First Amendment 
right to receive the ideas discussed in these books.  This right, however, is 
interpreted in light of the special characteristics of the school environment.  The 
Court held that school officials may not remove books from a school library 
simply because they do not like the messages conveyed. School officials may 
remove books from the school library based on educational suitability as long as 
the motivation is for other reasons, such as preventing student exposure to 
obscene or vulgar messages. 
 
8. Distribute copies of your school’s policy on removing books from the school’s 
library.  Ask the school librarian and/or school administrator to explain the policy 
to students.  To check for student understanding, ask students to cite reasons 
for such a policy.  Do students think the policy is consistent with the First 
Amendment?  Do the students have full First Amendment rights at school?  How 
might the age of students limit their First Amendment rights? 
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9. Ask the librarian to conduct a book talk on the topic of book censorship and 
the special significance of book censorship to the professional librarian.  Next, 
with the help of the school librarian, students should conduct research on book 
banning using current news sources.  Explain to students that they should gather 
some facts and statistics about book challenges to include in a special book 
report. 
 
10. Distribute the parental permission letter (at the end of lesson) and the list of 
banned books.  Explain that with their parents’ permission, students will select 
and read a book from this list and develop a report that focuses on the 
importance of freedom of expression provided by reading in their own lives.  In 
their reports, students will include their own beliefs about book censorship by 
taking and defending a position on the particular banned book they have read.  
Distribute Handout 16-4 and go over the instructions with students. 
 
Enrichment/Extension: 
 
1. In a recent case, the school board of the Cedarville, Arkansas school district 
voted to restrict students’ access to the Harry Potter books, on the ground that 
the books promoted disobedience and disrespect for authority and dealt with 
witchcraft and the occult.  As a result of the vote, students in the Cedarville 
school district were required to obtain a signed permission slip from their parents 
or guardians before they would be allowed to borrow any of the Harry Potter 
books from school libraries.  The Western District Court of Arkansas overturned 
the Board’s decision and ordered the books returned to unrestricted circulation, 
on the grounds that the restrictions violated students’ First Amendment right to 
read and receive information.  In so doing, the Court noted that while the Board 
necessarily performed highly discretionary functions related to the operation of 
the schools it is still bound by the Bill of Rights and could not abridge students’ 
First Amendment right to read a book on the basis of an undifferentiated fear of 
disturbance because the Board disagreed with the ideas contained in the book.  
(Counts v. Cedarville School District, 295 F.Supp.2nd 996 (W.D. Ark. 2003,) 
 
2. More information on banned books by decade and in recent years may be 
found on the American Library Association website: 
http://ala.org/oif/firstamendment/courtcases. 
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Benefits of the First Amendment 
Free Speech Clause 

 
U.S. Society benefits from the First Amendment’s protection of free speech in 
many ways.  Below are listed a few of the Free Speech Clause’s benefits.  You 
may be able to think of others. 
 
 

1. Marketplace of Ideas---All ideas have a chance to 
be heard. 

 
 

2. Enrichment of Society---Our culture is richer 
because we have access to a broad range of ideas. 

 
 

3. Safety Valve---People whose ideas are radically 
different from most other people are free to say 
what they please.  This freedom may help them “let 
off steam” and thus avoid violence or disruption. 

 
 

4. Protection of Minority Rights---The majority 
opinion often rules in our society.  Because of the 
Free Speech Clause, however, those holding minority 
opinions can still make their ideas heard. 

 
 

5. Check on Government---Because people can 
criticize the government, they can help prevent 
government from misusing its power. 
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Case Study: Board of Education, Island Trees Union Free 
School District v. Pico (1982) 

 
 
After reviewing the facts and issues in this Supreme Court case, select the 
opinion that you agree with.  You must give a thorough explanation for your 
viewpoint. 
 
The Facts 
 
     Several members of the school board of Island Trees School District received 
a list of books that some considered “objectionable.”  The board members found 
that nine of the books on the list were either in the libraries in the school district 
or on reading lists.  The board did not review the books in their entirety, only 
certain excerpts.  On the strength of that assessment (the excerpts), the board 
ordered principals in the school district to remove the books from their libraries.  
The reasons for banning the books varied, but the most common reasons were 
profanity, explicitly discussion of sex, or anti-Christian sentiments---“anti-
American, anti-Christian, anti-Semitic, and just plain filthy….” 
 
Students then brought action against the school board in District Court, alleging 
that the board’s actions had denied them their rights to free expression under 
the First Amendment.  The District Court ruled in favor of the school board.  On 
appeal, the Court of Appeals reversed the decision.  The school board then 
appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court. 
 

 
Opinion A 

Justice Brennan 
 
 “…Does the First Amendment impose limitations upon [a local school 
board] to remove books from the Island Trees High School and Junior High?...As 
the case is presented to us, it does not involve text books, or indeed any books 
that Island Tree students would be required to read…the only books at issue in 
this case are library books, books that by their nature are optional rather than 
required reading… 

“…The Court has long recognized that local schools have broad discretion 
in the management of school affairs…federal courts should not ordinarily 
intervene in the resolution of conflicts which arise in the daily operation of school 
systems…We have also acknowledged that public schools are vitally important “in 
the preparation of individuals for participation as citizens,” and as vehicles for 
‘inculcating fundamental values necessary to the maintenance of a democratic 
system.’  We are therefore in full agreement…that local school boards must be 
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permitted ‘to establish and apply their curriculum in such a way as to transmit 
community values”… 

“…At the same time, however, we have necessarily recognized that the 
discretion of the States and local school boards in matters of education must be 
exercised in a manner that comports with the transcendent imperatives of the 
First Amendment… 

“…The First Amendment rights of students may be directly and sharply 
implicated by the removal of books from the shelves of a school library.  Our 
precedents have focused ‘not only on the role of the First Amendment in 
fostering individual self-expression but also on its role in affording the public 
access to discussion, debate, and the dissemination of information and ideas”…In 
keeping with this principle, we have held that in a variety of contexts’ the 
Constitution protects the right to receive information and ideas.’ 

“…In sum, just as access to ideas makes it possible for citizens generally 
to exercise their rights of free speech and press in a meaningful manner, such 
access prepares students for active and effective participation in the pluralistic, 
often contentious society in which they will soon be adult members.  Of course, 
all First Amendment rights accorded to students must be construed ‘in light of 
the special characteristics of the school environment’…But the special 
characteristics of the school library make that environment appropriate for the 
recognition of the First Amendment rights of student. 

“…A school library, no less that any other public library, is ’a place 
dedicated to quiet, to knowledge, and to beauty’…Students must always remain 
free to inquire, to study and to evaluate, to gain new maturity, and 
understanding.’  The school library is the principal locus of such freedom…’A 
student can literally explore the unknown, and discover areas of interest and 
thought not covered by the prescribed curriculum…The student learns that a 
library is a place to test or expand upon ideas presented to him, in or out of the 
classroom’… 

“…As noted earlier, nothing in our decision today affects in any way the 
discretion of a local school board to choose books to add to the libraries of their 
schools.  Because we are concerned in this case with the suppression of ideas, 
our holding today affects only the discretion to remove books.  In brief, we hold 
that local school boards may not remove books from school library shelves 
simply because they dislike the ideas contained in those books and seek by their 
removal to ‘prescribe what shall be orthodox in politics, nationalism, religion, or 
other matters of opinion.’” 
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Opinion B 
Chief Justice Burger, with whom Justice Powell, 

Justice Rehnquist, and Justice O Connor join 
 
 “…The First Amendment, as with other parts of the Constitution, must 
deal with new problems in a changing world.  In an attempt to deal with a 
problem in an area traditionally left to the states…the Court [is] going beyond 
any prior holding under the First Amendment… 
 “…the states and local elected school boards should have the 
responsibility for determining the educational policy of the public schools. 
 “…School boards are uniquely local and democratic institutions.  [They] 
have only one responsibility: the education of the youth of our country.  Apart 
from health, no subject is closer to the hearts of parents than their children’s 
education in those years.  For these reasons, the governance of elementary and 
secondary education traditionally has been placed in the hands of a local board, 
responsible locally to the parents and citizens of the school district…It is fair to 
say that no single agency of government at any level is closer to the people 
whom it serves than the typical school board. 
 “…The decision as to the educational worth of a book is a highly 
subjective one.  Judges rarely are as competent as school authorities to make 
this decision; nor are judges responsive to the parents and people of the school 
district. 
 “…Although I would leave this educational decision to the duly constituted 
school board, I certainly would not require a school board to promote ideas and 
values repugnant to a democratic society or to teach such values to children. 
 “…In different contexts and in different times, the destruction of written 
materials has been the symbol of despotism and intolerance.  But the removal of 
nine vulgar or racist books from a high school library by a concerned local school 
board does not raise this specter. 
  “...The importance of public school in the preparation of individuals for 
participation as citizens, and in the preservation of the values of which our 
society rests, had long been recognized by our decisions.’  Public schools fulfill 
the vital role of teaching students the basic skills necessary to function in our 
society and of ‘inculcating fundamental values necessary to the maintenance of a 
democratic political system.’  The idea that such students have a right of access, 
in the school, to information other than that thought by their educators to be 
necessary is contrary to the very nature of inculcative education… 
 “…Students are not denied books by their removal from a school library.  
The books may be borrowed from a public library, read at a university library, 
purchased at a bookstore, or loaned by a friend.  Indeed, following the removal 
from the school library of the books at issue in this case, the local public library 
put all nine on display for public inspection.  Their contents were fully accessible 
to any inquisitive students…  
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 …In this case, the students’ rights of free speech and expression were not 
infringed, and no ideas were suppressed.  I would leave to another day the 
harder case. 
 “…If the school can set curriculum, select teachers, and determine what 
books to purchase for the school library, it surely can decide which books to 
discontinue or remove from the school library…I do not personally agree with the 
board’s actions with respect to some of the books in question here, but it is not 
the function of the courts to make the decisions that have been properly 
relegated to the elected members of the school boards.  It is the school board 
that must determine educational suitability, and it does so in this case.” 
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Challenged and Banned Books 
 
Alexander, Lloyd     Buss, Fran Leeper 
 The Prydain Chronicles    Journey of the Sparrows 
 
Allende, Isabel     Clark, Mary Higgins 
 House of the Spirits     I’ll Be Seeing You 
 
Andersen, Hans Christian    Cole, Brock 
 The Little Mermaid     The Goats 
 
Angelou, Maya     Collier, James Lincoln 
 I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings   My Brother Sam is Dead 
 
Anonymous      Cormier, Robert 
 Go Ask Alice      The Chocolate War 
 
Auel, Jean      Coville, Bruce 
 Clan of the Cave Ear Series    My Teacher Is an Lien 
 
Baldwin, James     Dahl, Roald 
 Go Tell It on the Mountain    Matilda 
 
Bing, Leon      Ellison, Ralph 
 Do or Die      Invisible Man 
 
Bishop, Calier H.     Faulkner, William 
 The Five Chinese Brothers    As I Lay Dying 
 
Blum, Judy      Fuentes, Carlos 
 Forever      The Death of Artemio Cruz 
 
Bonner, Ciindy     Gaines, Ernest 
 Lily       The Autobiography of Miss 
Jane Pittman 
 
Boswell, Robert     Garden, Nancy 
 Mystery Ride      Annie on My Mind 
 
Bronstein, Leo     George, Jean Craighead 
 El Greco      Julie of the Wolves 
 
Budbill, David     Gordimer, Nadine 
 Bones on Black Spruce Mountain   July’s People 
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Greene, Bette     Mishima, Yukio 
 The Drowning of Stephen Jones   The Sound of Waves 
 
 
 
Grimm, Jacob, and Grim, Wilhelm K.  Morrison, Toni 
 Translated by Jack Zipes    The Bluest Eye 
 The Complete Fairy Tales of the Brothers 

Grimm   
 
Guy, Rosa      Mowat, Farley 
 The Music of Summer    And No Birds Sing 
 
Haley, Gail E.      Myers, Walter Dean 

Go Away, Stay Away    Fallen Angels 
 
Hayden, Penny     Peterson, Katherine 
 Confidence      Bridge to Terabithia 
 
Herbert, Frank     Paulsen, Gary 
 Soul Catcher      The Foxman 
 
Hotze, Sollace     Peck, Robert Newton 
 A Circle Unknown     A Day No Pigs Would Die 
 
Huxley, Aldous     Ringgold, Faith 
 Brave New World     Tar Beach 
 
Kincaid, Jamaica     Roberts, J.R. 
 Lucy       The Gunsmith: Hands of 
the Strangler 
 
King, Stephen     Rodriguez, Abraham 

Carrie The Boy Without a Flag: 
Tales of the South  Bronx 

 
Koertge, Ronald     Roman, Jo 
 The Arizona Kid     Exit House 
 
Lowry, Lois      Sachar, Louis 
 The Giver       The Boy Who Lost His 
Face 
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Lund, Doris      Salinger, J.D. 
 Eric       Catcher in the Rye 
 
Malcolm X and Haley, Alex    Sanford, John 
 The Autobiography of Malcolm X   Winter Prey 
 
Mason, Bobbie Ann     Segel, Elizabeth 
 In Country      Short Takes 
 
McCammon, Robert     Smiley, Jane 
 Boy’s Life      A Thousand Acres 
 
McCunn, Ruthanne Lum    Steinbeck, John 
 Thousand Pieces of Gold    The Grapes of Wrath 
 
       Stine, R.L. 
        The Haunted Mask 
 
       Stoker, Bram 
        Dracula 
 
       Twain, Mark 

The Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn 

 
       Wilder, Laura Ingalls 
        Little House on the Prairie 
 
       Wright, Richard 
        Native Son 
 
       Yashima, Taro 
        Crow Boy 
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Banned Books: Special Report Guidelines 
 

 
Purpose:  The purpose of this special book report is to help you realize the importance 
of the First Amendment in your everyday life.  Having studied the First Amendment in 
social studies class, including a U.S. Supreme Court decision, you will now have the 
opportunity to use the information in your language arts class.  After obtaining parental 
permission, you will select a book from the Banned Book List, and create a report 
focusing on your own beliefs about book censorship. 
 
Organization: 

1. As you organize your paper, include the title and author of the book, in the 
introductory paragraph.  Develop a projected plan or thesis statement that will 
inform your reader what the body paragraphs will include. 

 
2. Your first body paragraph should tell the reader why your novel may have 

caused the complaint and/or challenge in the first place.  Be sure you paraphrase 
the parts of the text that provoke questions in your mind. 

 
3. In your second body paragraph, explain the importance of the First Amendment 

as it relates to reading library books and this particular book.  Re-examine the 
benefits of the First Amendment, and connect the most important benefits to the 
content of your book and what you learned reading this particular book. 

 
4. In the third body paragraph, you should examine your own beliefs about book 

censorship.  You should identify the arguments for and against the removal of 
this book from the library and then take and defend a position on the book you 
have read. 

 
5. In the fourth body paragraph, you should demonstrate that you understand the 

school district’s policy regarding the challenge and/or removal of controversial 
books from our library.  If appropriate, you can also explain any thoughts you 
might have about improving that policy and provide support for your ideas. 

 
6. The fifth body paragraph should focus on current news about book banning.  

This paragraph should contain evidence that you have done some research on 
book banning.  Here is where you will use the information from news clippings 
and magazine articles you found in the library on book challenging/banning in 
public schools.  Make sure you cite your sources. 

 
7. In the final paragraph, explain why teenagers should be concerned about the 

First Amendment’s guarantee of freedom of expression.  References to the 
Supreme Court decision you have studied are appropriate. 
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Dear Parents/Guardians: 
 
 The purpose of this letter is to inform you of an upcoming important 
assignment in your son/daughter’s language arts and social studies classes on 
the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution and book censorship.  It is our 
hope that, through this assignment, students will examine their own beliefs 
about book censorship and be able to take and defend a position on a given 
“banned book.” 
 
 Following several activities on the First Amendment in social studies class, 
including analysis of a Supreme Court decision about the removal of certain 
books from school libraries, students will participate in a book talk on “banned 
books” conducted by our school’s media specialist.  With your permission, we will 
ask each student to select a book from the Banned Books List, read this book, 
and develop a report focusing on the controversy around their chosen book and 
the relationship of the First Amendment to the right to read. 
 
 Given the controversial nature of this assignment, we ask that you actively 
participate in this special assignment by helping your son/daughter select a 
“banned book” (see attached list), discussing the contents of the book, and 
critiquing your son/daughter’s report.  By completing this assignment, we believe 
that students will realize the importance of the First Amendment in their 
everyday lives. 
 
 Thank you for your support of this special assignment.  Please call if you 
have questions or wish to discuss this assignment further. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
 
___________________        ___________________         ________________         
Language Arts Teacher          Social Studies Teacher            Media Specialist  
 

 


