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LAST YEAR, WE ASKED OUR TWITTER FOLLOWERS 
TO TELL US WHAT FREEDOM TO READ MEANS TO 
THEM. THE RESPONSES WERE INSPIRING.

1 Mar 2017

Graeme Peters
@librariangraeme

#FTRmeans having the choice to 
think for yourself 
@Freedom_to_Read

27 Feb 2017

Sarah
@SarahFelkar

Replying to @Freedom_to_Read

to be able to access an open and 
unrestricted Internet.

Freedom to Read means 
supporting public libraries, the 
heart of our communities. 
#FTRmeans #FTRweek They 
make future writers & citizens.

27 Feb 2017

Deborah Campbell
@deborahcampbell

26 Mar 2017

It’s #FTRWeek! For me, 
#FTRmeans making displays on 
campus to educate myself and 
others about the right to read 
anything, challenged or not.

Erin May
@ErinMay_94

26 Feb 2017

#FTRmeans taking my children to 
the library and letting them know 
that all the books are theirs to 
read and nothing is out of bounds. 
#LWRC

LWRC
@LWRC

26 Feb 2017

LWRC
@LWRC

#FTRmeans supporting libraries 
so that all people have access to 
information and literature. #LWRC
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more inclusive reading materials in 
the classroom.

Kirsten Wurmann looks at an 
aspect of freedom to read that we 
don’t often hear about: access to 
books and information in Canadian 
correctional institutions. In “The 
Right to Read: A Prison Story” 
(page 16), Wurmann calls attention 
to the lack of reading materials 
available to inmates, even though 
access to information, knowledge, 
books and a library is a basic right. 
Wurmann, a librarian herself, is a 
co-founder of the Canadian Prison 
Libraries Network, whose Right to 
Read statement was adopted by the 
Canadian Federation of Library 
Associations in September 2016.

In Quebec, many challenges to 
freedom of expression occurred in 
the last year. Our correspondent 
Charles Montpetit reports five 
stories that received little attention 
in the mainstream media. (See 
page 18.)

Our “Get Involved” section 
(page 19) invites you to learn, 
explore and act. Get ideas for 
Freedom to Read Week activities, 
peruse our list of censored and 
challenged books, and test your 
knowledge with our quiz. If you’re 
new to freedom-to-read issues, read 
our concise guide, “Understanding 
Challenges to Books and Maga-
zines” (page 21). It’s a handy tool 
for teachers, librarians and others 
who seek to defend freedom of 
expression and the freedom to read.

On the cover, we’re thrilled to 
feature the work of Jeff Lemire, 
an award-winning Canadian 
illustrator and graphic novelist. 
His compelling design reimagines 
threats to freedom to read as a fan-
tastical books-versus-beast conflict, 
and it reminds us that we must 
always be vigilant.

These are just samplings of 
Freedom to Read 2018. We hope you 
take in, learn from and act on the 
issues covered in this year’s kit. We 
can’t wait to hear how you’re cele-
brating Freedom to Read Week!  

DEAR READERS, 
Twenty eighteen marks our 34th 
year of publishing the Freedom 
to Read review. In each year, 
censorship demands our attention 
with renewed vigour. In an era of 
threatened fundamental freedoms, 
it’s crucial to know the challen-
ges to, and the victories for, free 
expression and the freedom to 
read. The review is a long-stand-
ing part of this vital conversation. 
Here are a few highlights from this 
year’s issue.

Dorothy Macnaughton is our 
2018 freedom to read champion. 
She has spent the past two decades 
fighting to improve the availabil-
ity of accessible reading materials 
for Canadians who have a visual, 
physical or learning disability 
that prevents them from reading 
conventional print. Writer Mark 
Leiren-Young talked to Mac-
naughton about her passion for 
the written word and her advocacy 
work with CNIB and other organ-
izations (page 10).

Last year, we told you about 
three Canadian organizations 
that work to protect our freedom 
to read. In “Defenders of Free 
Expression” (page 9), Lauren 
Matera highlights more heroes 
who deserve your attention. She 
also wrote “Nightmare Visions” 
(page 12), a look at the recent 
resurgence of interest in dysto-
pian novels. Her article revisits 
five classic works whose themes 
of censorship and totalitarianism 
have never felt more pressing.

We’re pleased to see the 
growing body of literature with 
LGBTQ themes for children and 
young adults. However, in 2016, 
the American Library Associ-
ation’s top five challenged books 
all contained LGBTQ content. In 
“You’re Letting My Child Read 
What?!” (page 14), Robert Bittner 
examines what parents fear when 
their kids read about gender and 
sexual diversity. He also offers tips 
for teachers who want to provide 

FOREWORD

http://www.freedomtoread.ca/
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Please send your comments and ideas for 
future issues of Freedom to Read to the Book 
and Periodical Council, 
Suite 107, 192 Spadina Avenue, 
Toronto, Ontario M5T 2C2.

T 416.975.9366 
F 416.975.1839 
E-mail  info@theBPC.ca

Visit  freedomtoread.ca  for more information.
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New York Times–bestselling author Jeff Lemire is the 
award-winning writer and artist of the acclaimed graphic 
novels Essex County, Secret Path, Roughneck, The Underwater 
Welder and Sweet Tooth. He has written for dozens of comic 
book series including Green Arrow, the Justice League and 
Moon Knight for DC and Marvel, Descender and Plutona 
for Image Comics, and Black Hammer for Dark Horse. He 
lives in Toronto. Follow Jeff on Twitter  @JeffLemire  and 
at  jefflemire.blogspot.ca .
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POSITION STATEMENT

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND FREEDOM TO READ
A statement of the basic tenets of the Freedom of Expression Committee 
of the Book and Periodical Council

“Everyone has the fol lowing fundamental 
freedoms . . . thought, belief, opinion, and 
expression.”  —Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION IS A FUNDAMENTAL RIGHT OF ALL CANADIANS, 
and freedom to read is part of that precious heritage. Our Committee, repre-
senting member organizations and associations of the Book and Periodical 

Council, reaffirms its support of this vital principle and opposes all efforts to suppress 
writing and silence writers. Words and images in their myriad configurations are the 
substance of free expression.

The freedom to choose what we read does not, however, include the freedom to choose 
for others. We accept that courts alone have the authority to restrict reading material, a 
prerogative that cannot be delegated or appropriated. Prior restraint demeans individual 
responsibility; it is anathema to freedom and democracy.

As writers, editors, publishers, book manufacturers, distributors, retailers and 
librarians, we abhor arbitrary interpretations of the law and other attempts to limit 
freedom of expression.

We recognize court judgements; otherwise, we oppose the detention, seizure, 
destruction or banning of books and periodicals—indeed, any effort to deny, repress or 
sanitize. Censorship does not protect society; it smothers creativity and precludes open 
debate of controversial issues.

Endorsed by the Book and Periodical Council
February 5, 1997. Reaffirmed on February 28, 2017.

thebpc
BOOK AND PERIODICAL     COUNCIL

The Book and Periodical Council (BPC) 
is the umbrella organization for Canadian 
associations that are or whose members 
are primarily involved with the writing, 
editing, translating, publishing, producing, 
distributing, lending, marketing, reading 
and selling of written words.

MEMBERS 2017–18
› Access Copyright
› Alberta Magazine Publishers Association
› Association of Book Publishers of British

Columbia
› Association of Canadian Publishers
› Association of Manitoba Book Publishers
› Atlantic Publishers Marketing Association
› BookNet Canada
› Book Publishers Association of Alberta
› Canadian Authors Association
› Canadian Children’s Book Centre
› Canadian Copyright Institute
› Canadian Publishers’ Council
› Canadian Society of Children’s Authors,

Illustrators and Performers
› Editors Canada
› Indexing Society of Canada
› League of Canadian Poets
› Literary Press Group of Canada
› Magazines Canada
› National Reading Campaign
› Ontario Book Publishers Organization
› Ontario Library Association
› PEN Canada
› Periodical Marketers of Canada
› The Word on the Street Toronto
› The Writers’ Union of Canada
› Writers’ Trust of Canada

AFFILIATES 2017–18
› Accompass
› Calyx Ground Transportation Solutions
› Canpar Courier
› Fraser Direct Distribution Services
› Georgetown Terminal Warehouses
› Marquis Book Printing
› Universal Logistics
› Webcom

BPC EXECUTIVE
› Chair: Christen Thomas
› Vice-Chair: Marg Anne Morrison
› Past Chair: Anita Purcell
› Treasurer: Marg Anne Morrison

BPC STAFF
› Executive Director: Anne McClelland

BIENVENUE AUX FRANCOPHONES!
Sur notre site Internet, vous trouverez plusieurs documents qui complètent la 
présente publication :

› une liste d’ouvrages en français traitant de la censure canadienne;

› une étude bilingue des saisies effectuées aux douanes et des interdictions
décrétées par l’Unité des importations prohibées de 1985 à 2016;

› une chronologie, divers essais et une compilation de plus de 650
victimes de censure, ainsi que des quelque 1250 titres disponibles
en français qui leur ont valu des attaques depuis 1625 au Canada —
l’écrivain Charles Montpetit, lui-même frappé de maintes interdictions,
relate les faits saillants entourant chacun de ces cas, et invite le public
à lui signaler d’autres incidents en prévision d’éventuelles mises à jour.

Tous ces documents sont accessibles grâce aux liens fournis sur notre page 
d’accueil ( freedomtoread.ca ), et peuvent être téléchargés sans frais. Bonne 
lecture!

TO ORDER REVIEWS AND POSTERS 
The Freedom to Read kit (review plus folded poster) may be ordered from the Book 
and Periodical Council for $12.50 plus shipping, handling and HST. Orders for 10 kits 
or more, shipped to a single address, receive a 20% discount and may be accompanied 
by a purchase order. Flat, rolled, full-colour posters are available for $12.00 plus ship-
ping, handling and HST (GST/HST#R106801889). All orders are non-refundable.

Book and Periodical Council 
192 Spadina Avenue, Suite 107, Toronto, Ontario  M5T 2C2 
T 416.975.9366  |  F 416.975.1839
Email info@theBPC.ca   |  W freedomtoread.ca   |  theBPC.ca

http://www.freedomtoread.ca/
http://www.freedomtoread.ca/
http://www.thebpc.ca/
https://www.facebook.com/FreedomToReadWeek/
https://twitter.com/Freedom_to_Read
mailto:info@theBPC.ca
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On June 6, 2017, Jody Wilson-Raybould, Canada’s minister of justice, introduced Bill C-51 
in the House of Commons. The bill proposed to repeal section 296 of the Criminal Code.

Section 296 states:

“Every one who publishes a blasphemous libel is guilty of an 
indictable offence and liable to imprisonment for a term not 
exceeding two years.”

The section also states:

“No person shall be convicted of an offence under this section 
for expressing in good faith and in decent language, or at-
tempting to establish by argument used in good faith and con-
veyed in decent language, an opinion on a religious subject.”

Parliament enacted the ban in 1892.

In 1927, Eugene (Ernest) Victor Sterry of Toronto became the last person convicted under 
the law. He was sentenced to 60 days in jail and deported to Britain for insulting God.

Bill C-51 also proposed to repeal parts of sections 163 and 164 of the Criminal Code.

Section 163 states:

“Every one commits an offence who … makes, prints, publish-
es, distributes, sells or has in his possession for the purpose of 
publication, distribution or circulation a crime comic.”

The law defines a crime comic as “a magazine, periodical or book  
that exclusively or substantially” depicts “pictorially the commission of crimes, 
real or fictitious.”

Parliament enacted the ban in 1949, but it has not been enforced for decades.

The amount of money that Subway seeks from the 
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) in a lawsuit.

In April 2017, Subway—a chain of sandwich shops—
filed a defamation lawsuit against the CBC in a Toronto 
court. Subway claims that a CBC consumer news report 
significantly hurt the company’s reputation and sales.

In February 2017, the CBC’s Marketplace broadcast 
a 23-minute report on television about the chicken in 
sandwiches that are sold by fast-food restaurants. DNA 
tests suggested that some of Subway’s chicken products 
contained high levels of soy, the report said.

A report also appeared on the website of CBC News.
Subway describes the report as false and misleading, 

but the CBC stands by its report, noting that the DNA 
tests were performed by independent and credible ex-
perts. The CBC plans to defend itself against the lawsuit.

The rank of This One Summer, 
a Canadian graphic novel, on the 
American Library Association’s 
list of the most frequently 
challenged books in U.S. public 

libraries in 2016.
The novel, which is aimed at young-

adult readers, was written by Mariko 
Tamaki and illustrated by Jillian Tamaki. 

$210,000,000

the publication of blasphemous libel:

68

125

The number of years that Canadian law banned…

crime comics:

By  Franklin Carter

True Facts About the Freedom to
Speak, Read and Write in CanadaVITAL STATISTICS

Canada’s rank  
in 2017 on the  
World Press  
Freedom Index of 22 

Reporters Without Borders.
The index annually ranks the  

press freedom of 180 countries. A rank  
of one is the best score; a rank of 180 is 
the worst.

The index is a snapshot of media freedom 
based on an evaluation of the pluralism, the 
independence of media, the legal framework 
and the safety of journalists in each country, 
says Reporters Without Borders.

In 2015, Canada ranked eighth in the 
world. Reporters Without Borders cited sev-
eral reasons for the decline in press freedom 
since then, including police surveillance of 
reporters in Quebec, the laying of charges 
against a reporter in Labrador and the 
chilling effects of the newly amended Anti-
terrorism Act on free expression.

Reporters Without Borders, which is 
based in Paris, France, is an independent 
non-governmental organization.

It won several awards, including the 
Governor General’s Award for Children’s 
Literature–Illustration in 2014.

This One Summer tells the story of 
two girls, Rose and Windy, who spend 
a summer at Awago Beach. They are 
drawn into teen love and family crisis.

Americans who sought to ban This 
One Summer claimed it was sexually 

explicit. They objected to the use of 
profanity in dialogue and the depiction 
of LGBT characters and drug use.

The novel was removed from library 
shelves in a public school in Minnesota 
and a few public schools in Florida.

This One Summer is the first 
Canadian book to top the ALA’s annual 
list of challenged books.  

http://www.freedomtoread.ca/
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and  Donna Bowman

FRONT LINES

staff members. Most concerns involved 
books and DVDs intended for adults; less 
than one-quarter concerned children’s or 
young-adult materials, principally graphic 
novels, comics and picture books, and one 
or two movies.

Many library access policy challenges 
were tied to complaints about individual 
items in collections. More sweeping in 
consequence, these access-related policy 
challenges took many forms in 2016: six 
library collection challenges were to par-
ticular subjects, genres or formats, such as 
video games; 16 were to shelf locations of 
particular titles or collections; 12 were to 
labelling policies; six were to unrestricted 
access policies; four were to library display 
policies; three were to library programming; 
two were to children’s Internet access; 
and one was to noise from “violent video 

end.” The complainant demanded that all 
young-adult graphic novels similar to it 
be “banned forever from library shelves.” 
Another challenge, initially involving 13 
titles (not identified in the survey), targeted 
all titles about the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict that the complainant deemed to 
“delegitimize” the state of Israel.

These are among the 138 challenges 
reported in the 2016 Annual 
Challenges Survey to censor 
collections, resources or 
services. Some 87 challenges 
targeted individual items in 
library collections, and 51 
challenges involved library 
access policies that, if acted 
upon, would have had the 
effect of compromising 
library intellectual freedom 
principles and undermined 
core library values. The 
challenges occurred in 22 
libraries in six provinces: 
British Columbia, Alberta, 
Manitoba, Ontario, Quebec 
and Saskatchewan. All 
but three challenges were 
reported by public libraries 
across the country; the other 
three occurred in a govern-
ment library, an academic 
library and a school library. 

Complaints were pre-
sented primarily by library 
users (customers). Quite a 
few complaints came from 
parents or guardians, a few 
came from community 
groups, and two came from 

In addition to complaints about individual 
titles in library collections, the survey also 
covers policy disputes over library Inter-
net access, library meeting rooms, library 
speakers, library displays, library programs 
and other matters that would prevent or 
diminish unfettered access to titles, collec-
tions, and other resources or services.

The survey is now in its 11th consecutive 
year of voluntary reporting by Canadian 
libraries. The latest survey, which describes 
what happened in 2016, was supported by 
the recently formed Canadian Federation of 
Library Associations–Fédération cana-
dienne des associations de bibliothèques 
(CFLA-FCAB).

While most complaints in 2016, as 
in previous years, focused on individual 
titles, six challenges, for example, targeted 
everything in the library on a particular 
subject. Four of those called for a complete 
ban on holdings, and two others called 
for highly restricted access to holdings. 
In one instance, a complainant wanted all 
library materials, including movies, that 
contained nudity and sexuality, such as The 
Gay Man’s Kama Sutra by Terry Sanderson, 
to be relocated to a special area reserved for 
adults 18 years of age and older and labelled 
appropriately “so that children, as well as 
adults, do not happen upon it unwillingly.” 
The complaint was prompted by the library’s 
display of new materials, including this 
title, in a high-traffic area.

A patron deemed the manga series Cage 
of Eden by Yoshinobu Yamada “inappro-
priate for any age” because, according to the 
complainant, it depicted explicit sexuality, 
extreme violence, collective rape, collective 
murders and “blood from beginning to 

THE ANNUAL CHALLENGES SURVEY PRESENTS A GLIMPSE AT OBJECTIONS 
by library patrons, customers, parents and others to expressive content in publicly 
funded Canadian libraries of all types. It describes the pressures to remove, restrict, 

relocate, reclassify and label library materials deemed objectionable, the titles of targeted 
items in collections, the actions requested by complainants and the responses of library staff.

Challenges to Collections and Policies 
in Canadian Libraries in 2016

By  Alvin M. Schrader
INAPPROPRIATE FOR ANY 
AGE—BAN IT FOREVER!
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In 2016, five people challenged 10,000 Dresses,  
a children’s book that depicts the experiences  

of transgender people.

https://www.facebook.com/FreedomToReadWeek/
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FIND MORE SURVEY RESULTS
Annual Challenges Survey results since 2006 are widely shared with the Canadian 
public. The Canadian Federation of Library Associations–Fédération canadienne des 
associations de bibliothèques hosts official reports and databases on its site at  
 cfla-fcab.ca . (Choose Programs; then choose Challenged Materials Survey.) You can 
also contact Alvin M. Schrader at  alvin.schrader@ualberta.ca .

games.” One unusual objection alleged that 
a library’s materials reconsideration policy 
was not followed in a case involving Joseph 
Boyden’s Three Day Road.

Overall, three-quarters of the challenges 
were prompted by concerns involving one or 
more of four subjectively perceived themes: 
explicit sexuality, violence, age inappropri-
ateness and nudity. Six challenges alleged 
that certain offensive titles were “inappro-
priate for any age.” Unlike previous years, 
one out of five challenges cited racism as the 
reason complaints were lodged. The other 
reasons given, listed in decreasing order, 
were drug use, insensitivity, homosexuality, 
inaccuracy, offensive language, religious 
viewpoint, sex education, sexism, political 
viewpoint and suicide.

The 2016 survey documents efforts to 
reduce or eliminate access to LGBTQ 
materials. One in 10 challenges involved 
this topic. One complainant, for example, 
wanted a label put on The Scorpion Rules 
by Erin Bow (which is in the young-adult 
series Prisoners of Peace); the complainant 
felt it was age inappropriate because of “a 
bi-sexual sex scene not alluded to on the 
cover.” They also sought to have all other 
books “with homosexual content” labelled 
and relocated to a specific shelf marked 
with a rainbow in a special area reserved for 
adults 18 years of age and older.

Deeply offensive to another complainant 
was the library’s inclusion of “queer lit” as a 
book category choice in the teen summer- 
reading game. “There is a difference between 
showing respect for all peoples and using the 
summer reading program as a place to fur-
ther LGBTQ propaganda,” the complainant 
said. “My son recognizes that there are 
people who choose to live this lifestyle; how-
ever, it is not a healthy lifestyle to promote 
to our youth, and it is contrary to God’s plan 
for human sexuality, love and marriage.”

Another complainant objected to One 
Man, One Woman: A Catholic’s Guide to 
Defending Marriage by Dale O’Leary for 
appearing to represent an attack on homo-
sexuality and same-sex marriage.

A parent wanted Bedtime for Frances, a 
children’s picture book by Russell Hoban, 

removed from the library or to have it put in 
another section of the library not intended 
for young children or, at the very least, to 
have a warning sticker placed on the front 
“so parents are aware of content re: spank-
ing and stalling tactics re: going to bed.”

A patron challenged the DVD Child 
of God, directed by James Franco, saying 
that it was sexually explicit and depicted 
necrophilia; the complainant wanted it 
to be shelved behind the desk and made 
available only upon request. The DVD For 
Those in Peril, directed by Paul Wright, was 
challenged for its “disturbingly graphic” 
depiction of teen suicide. The complainant 
requested a warning label.

Most complainants (60%) wanted the 
offending materials withdrawn completely 
from library collections—in a very real sense, 
to have them banned. Others called for 
items to be relocated, restricted or labelled. 
One complainant demanded that an item be 
removed from the library altogether and the 
“local police pornography unit” be notified. 
Another wanted an item shelved behind 
the counter and made available only upon 
request, effectively eliminating library user 
choice and privacy, an action akin to ban-
ning. One complainant wanted the library to 
add a label to the item warning parents about 
slander and its effects.

Library staff shared many stories of how 
they grappled with requests to ban or other-
wise reduce access to expressive content in 
their organizations. In 2016, after they were 
researched and reviewed, just over half of 
the targeted materials were retained without 
change in library status. Another 17 items 
were restricted in access, nine items were 
relocated, and eight items were withdrawn. 
No labelling requests were adopted.

Although most challenges to library 
materials do not result in changes in 
title or policy status, a request for recon-
sideration of material or policy is never 
dismissed lightly. Each one is investigated 
and informed by thorough research; staff 
often refer to the Canadian library profes-
sion’s Statement on Intellectual Freedom 
and Libraries (Déclaration sur la liberté 
intellectuelle et les bibliothèques) to explain 
their decisions.

One example in 2016 was a library’s 
response to a customer who was unhappy 
with the influence of the library’s Pride 
Month display on their children and wanted 
it removed. The library manager met with 
the complainant and explained it was Pride 
Month; library displays showcased the col-
lection and reflected community diversity 
and inclusiveness. The manager also asked 
what type of displays the complainant 
would like to see, and part of a later display 
focused on that subject. At the same time, 
the Pride display was not removed.

It is important to note that survey 
findings are based on voluntary reports 
by libraries. Not all libraries choose to 
participate, so the Annual Challenges Survey 
snapshot isn’t a comprehensive measure-
ment. Documenting and reporting these 
incidents is one way that publicly funded 
Canadian libraries, whether public, school, 
post-secondary or government, demonstrate 
their commitment to public accountability 
and institutional transparency.  

Alvin M. Schrader and Donna Bowman 
were long-time volunteers on the former 
Canadian Library Association’s Intellectual 
Freedom Advisory Committee.

http://www.freedomtoread.ca/
mailto:alvin.schrader@ualberta.ca
http://cfla-fcab.ca/en/home-page/
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The Forest of Reading is Canada’s 
largest recreational reading program; it has 
more than 250,000 participants per year. 
The Ontario Library Association (OLA), 
inspired by a similar initiative in Texas, 
launched a program in 1994 to encour-
age students in grades 4 to 6 to read for 
pleasure. Five years later, the OLA added a 
program for grades 7 to 9. Today, the Forest 
of Reading has four categories for students 
at English-language grade schools and high 
schools, two for people learning to read in 
French and two for adults. The program 
is offered at schools, libraries, clubs and 
literacy centres.

Readers vote for their favourite books. 
Winners are announced in May at the Fes-
tival of Trees, a three-day event in Toronto 
that attracts 10,000 people, and other events 
across Ontario. In 2014, the OLA added the 
French Festival of Reading. The Forest of 
Reading has dramatically raised the profile 
of Canadian authors, and it has inspired 
similar programs in other provinces.

Choosing books for the Forest of Read-
ing is a huge task, undertaken by nearly 
200 teacher-librarians who volunteer to 
read hundreds of books and narrow them 
down—often through lively debate—to 10 
per category. (The program is a major driver 
of children’s book sales, and publishers 
submit about 1,000 titles each year.)

The committees aim to choose appeal-
ing, well-written, age-appropriate books. 
They strive to create “balanced” lists fea-
turing male and female protagonists, books 
that appeal to boys and girls, cultural 

FALL IS A SPECIAL TIME OF YEAR 
for lovers of the written word. For 
young readers in Ontario, October 

brings extra excitement: that’s when the 
Forest of Reading announces its new picks.

diversity, different geograph-
ical settings and genre variety. 
“Our program is special for 
lots of reasons, but the big one 
is the selection process. Many 
people join because of the 
due diligence our commit-
tees put in,” says Meredith 
Tutching, director of the 
Forest of Reading.

Occasionally, the pro-
gram’s picks ruffle feathers. 
Tutching receives a handful 
of challenges each year (six 
in 2017); they usually come from parents 
concerned about scenes with profanity, 
sexuality, substance use or violence. Com-
mittee chairs respond by explaining how 
books are chosen. They also mention that 
students only need to read five of the books 
to vote. “Our program is about getting kids 
excited about reading. If they don’t like a 
book, they can put it down,” says Tutching.

Teachers and librarians play a key role 
in addressing concerns. Isabelle Hobbs, a 
teacher-librarian at Chris Hadfield Public 
School in Durham Region and a long-time 
selection committee volunteer, says her 
school hasn’t received any formal chal- 
lenges, but sometimes students tell her their 
parents disapprove of a book.

Hobbs reads all the program’s books 
so she can discuss them with students and 
parents and host “book talks” with classes. If 
someone raises a concern about a scene, she 
encourages the person to keep reading. “One 
of the first things I say is ‘Have you read the 
entire book and seen how it was resolved 
later?’” Hobbs says.

Schools have the final say over which 
books they offer. “I’m aware of some schools 
and boards that just haven’t put a book out,” 

says Hobbs. Tutching adds: “We don’t agree 
with it, but we say, ‘It’s your school. The 
kids won’t have a balanced list, but you have 
to stand behind it.’”

When providing Forest of Reading 
lists to school boards, the OLA has 
flagged certain books as “discussion titles” 
because of “sensitive content or mature 
language.” The boards can share that 
information with teachers and librarians 
so they can read those books first, says 
Tutching. In 2018, however, the OLA 
will flag fewer books, particularly books 
that feature gender diversity. “It’s a basic 
human right,” says Tutching. It will also 
flag fewer books that imply violence. 
“Now it has to be overt.”

Committee members are expected to be 
aware of censorship issues and selection cri-
teria and to defend their picks if challenged. 
Tutching says that the Forest of Reading 
would never remove a challenged title. “We 
stand by our books.”  

To find more information about the Forest 
of Reading, visit  accessola.org .

FRONT LINES

How Canada’s Largest 
Recreational Reading Program 
Handles Book Challenges

By  Jaclyn Law

GROWING  
YOUNG READERS

P
H

O
TO

S
: 

R
O

B
E

R
T 

N
IS

H
IM

U
R

A
, 

O
N

TA
R

IO
 L

IB
R

A
R

Y 
A

S
S

O
C

IA
TI

O
N

Above: Readers 
in grades 3 and 4 
cheer for nominated 
authors at the 2017 
Festival of Trees 
in May.

Left: Author S.J. 
Laidlaw won the Forest 
of Reading’s 2017 
White Pine Award for 
her novel Fifteen Lanes.
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IN CANADA, FREE EXPRESSION IS DEFENDED BY   
organizations that do outstanding work and provide crucial  
services. You can do your part by learning more about them.

DEFENDERS 
OF FREE EXPRESSION

Free Expression Fighters: 
Canadian Journalists for 
Free Expression (CJFE)
 cjfe.org 

Headquarters:  Toronto
Not-so-secret identity:  CJFE 
is a non-profit organization that 
monitors, defends and reports 
on free expression and access to 
information (ATI) in Canada 
and abroad.
Superpowers:  CJFE lobbies for 
the democratic rights of citizens 
and journalists and seeks to 
reform Canada’s outdated 
ATI system. It also campaigns 
against impunity—the lack of 
accountability for those who 
harass, torture and murder 
journalists—and offers support 
to journalists who face threats 
for their work.
Origin story:  CJFE was formed 
in 1981 in response to the kid-
napping, torture and murder of 
journalists in Latin America in 
the late 1970s. Originally called 
the Centre for Investigative 
Journalism Latin American 
Committee, the organization 
began working on a broader 
international scale in 1984 and 
was renamed CJFE in 1998.
Deeds:  Within Canada, 
CJFE raises awareness of free 
expression issues, responds to 
threats against press freedom 
and engages in government con-
sultations. It is a vocal opponent 
of the Anti-terrorism Act, 2015 
(formerly Bill C-51), which 
infringes on free speech and civil 

Three Canadian Organizations 
You Should Know About

By  Lauren Matera

liberties. CJFE’s yearly Review 
of Free Expression in Canada, 
published on World Press 
Freedom Day (May 3), includes 
a report card and a national poll. 
CJFE’s fellowships and awards 
bolster the efforts of individ-
uals and projects that work to 
protect free expression. Outside 
Canada, CJFE’s Journalists 
in Distress Fund has provided 
over $275,000 in humanitarian 
assistance to journalists.

The Academic Activists: 
Centre for Free Expression 
(CFE) at Ryerson University
 cfe.ryerson.ca 

Headquarters:  Toronto
Not-so-secret identity:  The 
CFE is a research and advocacy 
centre, devoted to issues of free 
expression. The centre collabor-
ates with like-minded academic 
and community organizations 
in Canada and abroad to raise 
awareness of free expression and 
human rights.
Superpowers:  The CFE mon-
itors censorship in Canada and 
fosters thoughtful discussion 
about laws, policies and prac- 
tices that affect our constitu-
tional rights. It focuses on issues 
including academic freedom, 
artistic expression, censorship, 
corporate surveillance, disinfor-
mation, freedom of the press, 
speech-restrictive laws, and 
teacher and student rights.
Origin story:  Made up of an 
advisory board, fellows, staff 

members and bloggers, the 
CFE formed in 2016. The 
centre operates within the 
Faculty of Communication and 
Design at Ryerson University 
and is the first of its kind on a 
Canadian campus.
Deeds:  Despite being a relatively 
new organization, the CFE has 
hosted informative talks, panels, 
workshops and film screenings 
that cover topics such as 
how to protect your 
privacy in the digital 
age and teachers’ 
rights and free 
expression. In 
March 2017, it 
established the 
CFE Whistle-
blowing Initiative 
to protect individuals 
who report illegal or 
unethical behaviour in the 
public and private sectors.

Guardians of Justice: B.C. 
Civil Liberties Association 
(BCCLA)
 bccla.org 

Headquarters:  Vancouver
Not-so-secret identity:  The 
BCCLA is an autonomous, 
non-partisan and charitable 
society that fights to protect 
civil liberties and human rights 
in the country.
Superpowers:  One of the most 
active civil liberties associ-
ations in Canada, the BCCLA 
provides assistance to individ-
uals who request information 
or have complaints about civil 
liberty violations by government 
agencies. It often serves as a 
voice for underserved popula-

tions that have a limited ability 
to speak for themselves.
Origin story:  The BCCLA 
formed in 1962 at the University 
of British Columbia. The asso-
ciation was born out of an act of 
human rights advocacy. A group 
came together to raise funds to 
defend the Fraternal Council 
of the Sons of Freedom (a small 
religious sect) from excessive 

charges laid by RCMP 
officers. This group 

became what is 
now known as 
the BCCLA.
Deeds:  During 
any given year, 
the BCCLA 
is involved 

in more than 
30 active court 

cases dealing with 
civil liberties. In 2013, the 

organization filed a lawsuit 
against the Communications 
Security Establishment, a 
Canadian surveillance agency, 
to challenge the legality of its 
broad surveillance of citizens. 
(The case is ongoing.) The 
BCCLA also provides direct 
assistance to individuals and 
creates and distributes educa-
tional resources.  

Lauren Matera  
( @lauren_matera_ )  
recently served as the Book 
and Periodical Council’s 
program coordinator. She holds 
a master of arts in literatures 
of modernity from Ryerson 
University and is pursuing a 
master of teaching degree at 
the University of Toronto.
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more expensive than regular print books, 
and many libraries just didn’t feel it was 
important to have them there.”

Macnaughton decided to change that. 
Already a volunteer with CNIB, a national 
organization that provides services and 
support to Canadians who are blind or 
partially sighted, Macnaughton joined its 
Library Board. She served on it for 11 years. 
Currently she is chair of CNIB’s North-
ern Regional Board and Ontario Board. 
She is also president of the Friends of the 
Prince Township Library and the Sault Ste. 
Marie chapter of the Canadian Council of 
the Blind (CCB). Macnaughton was also 
involved with the Friends of the Sault Ste. 
Marie Public Library for more than 15 years 
and was a long-time member of the Friends 
of Canadian Libraries Board.

In all these roles, Macnaughton lobbied 
public libraries throughout Ontario and 
various levels of government to improve the 
availability of accessible materials. She also 
fought for the development of the Centre 
for Equitable Library Access (CELA), a 
national not-for-profit organization that 
distributes accessible materials produced 
by CNIB and others to people with print 
disabilities through public libraries. CELA 
receives funding from the Ontario govern-
ment and other provincial and territorial 
governments, but Macnaughton continues 
to campaign for sustainable funding.

From 2007 to 2016, Macnaughton 
also ran an accessibility consulting firm 
which trained people in offering accessible 
customer service and respecting the Ontario 

People with a print disability need access-
ible formats such as Braille, electronic text, 
large print or audio recordings, and these 
are often difficult to find. It’s estimated that 
only 5% to 7% of published works world-
wide are available in accessible formats.

Macnaughton is trying to change that. 
The 68-year-old activist spoke to me on the 
phone from “paradise”—a cottage in Ontario’s 
Haliburton Highlands that has been in her 
husband’s family for more than 70 years. We 
also exchanged email in very big fonts. And 
it was clear from our conversations that she is 
still a force to be reckoned with.

Macnaughton’s crusade was sparked by 
her passion for the written word and her 
strong belief in literacy for everyone. Born 
prematurely in Sioux Lookout, Ont., in 
1949, she was given high levels of oxygen 
to help her breathe—a common practice 
for preemies in the ’40s that was later 
discovered to increase the risk of blind-
ness. The oxygen caused a condition called 
retinopathy of prematurity, which damaged 
Macnaughton’s eyesight. She needed glasses 
at an early age. In her early 30s, during a 
leave from her teaching job to care for her 
two young children, her vision deteriorated 
further. She was unable to return to her job 
as an elementary schoolteacher.

When she needed access to large-print 
books, Macnaughton discovered how few 
options were available. “There would be 
books from the 1950s from England or 
westerns or authors I wouldn’t want to 
read,” she says. “There weren’t a heck of a lot 
of newer titles in large print. They’re much 

TRADITIONALLY WHEN PEOPLE DISCUSS FREEDOM TO READ, 
 they talk about censorship: book burning, book banning and access 
to information that’s being intentionally kept from the public. 

But Dorothy Macnaughton has spent the last 20 years leading a different 
freedom-to-read fight: improving the availability of accessible reading 
material for more than three million Canadians who have a visual, physical 
or learning disability.

Dorothy Macnaughton’s Fight for  
More Accessible Reading Materials

FREEDOM TO READ 
CHAMPION

Human Rights Code and the Accessibility 
for Ontarians with Disabilities Act. In 
2016, the Ontario Library Association 
Board recognized her fight for readers with 
print disabilities with the Les Fowlie Intel-
lectual Freedom Award. In 2017, CNIB 
honoured her with its Arthur Napier Magill 
Distinguished Service Award.

Macnaughton recalls an early presenta-
tion that led to her transformation from 
advocate to activist. She was volunteering 
with the Sault Ste. Marie group in 2001, 
lobbying for the Ontarians with Disabilities 
Act, and was appointed as their designated 
speaker for an event in Sudbury. Several 
members of provincial parliament were 
present, including Rick Bartolucci, then 
Sudbury’s MPP. “I had never done anything 
like that in my life. I was so petrified,” says 
Macnaughton.

The presentation went well, and Barto-
lucci approached her afterward. “He said, 
‘You know, when you talked about a person 
with vision loss not being able to read what’s 
on the prescription bottle at the drugstore 
and not knowing how to take their medica-
tion, that’s my mother.’ That really fired me 
up and I haven’t stopped since.”

One challenge for accessibility advocates 
is explaining that there is no one-size-fits-all 
solution for print-challenged readers, says 
Macnaughton. For some people Braille is 
ideal, but for others the answer is talking 
books. Macnaughton prefers large-print and 
digital audiobooks. “I don’t read Braille. I 
have some vision. Becoming aware of people 
with greater vision loss than my own gave 
me a whole different awareness of the chal-
lenges around reading. I have a lot of friends 
who read Braille, and they struggle even 
more with the lack of available content.”

As a teacher, Macnaughton also saw the 
challenges faced by children who had learn-
ing disabilities. “Many students and adults 
with learning disabilities were reluctant to 

By  Mark Leiren-Young

https://www.facebook.com/FreedomToReadWeek/
https://twitter.com/Freedom_to_Read
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Mark Leiren-Young ( leirenyoung.com ) is the author of 
The Killer Whale Who Changed the World and a long-time member 
of the Book and Periodical Council’s Freedom of Expression Committee.

visit public libraries when there were not 
many materials available for them,” she says. 
“I was determined to help advocate for equit-
able library services for all people with print 
disabilities in their local communities.”

Technology is helping to make print 
information more accessible. Apple has 
recently improved its operating system’s 
text-to-speech features, for example. 
Macnaughton says that many people with 
vision disabilities now use devices such 
as iPads to download apps, e-books and 
audiobooks rather than pricier computers 
and adaptive software.

Macnaughton’s response to being named 
this year’s freedom to read champion by the 
Book and Periodical Council? “I’m really 
very honoured to receive this award and to 
be called a champion,” she says. “But I am a 
champion because it’s needed.”

And she’s still battling. She and the Sault 
Ste. Marie CCB group recently responded to 
a government discussion paper about federal 
accessibility legislation. In its submission, 
the group emphasized the need for govern-
ment support for equitable library service for 
people with print disabilities across Canada.

Macnaughton has also made presentations 
to Charles Sousa, Ontario’s minister of finance. 
“I was telling them we needed to put fund-
ing into public libraries for people with print 
disabilities, and I said, ‘You know, anyone else 
can go into the library and get these materials, 
can’t they? Why can’t someone with a print 
disability?’ It’s a fundamental human right.”

Macnaughton notes that this right has 
been recognized by the U.N. Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. 
“We’re in the 21st century. We have a very 
large, aging population. People are living 
longer; lots of people have vision loss. We 
should increase the availability of materials, 
and not just for seniors. I often think of work-
ing-age individuals who have vision loss and 
the amount of material they’d have to get in 
alternative formats to do their jobs. There are 
huge challenges.”

To Macnaughton, books and libraries are 
sacred and worth fighting for. “I love going 
to my public library. I never used to see any-
body else who was blind or had poor vision 
in the public library. Now I do see people 
with vision and learning disabilities, and it 
does my heart good.”  

A WORLD OF READING
Worldwide, more than 300 million 
people have visual disabilities, and 
90% of them live in developing coun-
tries. Yet only 5% to 7% of published 
works are made available in access-
ible formats such as electronic text, 
large print, audiobooks, Braille and 
described movies.

In 2006, a survey conducted 
by the World Intellectual Property 
Organization (WIPO)—a specialized 
agency of the United Nations that 
serves as a global forum for intellectual 
property policy, services, information 
and cooperation—found that fewer 
than 60 countries had clauses in their 
copyright laws that made provisions for 
people with visual disabilities.

To remove barriers and make 
sharing between countries easier, 
WIPO created the Marrakesh Treaty to 
Facilitate Access to Published Works 
for Persons Who Are Blind, Visually 
Impaired or Otherwise Print Disabled. 
It was adopted in 2013 in Marrakesh, 
Morocco. Participants must amend 
their copyright laws to allow the repro-
duction and distribution of published 
works in accessible formats.

In June 2016, Canada became 
the 20th country to ratify the treaty 
and brought it into force. The fed-
eral government has amended the 
Copyright Act to expand access to 
copyrighted materials for the three 
million Canadians who can’t use 
conventional print.

The government anticipates that 
greater availability of accessible 
materials will improve the educational 
and employment prospects for people 
with print disabilities, enhance the 
quality of life for seniors with vision 
loss and increase the cultural and 
language diversity of accessible works. 
CNIB and other producers of access-
ible materials can exchange titles 
with colleagues in other countries and 
reduce the duplication of work.

Organizations that urged the 
government to sign the treaty in-
clude CNIB, the Canadian Council 
of the Blind, the Canadian Library 
Association and others.

To find more information, visit  
 wipo.int  and search for “Marrakesh 
Treaty.” —Jaclyn Law

http://www.freedomtoread.ca/
http://leiren-young.com/
http://www.wipo.int/portal/en/index.html
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NIGHTMARE VISIONS

Censorship and the 
Re-emergence of the 
Dystopian Novel

NINETEEN EIGHTY-FOUR

In George Orwell’s imagined future, 
all are prey to totalitarian thought 
control and truth censoring imple-
mented by the ruling Party. Even 
protagonist Winston Smith, who 
begins to reject the Party’s meth-
ods, cannot escape the grip of its 
leader, Big Brother. The novel has 
found renewed relevance with the 

recent outbreak of fake news stories 
(which call to mind Orwell’s eerily 
apt terms Newspeak and double-

think). Published in 1949, the novel 
has been challenged in the United 
States for its sexual content and for 

“promoting communism.”

Lauren Matera recently served 
as the BPC’s program coordinator.

THE HANDMAID’S TALE

This novel, which is set in a theocracy 
where women are denied personal 
and intellectual freedom, is one of 
Margaret Atwood’s best-known 
works. It topped Amazon’s best-

seller list in February 2017—more 
than three decades after its 1985 

release—and Hulu recently adapted 
it as a television series. In 2008, The 

Handmaid’s Tale was challenged 
in a Toronto school for its profane 
language and depictions of sexual 

degradation. The novel has also been 
challenged numerous times in the 

United States.

The classic books on these pages—all 
beloved dystopian novels—have seen a 
recent resurgence in interest, and many 
have appeared on current bestseller lists. 
What has captivated readers once again?

Each of these novels presents a system 
of censorial tyranny—one that we are 
warned about through the fictitious 
misfortunes of characters who ques-
tion (but rarely escape) their oppressive 
surroundings. Yet commentary on the 
novels’ present-day relevance prolif-
erates as media censorship becomes a 
growing concern worldwide. We are 
certain that these authors must have 
had prophetic powers, and we use their 
works to start conversations about the 
dangers of losing our intellectual and 
fundamental freedoms.

The renewed interest in these novels 
reminds us that censorship is not simply 
the stuff of some far-off dystopian 
future. Freedom of expression is a 
precious right that we must continue to 
defend in Canada and abroad. This year, 
why not reread these classic titles?

By  Lauren Matera

https://www.facebook.com/FreedomToReadWeek/
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FAHRENHEIT 451

Ray Bradbury’s 1953 novel presents 
readers with a bleak depiction of a 

world devoid of the freedom to read. 
In this futuristic American society, 

books are deemed dangerous and are 
burned along with the houses where 
they are found. Fahrenheit 451 has 
been frequently challenged in the 
United States. It was censored at a 

school in California in 1992; students 
were given copies that contained 

blacked-out words. It also appears on 
the American Library Association’s 

list of frequently challenged  
young-adult books.

THE GIVER

Published in 1993, Lois Lowry’s 
novel is a mainstay on Canadian 
grade-school reading lists. Jonas, 
the young hero, lives in a world of 
Sameness. He inherits the job of 

Receiver of Memory and becomes 
disillusioned when he learns the 

truth about the community’s past 
and is unable to share his new 

knowledge. This Newbery Medal 
winner has been challenged in both 
Canada and the United States for 

reasons that include age inappropri-
ateness and depictions of violence.

BRAVE NEW WORLD

Aldous Huxley’s novel portrays 
a totalitarian state in which 

citizens are numbed into compli-
ance and infants are programmed 
to hate books. Published in 1932, 

the novel has been frequently 
challenged for offensive lan-
guage, “racism” and sexually 
explicit content. It made the 

American Library Association’s 
lists of the 100 most frequently 

challenged books for both 
1990–99 and 2000–09.
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requested that the “queer lit” category be 
removed from the teen summer-reading 
program, stating that the category went 
beyond respecting differences into the realm 
of propaganda, encouraging teens to enter 
the gay lifestyle. In another instance, a 
patron requested that books with LGBTQ 
content be labelled to prevent children from 
accidentally encountering such content.

In May 2016, Christine Baldacchino’s 
picture book Morris Micklewhite and the 
Tangerine Dress was challenged in the Forest 
Hills Public School District in Michigan. 
The father of a third-grade student com-
plained that the book presents an abnormal 
approach to gender in daily life. But Baldac- 
chino said that the story allows children to 
step into Morris’s shoes and see that there is 
nothing wrong or abnormal about wearing 
whatever clothes one feels comfortable in.

The concern was that children would be 
exposed to non-normative sexualities and 
genders and could be persuaded to “become 
gay.” What interests me, though, especially 
in the Morris Micklewhite scenario, is the 
fact that questions were already coming up 
in class and the children themselves were 
pointing out similarities between Morris’s 
experiences and their own. When using 
Morris Micklewhite in my classroom with 
college students, I bring up these examples 
and ask, “Why do you think the father is 
so concerned about a boy wearing a dress? 
What do you think this reveals about  
gendered expectations in our society?”  

These questions have complex answers, but I 
will attempt to unpack them here.

In the introduction to Curiouser: On 
the Queerness of Children, Steven Bruhm 
and Natasha Hurley note that people get 
panicky when child sexuality is discussed 
and especially when queer sexuality and 
gender expression come into play. Adults 
often become uncomfortable with the idea 
that children are anything but non-sexual 
beings. When children display traits that 
adults believe are not normal, parents such 
as the father in Michigan fear for the child’s 
“normal”—heterosexual, cisgender—future.

Children’s books rarely engage the topic 
of sexuality but do play with concepts of 
gender expression and sometimes gender 
identity. (Such is the case in 10,000 Dresses 
by Marcus Ewert and Rex Ray.) Fear 
of sexual difference often comes from a 
mistaken link between gender expression 
and sexuality; because Morris wears a dress, 
he is coded as possibly gay or transgender 
by many adult readers. But, as Baldacchino 
noted, “He’s a boy expressing himself, and 
that’s all we know and should care about.”

Challenges frequently target books 
about same-sex relationships. One of the 
more famous backlashes against children’s 
materials featuring LGBTQ content in 
Canada occurred in 1997 when the Surrey 
School Board in B.C. tried to remove Asha’s 
Mums, Belinda’s Bouquet and One Dad, 
Two Dads, Brown Dad, Blue Dads from its 
schools. The case eventually went to the 
Supreme Court of Canada, where the book 
ban was overturned in 2002. (The court 
noted that “tolerance is always age-appro-
priate.”) Over the following years, books 
such as And Tango Makes Three, Daddy’s 
Roommate, Donovan’s Big Day and 10,000 
Dresses faced challenges and were noted 
yearly in the Canadian Library Associ-
ation’s surveys which began in 2006.

One of Canada’s highest-profile 
challenges to a book with queer content 

Each year, the American Library Association 
(ALA) lists the 10 most banned and chal-
lenged books in the United States according 
to reported challenges and publicly noted 
instances from media sources. In 2016, the 
top five were children’s or YA books that con-
tained LGBTQ content. While the ALA’s 
top 10 lists are usually populated by children’s 
and YA books, and LGBTQ content is con-
sistently part of the list, this is the first time 
that the percentage has been so high.

In Canada, children’s and YA books 
about gender and sexual diversity, especially 
picture books, are regularly challenged. The 
2016 Annual Challenges Survey, conducted 
by Alvin M. Schrader and Donna Bowman 
and supported by the Canadian Federation 
of Library Associations–Fédération cana-
dienne des associations de bibliothèques, 
notes 36 book challenges. One in 10 
challenges were due to LGBTQ content. 
Participation in the survey is voluntary, so 
it’s impossible to know how many books 
with LGBTQ content are challenged 
or how many libraries exclude LGBTQ 
materials from their collections because 
they anticipate challenges. Survey results 
and reported challenges, however, do offer 
insights over time, and they can lead to a 
better understanding of long-term trends.

In one instance, a patron asked that labels 
be placed on books with age-inappropriate 
content such as Erin Bow’s The Scorpion 
Rules, which includes “a bi-sexual sex scene 
not alluded to on the cover.” Another patron 

PEOPLE OFTEN SUGGEST TO ME, BECAUSE I’M AN EDUCATOR OF  
post-secondary students, that talking with my classes about gender and sexuality must 
be easier than it would be at a grade school or high school. Sometimes it is. But in my 

course on children’s and young-adult (YA) literature—an introductory course for potential 
elementary and secondary schoolteachers—I am often confronted by my students, who have 
a sudden desire to screen literature through a filter of childhood innocence and asexuality. 
Books that my students read through lenses of queer and trans theories are suddenly “too 
mature” or “inappropriate” for potential or current students in their own classrooms. But 
what are the underlying fears that lead adults to challenge books with LGBTQ content? 
And what actions result? Let’s explore!

What Adults Often Fear When Their Children 
Read About Gender and Sexual Diversity

By  Robert Bittner

“YOU’RE LETTING 
MY CHILD READ WHAT?!”

https://www.facebook.com/FreedomToReadWeek/
https://twitter.com/Freedom_to_Read
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Robert Bittner ( @r_bittner ) teaches gender, sexuality and 
women’s studies at the University of British Columbia, Okanagan, 
and Okanagan College in Kelowna, B.C.

affected Raziel Reid’s 
When Everything Feels Like the Movies. 
Although it won the 2014 Governor General’s Award for Children’s 
Literature, the novel’s graphic content caused an uproar. (The con-
troversy prompted the awards program to change the category name 
to Young People’s Literature.) People petitioned to have Reid return 
the award but also discussed what should be “allowed” in literature 
for young readers. For some, the issue was the book’s frank discus-
sion of masturbation, pedophilia and explicit sexual acts; for others, 
it was the overt flamboyance and queer sexuality of the protagonist. 
Whatever their reasoning, adult readers and critics found themselves 
increasingly uncomfortable with the overt queerness of the text.

Set the moral panic about Reid’s work aside. There is not a long 
list of Canadian challenges to LGBTQ works for young adults. 
Many challenges repeat, affecting a few titles (such as Baby Be-Bop 
by Francesca Lia Block and The Perks of Being a Wallflower by Ste-
phen Chbosky) in multiple years. In some cases, a library policy or 
an author, instead of a particular book, is targeted. In 2007, Susan 
Juby discussed the reaction against her novel Another Kind of Cowboy 
and how the gay content led to a backlash against her appearance 
at Wordfest, a literary festival in Calgary. In 2017, Robin Stevenson 
wrote about the trouble she had with a school that wanted her to 
visit but did not want her to mention Pride, her non-fiction book 
about celebrating diversity and community, to students.

I don’t believe there is an easy answer here—except for perhaps 
a class on the meaning of education for parents whose children are 
just beginning their own education—but what I do know is that 
succumbing to challenges and restricting access to books is not the 
answer. Books give young readers a space where they can explore 
new ways of being, identifying and expressing themselves without 
social consequences. We need more books, more authors and more 
diversity now than ever before, and if that leads to another boy 
wearing a tangerine dress to school, then I think we’re on our way 
to a brighter future.  

5 TIPS FOR TEACHERS
The world is diverse and so are classrooms, so 
it’s important for educators to provide inclusive 
reading materials. Students may be afraid to 
ask questions or tell you what they want or 
need to know. Including LGBTQ content in 
your classroom can help ensure that all stu-
dents’ needs are met. 

1 Review your school’s and school board’s 
policies and procedures for classroom 
resources, equity and inclusion, and—

if they’re available—policies on protecting 
LGBTQ students.

2 Refer to these policies when you write 
a letter to parents, explaining your se-
lection criteria and introducing parents 

to the books you plan to include. Encourage 
parents to read the books and ask questions. 
Building a relationship with parents will pay off 
in the long run.

3 Find support from other teachers, librar-
ians and administrators in your school, 
district and community. They can help 

educate students, parents and colleagues if 
someone challenges your literature choices.

4 If someone challenges a book, speak 
respectfully with the complainant. 
Explain why you feel it’s important to 

make the book available. This tactic may be 
enough to ease concerns.

5 Celebrate Freedom to Read Week 
each February. Talk to students and 
parents about intellectual freedom 

and censorship.
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THE RIGHT TO READ: A PRISON STORY By  Kirsten 
Wurmann

of banning or censoring books are often 
undefined and arbitrary: sometimes no 
hardcovers, sometimes no magazines and 
always no Internet. In the institutions we 
serve, we have noted limited or no funding 
for collection development, inadequate 
library space and often no professional 
library staff.

Inmates need diverse materials and 
information to support their legal needs, 
rehabilitation, literacy skills, language 
needs, personal and cultural interests, 
recreational reading and lifelong learn-
ing, including technology awareness and 
access. The prison population in Canada 
is also aging and becoming more cultur-
ally diverse, and we must recognize that 
Indigenous people are disproportionately 
represented. There is an overwhelming 
need, and a corresponding responsibility to 
meet that need, for Indigenous resources 
related to histories, cultures, languages and 
the continuing effects of colonialism.

Let this be a call to action. People 
serving time in Canadian prisons will 
rejoin our communities. Should we not, as 
a society, help prepare them for reintegra-
tion? Let us start with books, a library and 
the right to read.  

Kirsten Wurmann is a librarian who works 
for the Winnipeg Public Library. She has 
volunteered in Canadian prison libraries 
for the past 10 years. She is a founding 
member of the Greater Edmonton Library 
Association Prison Project, the Manitoba 
Library Association Prison Libraries 
Committee and the Canadian Prison 
Libraries Network. The views presented in 
this article are her own.

SOUNDS LIKE A TYPICAL DAY AT THE PUBLIC LIBRARY, RIGHT?  
Sure—but these requests came from our community members serving 
time in Canadian prisons. Meeting these simple requests for information, 

books and library services can be difficult, even though access to information, 
knowledge, books and a library is a basic right. A right that now has its own 
nationally recognized statement: Prison Libraries Network: The Right to Read. 
(The full text of the statement appears on page 17.)

The Canadian Prison Libraries Network 
was formed in 2014 to endorse the funda-
mental right of incarcerated people to read, 
learn and access information and to provide 
a national forum for volunteers and staff 
involved with or interested in prison library 
services in Canada.

As the moderator and a founding 
member of the network, I am motivated by 
many guiding principles of librarianship 
such as providing access to information 
for all, upholding intellectual freedom and 
aiding the reintegration of inmates by pro-
viding resources and services to help them 
become more active, literate and informed 
participants in society.

The network drafted the Right to Read 
statement, which was adopted by the 
Canadian Federation of Library Associ- 
ations in September 2016. This statement 
advocates for, and asserts the value of, 
libraries and access to information resources 
in correctional institutions, echoing 
recommendations set out in the 2015–16 
report of the Office of the Correctional 
Investigator. In the report, the office 
recommends that Correctional Service 
Canada “update and renew inmate libraries 
so that they are compliant with policy 
and comparable to the services, materials 
and technologies available in community 
libraries.” The statement has since been 
shared with library associations, federal 

and provincial justice ministries, media and 
other non-profits working within Can-
adian correctional institutions. We have 
asked everyone to consider endorsing and 
promoting this statement and, if possible, 
applying its principles within their library 
and community.

Imprisonment does not mean abso-
lute forfeiture of rights. The Corrections 
and Conditional Release Act affirms that 
“offenders retain the rights of all mem-
bers of society except those that are, as a 
consequence of the sentence, lawfully and 
necessarily removed or restricted.” Librar-
ians have the responsibility to serve the 
entire community, including those serving 
time. Some prison policies do not priori-
tize principles of librarianship, and library 
workers need to understand and accept 
what can be done within the limits of time 
and bureaucracy, including the challenges 
of security, censorship and access.

Many prisons have complex processes 
for approving library materials, and they 
often conflict with principles of intellectual 
freedom. Restrictions could be interpreted 
as oppressive, racist or antiquated ideas of 
what inmates should be reading. There are 
often constraints on prison collections: no 
true crime, nothing sexually exploitative, 
nothing that promotes gang culture or 
lifestyle, nothing that is discriminatory and 
could create a hostile environment. Policies 

https://www.facebook.com/FreedomToReadWeek/
https://twitter.com/Freedom_to_Read
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PRISON LIBRARIES NETWORK: THE RIGHT TO READ
For inmates in Canadian correctional 
institutions, reading and access to 
information is a rare connection to the 
outside world.

It is also a basic right.
The Prison Libraries Network asserts 

that incarcerated Canadians do not relin-
quish the rights and freedoms guaranteed 
to them under the Canadian Charter of 
Rights and Freedoms. In fact, certain 
freedoms, such as those of conscience 
and religion, thought, belief, opinion, and 
expression have a heightened importance 
behind bars.

The Canadian Federation of Library 
Associations’ Position Statement on 
Intellectual Freedom and Libraries 
asserts that Canadians’ right to access 
information is essential to be able to 
advance themselves through literacy, 
lifelong learning, social engagement, 
and cultural enrichment. Prison libraries 
play a fundamental role in guaranteeing 
rights, not only by providing inmates with 
access to information about their legal 
rights as incarcerated persons, but also 
by providing the tools necessary to exer-
cise these rights.

We call upon prison libraries to actively 
promote literacy as a continuum of learn-
ing that assists and allows incarcerated 
individuals to develop knowledge and 
potential, to achieve goals, and to partici-
pate fully in wider society. This literacy 
should be expanded to include skills to 
access knowledge through technology.

Prison libraries must be given the 
space necessary to provide access to 

collections and library programs that 
meet inmates’ recreational, cultural, 
educational and other information needs. 
As is required of them as supporters 
of intellectual freedom and access to 
information, prison libraries must provide 
inmates with the widest variety of ma-
terials possible, including access to legal 
materials. Collections and programming 
in prison libraries must also reflect the 
increase in the composition of ethnically 
and culturally diverse prisoner popula-
tions. Library professionals are central to 
the prison library mandate.

In addition, Canadian prisons must 
acknowledge their key role within a 
social and political system of ongoing 
colonialism. Indigenous peoples make up 
a percentage of the incarcerated popu-
lation far higher than their proportion 
of Canada’s general population—and 
the numbers of Indigenous peoples 
who are incarcerated continues to grow. 
Within this context, and at the request of 
Indigenous inmates, prison libraries have 
a responsibility to provide access to re-
sources on Indigenous histories, cultures 
and languages, to books by Indigenous 
authors, and to materials about the im-
pacts—and related healing processes—
of colonialism.

The Corrections and Conditional 
Release Act states that all prisons in 
Canada must provide a range of programs 
to assist in the successful rehabilitation 
and reintegration of inmates. In accord-
ance, Commissioner’s Directive 720 
of the Correctional Service of Canada 

stipulates that prisons have the respons-
ibility to provide inmates with access 
to library services. The Commissioner’s 
Directive also states that federal institu-
tions should have access to library ser-
vices that are similar to those offered in 
the community. By fulfilling this objective, 
prison libraries—and their counterparts in 
the community—can contribute to safer 
and healthier communities. This high-
lights an important function of the prison 
library: to mirror the “outside” world and 
help prepare inmates for release.

There is conclusive evidence of direct 
links between access to rehabilitative 
programs and lower rates of recidivism. 
When inmates’ information rights are 
respected, their ability to grow positive 
connections both inside and outside of 
the prison setting grows. This area of per-
sonal growth helps to prepare them for 
their release. Outside of prisons, libraries 
in the community can play a critical role 
in supporting the successful reintegration 
of former inmates.

Correctional institutions are made bet-
ter by the programs and information shar-
ing opportunities that prison libraries pro-
vide. The vast majority of inmates held 
in Canadian correctional facilities will be 
released back into our communities with 
the potential of inmates to contribute to 
society as people with ideas, skills, and 
lived experiences. The provision of robust 
library services to inmates not only helps 
maintain basic rights, but also allows 
members of this population to explore 
their fullest potential.

PERSPECTIVES
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a radio interview was “inaccurate” and an “attack on dignity.” The 
council declined to intervene but, in a simultaneous decision, it did 
blame Martineau for inaccurate reporting on other issues.

 MAR
 2017

For International Women’s Day, the weekly Courrier du 
Sud published an editorial cartoon by Jean-Marc Phaneuf 
in which Premier Philippe Couillard is about to throw 

stones at former Liberal MNA Fatima Houda-Pepin while 
bellowing “Happy birthday, Fatima” (thereby summarizing the 
government’s ambivalent attitude toward this prominent Moroc-
co-born woman). Le Courrier’s owner, TC Transcontinental, was 
later contacted by the premier’s office about the “poor taste” of this 
depiction of “murder.” Unwilling to antagonize the government, the 

company pulled the cartoon from the 
paper’s website. This action prompted 
other cartoonists to respond in their own 
papers and, of course, the public 
awareness of the original drawing 
increased exponentially.

 MAR
 2017

A University of Montreal 
student association wanted to 
promote Palestinian culinary 

treats and cultural events with the 
international poster for Israeli Apartheid 
Week. Their request was turned down 
by the university because the drawing 
featured weapons (though the student 
group could find no regulation banning 
such images).

Coincidentally, the poster’s designer 
was U.S.-based cartoonist Leila Abdel-
razaq, whose zine Smuggling Books Across 
the Border had been stopped earlier by 
Canadian customs authorities. It was 
suspected of being hate literature and 
listed in the Obscenity and Hate Propa-
ganda Quarterly List of Admissible and 
Prohibited Titles (July–September 2016).

We’re already out of space, but if you 
want more information, you’ll find an 
updated version of my study of such 
border seizures on the Resources page of 

freedomtoread.ca. Francophone readers should also check out the 
boxed invitation on page 4 of this magazine. Enjoy!  

Charles Montpetit is the Book and Periodical Council’s 
champion of free expression for 2017.

 SEPT
 2016

When the Montreal Museum 
of Fine Arts opened a highly 
praised exhibition of Robert 

Mapplethorpe’s work, the Westmount 
Public Library displayed the hefty tome 
Robert Mapplethorpe: The Photographs. But 
three days later the book was taken down 
after a member complained. It seems that, 
nearly three decades after the artist’s 
death, some people still mind his 
trademark male nudes, even when none of 
them appear on the book’s jacket.

 OCT
 2016

A teacher in the Mauricie 
region had to cancel an author’s 
classroom visit because the 

school principal objected to the cover of 
the novel Le retour de la banane masquée 
(The Return of the Masked Banana). In 
keeping with Daniel Brouillette’s 
penchant for writing  “crunchy” material 
that appeals to kids, the seventh adven-
ture of his character Bine featured an 
anthropomorphic banana wearing a 
condom-shaped hat along with a baby 
peeing onto a teenager’s hair. Unfazed, 
the publisher used the same illustration 
for the book’s sequel!

 DEC
 2016

When controversial Journal de 
Montréal columnist Richard 
Martineau announced that he was suing the satirical site 

Ricochet for publishing his mock obituary, the webzine eventually 
raised enough money to defend itself in court. In the meantime, the 
obit’s illustrator, Alexandre Fatta, filed a complaint with the press 
council, arguing that Martineau’s description of the incident during 

ANYONE WHO FOLLOWS THE NEWS IN QUEBEC KNOWS  
that 2016–17 was a banner period for discussions about 
free speech among French Canadians. Numerous debates 

regarding Islamophobia arose after Quebec City’s mosque shoot-
ing in January 2017. The need to protect one’s sources also made 
headlines when several journalists found that the police had tracked 
their phones. And a Quebec-bashing article published by a McGill 
University professor in Maclean’s magazine was just one of many 
springboards for controversies about academic freedom.

However, these issues have already garnered extensive cover-
age, so let’s instead focus on a quintet of incidents that nearly got 
ignored during the same time frame.

Meanwhile in Quebec…

By  Charles Montpetit

FIVE STORIES THAT  
YOU MIGHT HAVE MISSED
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Daniel Half Human  DAVID CHOTJEWITZ, 
 translator DOR IS ORGEL

Docteur Dog   BABETTE COLE

His Dark Materials series  PHIL IP PULLMAN

The Perks of Being a Wallflower 
  STEPHEN CHBOSKY

Power Play  ER IC WALTERS

Summer Moon  JAN DEL IMA

Wherever Nina Lies  LYNN WEINGARTEN

Written in Blood  JOHN WILSON

GRAPHIC NOVELS

Battling Boy  PAUL POPE

Blankets  CRAIG THOMPSON

Darth Maul: Sith Apprentice 
  JO CASEY and CATHER INE SAUNDERS

The Graveyard Book, vols. 1 & 2 
  NEIL GAIMAN, illustrator P. CRAIG RUSSELL

Love & Rockets series  GILBERT HERNANDEZ  
 and JA IME HERNANDEZ

Tales from the Farm  JEFF LEMIRE

The Three Musketeers  ALEXANDRE DUMAS, 
 adapted by MORVAN, DUFRANNE, 
 RUBÉN and GALOPIN

Tintin in the Congo  HERGÉ

ADULT FICTION

American Gods  NEIL GAIMAN

Arvida  SAMUEL ARCHIBALD

Claim Me (The Stark Trilogy, Book 2) 
  J. KENNER

Close Range: Wyoming Stories  ANNIE PROULX

Fire and Ice  ANNE STUART

Go the F**k to Sleep  ADAM MANSBACH, 
 illustrator R ICARDO CORTÉS

How Evan Broke His Head and Other Secrets 
  GARTH STEIN

Maria Monk  SYLV IE OUELLETTE

CHILDREN’S BOOKS

10,000 Dresses  MARCUS EWERT, 
 illustrator REX RAY

Alligators All Around: An Alphabet 
  MAURICE SENDAK

Battle Bunny  JON SCIESZKA and MAC BARNETT, 
 illustrator MATTHEW MYERS

Bedtime for Frances  RUSSELL HOBAN, 
 illustrator GARTH WILL IAMS

Bone Dog  ER IC ROHMANN

Christmas Tapestry  PATR ICIA POLACCO

Danny and the Dinosaur  SYD HOFF

Donovan’s Big Day  LESLÉA NEWMAN, 
 illustrator MIKE DUTTON

The Dumb Bunnies Go to the Zoo 
  SUE DEN IM, illustrator DAV PILKEY

Girls’ Life Head-to-Toe Guide to You 
  editors SARAH WASSNER FLYNN 
 and KAREN BOKRAM

Hop on Pop  DR. SEUSS

Lizzy’s Lion  DENNIS LEE

Miss Mousie’s Blind Date  T IM BEISER, 
 illustrator RACHEL BERMAN

My First Ramadan  KAREN KATZ

The Sissy Duckling  HARVEY F IERSTEIN, 
 illustrator HENRY COLE

Sleeping Dragons All Around 
  SHEREE F ITCH, illustrator MICHELE N IDENOFF

Spooky ABC 
  EVE MERR IAM, illustrator LANE SMITH

The Travels of Babar  JEAN DE BRUNHOFF

Two Dumb Ducks  MAXWELL EATON I I I

The Waiting Dog 
  CAROLYN BECK, illustrator ANDREW BECK

Zeke Pippin  WILLIAM STEIG

YOUNG-ADULT BOOKS

As She Grows  LESLEY ANNE COWAN

Boy O’Boy  BR IAN DOYLE

CHALLENGED BOOKS AND MAGAZINES

GET INVOLVED

Murphy’s Law  COLIN BATEMAN

The Three Incestuous Sisters 
  AUDREY N IFFENEGGER

Warlord  TED BELL

ADULT NON-FICTION

Chicken Soup for the Unsinkable Soul 
  JACK CANFIELD, MARK V ICTOR HANSEN 
 and HEATHER MCNAMARA

Deadly Sins  THOMAS PYNCHON and OTHERS

Earth (The Book): A Visitor’s Guide 
to the Human Race  JON STEWART

The Facts on Halloween 
  JOHN ANKERBERG, JOHN WELDON 
 and DILLON BURROUGHS

Fifty Mighty Men  GRANT MACEWAN

A Practical Guide to Children’s Health 
  KATE T IETJE

Robert Mapplethorpe: The Photographs 
  PAUL MARTINEAU and BR ITT SALVESEN

The Way I Am  EMINEM

What I Meant to Say: The Private 
Lives of Men  editor IAN BROWN

CANADIAN TITLES CHALLENGED 
in the UNITED STATES

The Handmaid’s Tale  MARGARET ATWOOD

Morris Micklewhite and the Tangerine Dress 
  CHR IST INE BALDACCHINO, 
 illustrator ISABELLE MALENFANT

This One Summer  MARIKO TAMAKI, 
 illustrator JILL IAN TAMAKI

Allure
Cosmopolitan

Details
Esquire

Glamour
GQ

Health
Men’s Fitness

NOW

Rolling Stone
Self

Seventeen
Sports 

Illustrated
Teen Vogue
US Weekly
Women’s 
Health

MAGAZINES

THIS LIST FEATURES SELECTED TITLES THAT HAVE BEEN CHALLENGED IN  
Canada in the past few years. Titles for this list were initially compiled by the Can-
adian Library Association (CLA), which disbanded in 2016 and shortly after reformed 

as the Canadian Federation of Library Associations–Fédération canadienne des associations 
de bibliothèques. In 2016, the CFLA-FCAB took over the role of collecting data on chal-
lenged materials; they can be seen at cfla-fcab.ca. The list consists of information voluntarily 
submitted from publicly funded libraries including public libraries, government libraries 
and the libraries of post-secondary institutions and schools. To learn why these titles were 
challenged and to see lists from 2006 to 2016, visit  freedomtoread.ca .

http://www.freedomtoread.ca/
http://www.freedomtoread.ca/
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writing creatively in a male-dominated 
world. Women need their own money, lei-
sure time and privacy before they can write 
well, she says.

If you’d like to discover what life is 
like for people in societies where there 
is no intellectual freedom, read Czesław 
Miłosz’s The Captive Mind (1953) and Roy 
Medvedev’s On Soviet Dissent (1980). These 
two books focus, respectively, on com-
munist Poland and the Soviet Union. Then 
read Universities Under Dictatorship (2005). 
This collection of scholarly essays, edited 
by John Connelly and Michael Grüttner, 
describes what happens when fascist, 
national socialist and communist regimes 
take over the universities.

Two recent books address the main 
threats to intellectual freedom today. In You 
Can’t Read This Book (2012), Nick Cohen 
names the biggest ones: organized religion, 
the global plutocracy and state power. 
He also suggests ways to fight them. In 
The Crime of Reason and the Closing of the 
Scientific Mind (2008), Robert B. Laughlin 
states that governments and corporations 
maintain their power and wealth by with-
holding a lot of scientific and technological 
information from the public.

“The imagination is an essential tool 
of the mind, a fundamental way of think-
ing, an indispensable means of becoming 
and remaining human,” writes Ursula K. 
Le Guin in “The Operating Instructions” 
(2002). This speech, which explains the 
value of a free imagination, appears in 
Words Are My Matter (2016). Her remarks 
also merit your attention.  

Inquisitors (1993). They will introduce you to 
the subject.

Bury writes that intellectual freedom 
first appeared in ancient Greece and Rome. 
After the Christianization of the Roman 
Empire, however, European monarchs and 
the Church worked together for centuries 
to stamp out the unorthodox ideas that 
menaced the social order. The authorities 
tortured and killed heretics, atheists and 
non-Christians. Intellectual freedom 
re-emerged in Western Europe in the 1700s 
when the advocates of reason and science 
began to discredit Christian dogmas and 
the related laws that banned heresy, atheism 
and witchcraft.

In Kindly Inquisitors, Rauch focuses on 
intellectual freedom today. He argues that 
public debate that is radically decentralized, 
reasoned, critical, unfettered and open-
ended is the best way for society to test 
and create ideas and to marginalize bad or 
false ideas. The greatest threats to intellec-
tual freedom come from fundamentalists 
and misguided humanitarians who would 
use the law to punish the propagators of 
uncomfortable, offensive or hurtful ideas.

Although 80 years separate the publi-
cation dates of their two books, Bury and 
Rauch agree that intellectual freedom is 
necessary if we want to establish the truth 
about anything and make all kinds of 
progress.

Study a few classic books from earlier 
centuries. They convey enduring ideas about 
intellectual freedom. Sebastian Castellio’s 
Concerning Heretics (1554) argues against 
the persecution of Christian heretics. John 
Milton’s Areopagitica (1644) calls for greater 
freedom of the press. John Stuart Mill’s On 
Liberty (1859) asserts the right of individuals 
to hold any opinion, even if it is unpopular 
or unconventional.

Read the major feminist contribution 
to the literature of intellectual freedom: 
Virginia Woolf ’s A Room of One’s Own 
(1929). Woolf describes the obstacles—
child rearing, household chores, financial 
dependence on men and male denigration 
of female talent—that prevent women from 

PEOPLE ENJOY INTELLECTUAL 
 freedom when they can get infor-
mation and ideas of any kind, think 

about them in peace and then express them-
selves without fear of punishment.

In societies that are secular, democratic 
and liberal, people often take intellectual 
freedom for granted. But throughout 
history many people have paid a steep price 
for thinking independently and speaking 
their minds.

In the ancient world, Socrates of Athens 
and Jesus of Nazareth were sentenced to 
death for their words. In 1633, Galileo 
Galilei of Florence was imprisoned and 
put on trial for heresy for advancing new 
ideas about astronomy. In 2017, Bangla-
deshi author Taslima Nasrin remained in 
exile because of her writing. Raif Badawi 
remained in a Saudi Arabian prison because 
of his writing.

Despite the risks, some people value 
intellectual freedom. How can you learn 
more about it and protect it?

Begin by reading two books: John 
Bagnell Bury’s A History of Freedom of 
Thought (1913) and Jonathan Rauch’s Kindly 

Classic and Contemporary Books About  
Intellectual Freedom

By  Franklin Carter
FREEDOM OF THE MIND

https://www.facebook.com/FreedomToReadWeek/
https://twitter.com/Freedom_to_Read
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FREEDOM TO READ WEEK (FEBRUARY 25 TO MARCH 3, 2018) ENCOURAGES 
Canadians to think about and reaffirm their commitment to intellectual freedom, which is 
guaranteed by the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. Every year, schools and  

libraries receive challenges to reading materials. Learn more about this issue with our quick guide.

By  Jaclyn Lawand  Alvin M. Schrader

UNDERSTANDING CHALLENGES 
TO BOOKS AND MAGAZINES

What is a challenge?
A challenge is an attempt to censor, remove or restrict access to a publication 

so that people can’t get it at all or can’t get it easily. Publications are challenged in 
schools, libraries and courts and at borders between countries.

What happens when a book 
or magazine is challenged?

What can I do?
Get involved! Visit  freedomtoread.ca  
to learn more about intellectual freedom in 
Canada. Call out censorship when you see it. 
Attend a Freedom to Read Week event or 
organize your own. Follow the Book and 
Periodical Council on Facebook and Twitter 
 @Freedom_to_Read  to stay informed.  

When is a 
challenge 
justified?

A challenge 
could be 
justified 
when

a publication includes many spelling mistakes 
or significant grammatical errors.

the library staff overlook the characteristics 
of a publication. Sometimes, when deciding 
a publication’s classification and shelf 
location, the staff don’t notice the publisher’s 
recommended age level, or the publisher has 
misjudged the publication’s age appropriateness. 
This sometimes happens with DVDs.

the publication is plagiarized. An example is a 
book that is a compilation of Wikipedia articles.

the publication is hazardous. For example, an author claiming to be a 
health expert has lied about his or her expertise or credentials, and the 
book poses a health danger to readers.

the publication advocates sexual activity with a minor, or its dominant 
characteristic is the description for a sexual purpose of sexual activity 
with a minor.

Why 
    do people 

challenge books and 
magazines?

People challenge 
publications for many 
reasons. These are the 

most common:

offensive lan-
guage/profanity

depiction of violence

LGBTQ content

obsce
nity

ina
cc

ur
ac

y

in
se

ns
iti

vi
ty

sex education

occult / 

witchcraft

nudity

sexism

hate

rac
isman

ti-
et

hn
ici

ty

po
lit

ic
al

 
vi

ew
po

in
treligious 

viewpoint

sexually explicit 

contentage  

inappropriateness

Who makes 
challenges?

no change to the 
publication’s status

reclassification of the 
publication (such as moving 
it from a library’s children’s 
section to the adult section)

putting a warning label 
on the publication

restricted access to 
the publication

removal of the publication 
from a library collection 

or school curriculum
NO

 C
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S

A CHALLENGE COULD RESULT IN

6 Why should we defend 
challenged materials?

Defending the freedom to read 
doesn’t mean you support sexism, 
racism, hatred, etc. Instead, you 
support people’s right to choose 
what they want to read and to 
make up their minds about the 

content. Banning or hiding 
controversial materials from 

the public interferes with 
intellectual freedom, which  

is an essential part of  
a democratic 

society.

Challenges 
often come from

› library
patrons

› parents and
guardians

› students
› elected

officials
› educators
› authors
› library staff
› customs

agents
› corporations

http://www.freedomtoread.ca/
http://www.freedomtoread.ca/
https://twitter.com/Freedom_to_Read
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CAGED BOOKS:  Create a cage with 
chicken wire and display challenged 
books inside.

FREEDOM TO READ ESSAY:  Have 
your students write about what the 
freedom to read means to them. Some 
may want to read their essays aloud!

CREATE A ZINE:  Using your favourite 
magazine as a template, make your own 
digital or paper zine about a banned 
book or freedom of expression issue.

HIDDEN BOOKS:  Wrap books in 
brown paper. Write a clue on the  
paper about the contents, such as a 
trivia question or a quotation from  
each book.

CREATE A GRAPHIC NOVEL:  Write 
a story about your favourite challenged 
books or magazines. Take pictures of 
different panels and post them on  
social media.

INTERACTIVE MAP:  Create an 
interactive map that highlights 
where books and magazines have 
been censored. Check out our 
map of 30 challenged publications 
at  freedomtoread.ca  
for inspiration!

CREATE A TIMELINE:  Show the 
history of book challenges or book 
burnings. Your timeline could be a 
poster, a banner or a chalk drawing 
on pavement.

DISPLAY BOOKS:  Organize a book 
display by genre or theme. You could 
have a display of censored young-adult 
fiction or books challenged for  
offensive language.

HOLD AN INTERVIEW OR PANEL 
DISCUSSION:  Invite an author, a 
librarian, a publisher, an educator or a 
bookseller to speak about freedom  
of expression.

FREEDOM TO READ WEEK 
PROCLAMATION:  Ask city officials 
to declare Freedom to Read Week 
(February 25 to March 3, 2018) in your 
community. Invite the mayor!

GET CAUGHT READING:  Create a 
mugshot backdrop. Library patrons can 
have their picture taken with a banned 
or challenged book or magazine.

HOLD A PUBLIC READING:  Set 
up a speaker box where people can 
read aloud from censored materials. 
Broadcast the event on Facebook Live, 
YouTube Live or another app to spread 
the word.

HOST A BANNED-BOOK CLUB:  Pick 
a banned or challenged book to read 
and discuss in February or March.

SCHOOL ANNOUNCEMENTS:  Have 
your students read short passages from 
their favourite challenged books during 
morning announcements throughout 
Freedom to Read Week.

TWEET:  Tweet out one challenged 
book or magazine a day and include the 
hashtag   #FTRWeek  .

CHANGE YOUR PICTURE:  Replace 
your profile picture or cover photo with 
Freedom to Read Week clip art which 
is available at   freedomtoread.ca  .

CREATE A STORY:  Using Snapchat or 
Instagram Stories, create a visual story 
about freedom to read and share it  
with your friends.

HOLD A PHOTO CONTEST:  Invite 
participants to submit a photo with the 
theme of Freedom to Read Week on 
social media. A banned-book bundle 
makes a great prize!

INVITE BOOK BLOGGERS AND 
YOUTUBERS:  Reach out to experts to 
cover your events for Freedom to Read 
Week, or invite them to give a talk 
about what censorship means to them.

SPREAD THE WORD:  Get in touch 
with other libraries, schools, bookstores 
and organizations to ask about their 
Freedom to Read Week events and 
activities. Share them online with your 
friends and followers.

PLAN AN EVENT DIYGET SOCIAL

FREEDOM TO READ WEEK 2018 
runs from February 25 to March 3. 
How will you celebrate your freedom 

to read? Whether you’re a teacher, librarian, 
student, bookseller or lover of the written 
word, try these ideas for activities in your 
classroom or community.

20 THINGS 
YOU CAN DO

https://www.facebook.com/FreedomToReadWeek/
http://www.freedomtoread.ca/
https://twitter.com/Freedom_to_Read
https://twitter.com/hashtag/FTRWeek
http://www.freedomtoread.ca/
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SUPPORT FREEDOM TO READ
Donate to the Book and Periodical 
Council at

 freedomtoread.ca/support-freedom-to-read 

Your donation makes it possible for 
the BPC to publicize free expression 
issues, promote Freedom to Read 
Week and publish our resource kit, 
campaign poster and bookmark.
Please note: we thank all donors for their contributions, 
but we are unable to give charitable tax receipts.

HOLD AN EVENT
Anyone can host a Freedom to Read Week event! Visit our 
website at  freedomtoread.ca/events  for ideas and information 
about events across Canada. A great way to start your event is 
by reading this welcome message:

ASK US A QUESTION
If you have any 
questions about 
Freedom to Read 
Week or freedom of 
expression issues in 
Canada, please email 
us at  publicity@ 
freedomtoread.ca  
or  info@ 
freedomtoread.ca .

TWEET ABOUT US
Year round, the 
 @Freedom_to_Read  
Twitter account is 
your best source for 
news about freedom 
of expression and 
censorship issues in 
Canada and abroad. 
Use  #FTRWeek  
and  #FreedomToRead  
to have your say!

SIGN UP FOR OUR 
NEWSLETTER
Once a month, we 
email a newsletter that 
includes stories about 
censorship, ideas for 
getting involved with 
Freedom to Read Week, 
and a list of events and 
campaigns in your area. 
To subscribe, visit our 
website or Facebook 
page.

VISIT OUR WEBSITE
Our website 
at  freedomtoread.ca  
includes a list of 
challenged materials, 
news stories about 
censorship, clip art and 
banners, an interactive 
events page, resources 
for educators and even 
more ideas for partici-
pating in Freedom to 
Read Week.

LIKE US ON FACEBOOK
Our Facebook page 
includes new items 
about censorship and 
challenged books as 
well as ideas for the 
defence of the freedom 
to read. Like our page 
at  facebook.com/
FreedomToReadWeek . 
Send us news stories 
and updates about 
what’s happening in 
your neighbourhood, 
and we’ll post them on 
our timeline.

We keep the conversation going 
about Freedom to Read Week 
through our  
website, 
Facebook  
and Twitter.

How to Reach Us During 
Freedom to Read Week

JOIN THE 
CONVERSATION

This event is part of Freedom to Read 
Week, an annual program of the Book 
and Periodical Council. Freedom to Read 
Week celebrates intellectual freedom, raises 
awareness of censorship and promotes 
access to books, magazines and information 
in Canada. To find more information, 
visit  freedomtoread.ca  or follow  
#Freedom_to_Read  on Twitter.

http://www.freedomtoread.ca/
http://www.freedomtoread.ca/
http://www.freedomtoread.ca/
https://www.facebook.com/FreedomToReadWeek/
https://twitter.com/Freedom_to_Read
https://twitter.com/Freedom_to_Read
https://twitter.com/hashtag/FTRWeek
mailto:info@theBPC.ca
mailto:publicity@freedomtoread.ca
https://twitter.com/hashtag/FreedomToRead
http://www.freedomtoread.ca/events/
http://www.freedomtoread.ca/support-freedom-to-read
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Answers

1.a
2.d
3.b
4.c
5.b
6.a
7.c
8.a
9.a
10.c

HOW DID YOU DO?
1–3 correct: Someone 
needs to reread the articles!
4–6 correct: OK, but you 
could improve. Learn about 
censorship and related 
issues at  freedomtoread.ca  
or attend a Freedom to Read 
Week event.
7–9 correct: Great job! Now 
level up: read challenged 
books and learn more about 
protecting intellectual 
freedom. (See our resource 
list on page 20.)
10 correct: Hotshot! 
Someone’s been paying 
attention. Follow the news 
at  freedomtoread.ca  to 
enhance your expert status.

9 What percentage of published 
works worldwide are available 
in accessible formats for people 
with visual, learning and physical 
disabilities?
a 5% to 7%

b 15% to 20%

c 35% to 40%

d 60% to 70%

10 Which dystopian novel became 
an Amazon bestseller in February 
2017, more than 30 years after its 
release?
a Brave New World by Aldous Huxley

b The Giver by Lois Lowry

c The Handmaid’s Tale  

by Margaret Atwood

d Do Androids Dream of Electric 
Sheep? by Philip K. Dick

5 The Right to Read is a statement 
that promotes access to reading 
materials for whom?
a People with visual disabilities
b Prison inmates
c People who live in remote parts 

of Canada
d People who have lost library books

6 Canadian law recently ended 
its 68-year ban of what type of 
literature?
a Crime comics
b Ancient religious texts
c Witchcraft handbooks
d Political joke books

7 In 1633, Galileo Galilei was 
imprisoned and tried for heresy for 
doing what?
a Burning religious books
b Criticizing Italy’s most  

powerful families
c Advancing new ideas 

about astronomy
d Inventing a new pasta shape

8 Why did a teacher in Quebec’s 
Mauricie region cancel a 
classroom visit by author Daniel 
Brouillette?
a The school’s principal didn’t like 

the cover art of Brouillette’s book.
b Brouillette’s book contained 

profanity.
c The book contained inaccurate 

statements about bananas.
d The principal thought the book 

was hate propaganda.

1 In 2016, which Canadian graphic 
novel topped the American 
Library Association’s list of most 
frequently challenged books?
a This One Summer by 

Mariko Tamaki and Jillian Tamaki

b Pyongyang: A Journey in  
North Korea by Guy Delisle

c Collected Essex County  
by Jeff Lemire

d Louis Riel by Chester Brown

2 How many of the top five titles on 
the same list were challenged for 
LGBTQ content?
a 0

b 1

c 3

d 5

3 What is impunity?
a A weak sense of unity

b Lack of accountability for people 

who harass, torture and 

murder others

c Disputing the truth or validity of 

a statement

d Asking for special treatment

4 Which organization has a fund that 
provides humanitarian assistance 
to journalists in distress?
a Centre for Free Expression at 

Ryerson University

b Ontario Library Association

c Canadian Journalists for  

Free Expression

d Reporters Without Borders

This issue of the Freedom to Read review 
is packed with news and information. 
How much did you learn? By  Jaclyn Law

TEST YOUR 
KNOWLEDGE!

http://www.freedomtoread.ca/
http://www.freedomtoread.ca/
https://www.facebook.com/FreedomToReadWeek/
https://twitter.com/Freedom_to_Read


JOIN THE CONVERSATION!  
SHARE WHAT  TO YOU.

What #FTRmeans to me 
professionally is the choice to 
fight for & teach about #access & 
#intellectualfreedom every day. 
#librarylife #Proud

28 Feb 2017

Gail Driedger
@gaildriedger

#FTRmeans Freedom to Read 
also means freedom to think and 
freedom to discuss ideas without 
fear of censure. Happy Freedom 
to Read Week! 

26 Feb 2017

Lori Hahnel
@LoriHahnel

Opening mind & heart to 
experiences & ideas unfamiliar & 
sometimes alienating but which 
always enlighten abt the world & 
self #FTRmeans

1 Mar 2017

Jen Lei
@Jen_Lei

#FTRmeans having access to 
diverse opinions, stories, and 
experiences through literature 
without filters. Thank you 
@Freedom_to_Read !!

26 Feb 2017

UncensorMyEducation
@uncensormyed

The Freedom to Read means 
keeping books on our shelves, 
even if we personally don't like 
them. What does it mean to you? 
#FTRMeans #FTRWeek

2 Mar 2017

PEC Public Library
@peclibrary

#FreedomToRead = celebrating 
intellectual freedom, diverse 
viewpoints+beliefs w our 
collections, programs + services

14 Sep 2016

TorontoPublicLibrary
@torontolibrary
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F E B R U A R Y  2 5 – M A R C H  3 ,  2 0 1 8
freedomtoreadweek

TWEET 
AT US!

What challenged 
book would 

you take to a 
deserted island?

What  
is your  

favourite  
challenged  

book?

What is  
your favourite 

line from a 
challenged 

book?

How many  
challenged books  

and magazines 
have you read?

How many  
challenged books  

and magazines 
have you read?

What does  
freedom to read  

mean to you?

What does  
freedom to read  

mean to you?

https://twitter.com/Freedom_to_Read
https://twitter.com/hashtag/FTRWeek
http://canadacouncil.ca
http://www.thebpc.ca



