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At the 1981 MCTE Spring Conference, the members adopted the 

following resolution: 

Whereas: English teachers are being pressured by various 

groups acting as censors, and 

Whereas: Many of the problems created by these censors 

occur because of school district's having 

inadequate selection and reconsideration 

policies. 

BE IT rtESOLVED, that the MCTE go on record as urging the es

tablishment of sound and reasonable selection and reconsider

ation policies in local school districts to ensure the right 

to the free exchange of information and ideas, 

The following article should help the membership understand 

and plan such policies. 
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In spite of the care with which resources to be used in 

schools have been selected, there will be requests to reconsider 

the use of specific items and even, at times, demands that cer

tain items be destroyed, Citizens are concerned about resources 

being used in ·schools and citizens are demanding the right to 

initiate the removal of resources. These requests are no 

longer isolated incidents but rather a full scale, nationally 

orchestrated attack ·complete with lists of offensive titles and 

critiques to use led by such well-known forces as the Moral 

Majority and the Gablers of Texas, 

The overwhelming evidence of book burning in :Drake, North 

Dakota, and Warsaw, Indiana, highly publicized court cases in 

Island Trees, :few York, Chelsea, Massachusetts, and Forest Lake, 

Minnesota, pressures .from the right and from the left make it 

all too clear that censorship attempts are increasing and methods 

of dealing with them should not be left to chance nor should one 

i ndi vidual assume the ·responsibility for reconsidering an item, 

A formal process for handling challenges should be developed, 

adopted and adhered to :strictly. 

Given the amount of publicity generated by the attacks on 

school resources and a ·political climate in which such demands 

seem not only appropriate, but encouraged, school districts must 

be prepared to handle requests for reconsideration in a fair and 

business-like manner. The purpose of selection· policies and 

reconsideration procedures is to provide a method by which the 

citizen complaint will be considered seriously and the -rights of 

students .. and teachers to freedom of access to· information will 

be preserved. 

A recently completed study summarizing a nationwide survey 

conducted in the spring of 1980 found that schools without . formal 

policies and procedures for selecting materials and for 
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reconsidering challenged items were more vulnerable to censorship 

pressures and more likely than schools with formal policies and 

procedures to remove materials when faced with challenges,1 Such 

evidence alone should convince school authorities to develop and 

adopt policies and procedures, That, coupled with the evidence 

of a wide scale attack on school materials should make it impera
tive that policies be adopted, 

A decision must be made about what resources the policy will 

cover. Although policies and procedures can be developed by in

dividual departments, and in the past frequently were, it seems 

apparent that one policy covering all resources used in the 

school, whether classroom titles, extracurricular materials or 

media center resources provides the most effective method of 

handling the process. One policy provides a uniform procedure 

to be used for all challenges and also promotes a unified effort 

on the part of school persons to preserve the rights of students 
and teachers. 

It should also be made clear in the policy that a.11 requests 

for reconsideration, even those originating from school boam 

members, administrators and teachers should follow the process 
outlined in the policy, 

?olicies have three major areas1 a statement of policy, 

a description of selection procedures, and a process for recon

sideration of resources, Development of the policy should be 

a cooperative effort involving all segments of the school com

munity, administrators, teachers, media persons and citizens, 

Following the development, the policy shculd be formally adopted 

by the school boam and thus become official operating procedure, 

The first part of the policy provides the philosophical 

base for the selection of resources, This base includes a 

statement of the district philosophy of the students' need for 

access to information as well as the broader rationale for access 

to a wide variety of resources in a democracy contained in the 

First Amendment of the Constitution, Supporting statements 

1Press release, July 31, 1981, American Association of 
Publishers, American Library Association, Association for 
Supervision and Curriculum Development, 72 

developed by professional organizations should be included in 

this section. Documents named in most policies are the Students 

Hight to Read (National Council of Teachers of English), Library 

Bill of Rights (American Library Association), Freedom to Read 

(American Library Associati on and Association of American ?ub

lishers), and Freedom to View (P'.<lucatinal Film Library Associa

tion). A statement that the legal responsibility for selection 

belongs to the School Board and that the authority to select 

specific resources is delegated to licensed school staff should 

be included, 

Although the terms materials and resources are used with 

equal frequency in selection policies, resources is a more in

clusive term and the preferred _one since it includes speakers 

and demonstrations as well as books, films, recordings and other 

media used in schools. Finally, the first section should include 

the objectives of selection. These, stated in broad terms, in

clude the ideas of providing resources on a wide variety of 

topics, providing all points of view, in content and formats 

appropriate to the children of the district. 

The next section, procedures for selection, outlines the 

process used to determine which resources will be purchased 

and used in the schools, Persons involved in selection are 

identified and the basis for making decisions are listed. These 

include reviews in professional sources, preview and personal 

recommendation of the professional staff. Specific criteria 

which must be met before an item is selected are listed taking 

into consideration resources already available, curriculum ob

jectives, and the needs, abilities and maturity of the students 

with whom the resources will be used, 

The last section of the document will be the procedures to 

be followed when a resource is challenged. These should be~· 

detailed, outlining the steps to be followed, the time allowed 

and the individuals involved in the process, Since the purpose 

of this segment is to provide an orderly method by which a 

resource is reconsidered, every step in the process should be 

clearly stated. 

The procedures outlined should begin with the i:nitiation of 
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the request for reconsideration and end with the appeal procedure, 

The status of the resource du:!'."ing the process should be spelled 

out• It is importa.nt that the resource in question not be re~ 

stricted during the process or, in other words, be judged before 

being proven guilty, Although objections to resources will 

usually be to parts, isolated words and phrases, or selected 

illustrations, the work must be judged as a whole, The impact 

of the resource, its place in the curriculum or media center 

collection, the way it meets or fails to meet objectives and 

criteria of selection, the appropriateness of the item for the 

age and maturity of the students for whom it has been selected 

and the objections of the citizen must all be considered, 

A policy usually provides for an informal attempt at a 

resolution of conflict before the formal process goes forward, 

This usually takes the form of a meeting between the teacher and 

the person requesting the reconsideration. It is a time for an 

explanation of the worth of the item and for a discussion of the 

rationale for the use of the item. If the citizen.is not 

satisfied after this informal attempt at resolution, the formal 

process should begin. A_ timeline should be set up, within 

reasonable limits, usually a month, for the process to take 

place, Before the meeting, all persons on a reconsideration 

committee must read, view or listen to the item in its entirety 

to determine the disposition of the resource, 

A reconsideration committee can be adhoc or standing al

though standi~ committees are preferred, The- individuals on 

the committee can be appointed or elected by the group they 

represent - teachers, administrators, media persons, citizens. 

It is important that the make-up of the committee be representa

tive of the groups and that no charge of stacking the committee 

can be made. In judicial terms, the committee represents the 

impartial jury which weighs the merits of the material against 

the objection and reaches a decision, The process should .pro

vide for testimony from the challenger and from the teacher and 

media person, if they desire to give it, In any event, the 

decision of the committee should be reported in writing to the 

Superintendent and Board, the person initiating the request for 
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nsideration and appropriate school personriel. reco • 
Copies of documents cited and the request for reconsidera-

tion form should be attached to the policy, 

Through the entire reconsideration process, the right of 

the citizen to request review should be kept in mind. The pro

cess is not designed to "get them off our backs" but rather to 
suitability of the resource is -provide a forum in which the 

. d d It is also designed to eliminate personal attacks and 
JU ge • 
transfers the decision making process from the individual teach-

er or administrator to the group, 

not eliminate challenges but they 

Policies and procedures will 

will provide a systematic 

procedure to handle complaints, 
In addition, the development of selection policies and 

procedures does not change the need for responsible selection 

of resources. School personnel must consider selection 

criteria when making purchases. Resources should meet district, 

school and department objectives, · .. Students should be provided 

with a wide variety of resources presenting all sides of con

troversial issues, Judgments about materials should be made 

for educational reasons not out of fear of attempted censorship. 

Finally, a clearly stated rationale should be prepared for any 

resource used with an entire class. 
Committees developing selection policies for school 

districts can find help from a variety of sources, The National 

Council of Teachers of English and the American Library Associa

tion both have model policies to follow including sample recon

sideration forms. In Minnesota, the Minnesota Coalition Against 

Censorship has developed a list of essential elements in 

policies and procedures and the Minnesota Educational Media 

Organization has a checklist of component parts of selection 

policies. These are available from the officers of the 

associations. Both organizations provide help to districts 

writing or revising policies. 
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