
Banned Books
Freedom to read. Who is free to read what?

We are lucky in Canada. We live in a democracy that believes in equal access to ideas and books: books at school and 
books in libraries where they are free to be borrowed, learned from and enjoyed. Not all countries in the world enjoy this 
freedom. In some places censorship is very strong and limits what kind of books are available. 

Even in Canada there is some censorship; it revolves around the prohibition of Hate literature. This feels reasonable and 
good. And yet, this issue does not end there. We can explore this more deeply.

Even though we enjoy this access to all kinds of books (bookstores, online, libraries and schools), there are a few ways in 
which certain books are still not be made available to us. This also is a kind of suppression or censorship:

Once they are written and made public in schools, libraries and shops, certain books could be challenged by someone 
who feels they are inappropriate for certain ages or they promote a worldview and values that they do not share. 
Canadians have the right to speak up about this: they can go into schools and libraries and challenge that book’s 
accessibility. This in some cases has lead to certain books being either removed to another area or even banned.

Even before books are published, which books get published can involve a kind of censorship. Publishers have the 
power to deny publication of certain books which means we won’t see them in schools or libraries or bookstores. 

The Ministry of Education and School boards can decide which books are banned or do not make it onto the 
educator’s recommended book lists which means students cannot access them there.

Each of these examples illustrates that there is more suppression of some books or literature in Canada than we might be 
aware of.
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STEP ONE: As a warm-up, have the class discussion exploring the issue of banned books. Below are some possible 
conversation prompts.

How is freedom of speech (and freedom to write) essential to democracy?

Why are certain books seen as inappropriate to include in school libraries?

What are the effects on students when they do not see themselves and their families reflected in books?

What is the relationship between social values and the books you read?

What is behind the publisher’s decision and concerns that lead to a book not getting published?

Can you think of other ways that books might get censored, or not be recommended as others are? How might they 
be discouraged?

STEP TWO: Continue the exploration in small groups using the questions below. Ensure the students have a pen 
and paper.

Make a list or diagram of any books you were told you cannot read yet. Do you know why? How do you feel about this?

Have you wanted to read books about people that reflect you, your family, or community but not been able to find 
them?

Create a list of books you think should be challenged. Discuss why with your group.

Have you read a book, or part of a book, and discovered that there was content you were not comfortable reading? 
What was that like?

STEP THREE: Project time. Have students in partners or small groups to choose one of the following activities. 
Their goal is to raise awareness and open conversation about this issue.

Organize a panel or debate about the censorship of freedom of speech and banned books in your class.

Ask a librarian (school or public) to do an interview about banned or challenged books.

Have the students develop interview questions

Once they have determined who the librarian is, have them ask for permission to record the interview and share 
with the class. Assure the librarian they will also get to listen to the interview.

We encourage you to invite the librarian to your class for a follow-discussion and Q&A session.

Ask your principal to work with you, teachers and classes to participate in Banned Books week in Feb 2021. You can 
create a letter that encourages family and community members to engage in this issue in their own safe circles/ 
bubbles.

Research a banned writer in Canada who fought and/or continues to fight for the right to be published and read in 
schools and libraries. Create a banned books quiz for your class. Students can write a short persuasive argument 
about why a certain book should not be banned (or visversa). They may invite parents to read these and set up 
opportunities to have supportive discussion with the teacher and/or class.
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 RESOURCES AND INSPIRATIONS
Available at the Nelson Municipal Library:

Audio - banned books quiz (you might be surprised!)

Audio - Anne deGrace and Jane Byers - Inclusion March 4th, 2019

Other:
Banning a Book: Why freedom to read cannot be take for Granted

Indigenous books on the ‘not recommended’ list in schools

Canada and censorship

Freedom to Read website (Canada)(see Kits and list of Challenged works)

Banned book week - Feb 2021 (Banned Book Week (US))

PEN Canada

CURRICULAR CONNECTIONS
Create artistic works collaboratively and as an individual using ideas inspired by imagination, inquiry, experimentation, 
and purposeful play.

Develop personal and collective responsibility associated with creating, experiencing, or sharing in a safe learning 
environment.

Use the arts to communicate, respond to and understand environmental and global issues.

Experience art to challenge our point of view and expand our understanding of others.

Take stakeholders’ perspectives on issues, developments, or events by making.

Inferences about their beliefs, values, and motivations.

Explain and infer different perspectives on past or present people, places, issues, or events by considering prevailing 
norms, values, worldviews, and beliefs.

Student/s write/s a short persuasive argument about why a certain book should not be banned (or visversa). They 
invite parents to read these and set up opportunities to have supportive discussion with the teacher and/or class.

Our School Program Coordinator would love to hear from you - questions and ideas are welcome. We want to support you 
and your students engaging in the curriculum expectations. Please email Alison Talbot Kelly at 
schools@touchstonesnelson.ca.

Please consider sharing your work with Touchstones Nelson Museum. We would love to know what you learned and 
generated and would post digital expressions of your projects on our website.

 


