





























schools

Prince George’s County, Maryland

Elaine Carter was helping her daughter with her homework
one night when she discovered the child had learned a new
word in the third grade—eviction. After listening to a descrip-
tion of ““‘Sidewalk Story,” by Sharon Bell Mathis, she wrote
the girl’s teacher and asked to borrow a copy of the reader
in which the story is included. After reading the story, Carter
said she asked a counselor in her daughter’s school if the story
could be taken out of the reader. She said she was told it could
not, but that teachers would not use it.

That was in late 1985. When Carter learned in October that
the story was still being used she made a formal complaint
to the county Board of Education. The complaint set in mo-
tion the school system’s procedure for dealing with objec-
tions to instructional materials.

“Sidewalk Story” won an award from the Council on In-
terracial Books for Children, but Carter didn’t like what she
felt was the sterotypical environment in which the story is
set and the fact that a character lied to police and a reporter
in seeking help for a friend’s family. She charged that the
story is a too-negative portrayal of Black family life.

“Just to read the story is negative,” Carter said. ““It’s about
a mother who has seven children, no husband, and a menial
job that doesn’t pay her when she is sick, so she can’t pay
the rent and she gets evicted.”’

Louise F. Waynant, associate superintendent of instruction
for the school system, said the story would be reviewed by
a group of outside experts, including Linda Shevits, of the
Maryland Department of Education; Bette McLeod, coor-
dinator of the school system’s Human Relations Department;
Sandra Chinn, Mcleod’s assistant; and Evangeline Wise of
the system’s Staff Development Department. They were to
report back to Waynant who, in turn, was to make a recom-
mendation to the Board of Education. Reported in: Prince
George's Journal, November 6.

Plymouth, Michigan

The movie The Breakfast Club was banned from the
Plymouth-Canton School District in October because of com-
plaints from district residents and parents about profanity and
marijuana used by its characters. The R-rated 1985 film was
shown the previous school year to a psychology class and
to an interpersonal communications class.

In a letter to Diane Daskalakis, an unsuccessful candidate
for the school board who collected 700 signatures on a peti-
tion against the movie, Assistant Superintendent for Instfuc-
tion Michael Homes said the film was banned for its “‘bla-
tant and gratuitous use of profanity.”

Daskalakis also filed a complaint about a showing of the
film The Sword and the Sorceror in a class studying the mid-
dle ages. She said the movie promotes “‘devil-worship.” She
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also said she would object to showings of Ghostbusters, Teen
Wolf and Excalibur because there is an “‘overall theme of
teaching the occult and the powers of hell” in them.
Daskalakis also led an unsuccessful fight to bar a speech to
students by Gundella, a self-proclaimed witch, on Halloween,
1985.

In that instance, a special school review committee, con-
sisting of two parents, an administrator, a librarian and a
teacher, concluded that “‘there is room in any carefully
developed curriculum for the use of a wide variety of educa-
tional strategies. To take one of these strategies out of con-
text is to cast a chill on all that is creative and innovative in
the profession of teaching.”” Marion Kuclo, under the
pseudonym of Gundella, spoke on the history of witchcraft
and positive thinking, despite the protest of a coalition of
parents and local ministers that Gundella would “indoctrinate
the students in the virtues of witchcraft.”

In this latest controversy, Superintendent John M. Hoben
wrote in a memo to principals, area coordinators, assistant
principals and other administrators: ‘‘Because we are en-
trusted with the education of the community’s youth we must,
rightfully, take a leadership role in determining what is ap-
propriate and acceptable. Resources which are obvious in
their depiction of such factors as profanity, violence, nudity
and promiscuous sexual conduct are clearly inappropriate and
unacceptable for use as educational resources in the
classrooms of this district.””

The decision to ban The Breakfast Club led to over two
hundred students attending an October 11 board meeting to
protest, but the ban was not lifted. Scott Smith, a graduate
of Plymouth-Canton High School, told the board the film
had important psychological and sociological content, as it
dealt with stereotyping among students. ‘‘There are
thousands of people living in the community. How can you
let 700 decide?”’ he asked.

Dawn Soerries, an English teacher at Plymouth-Canton
High, described the action as ‘‘an overt act of censorship.
Obviously, the censors equated the value of the film with
the amount of ‘offensive language’ found within it. As a result
of this decision, teachers no longer have the option of using
this film in class, students of legal adult age are denied the
right to view it as part of their education, and the decision
of whether minor aged students should be allowed to view
the film has been wrested from their parents.’’

‘“We don’t deny that [censorship is] what we're doing,””
Daskalakis said. ‘‘Censorship is not a dirty word. We cen-
sor everything we do. I censor everything that comes in and
out of my personal and social life. Free speech is one of the
great freedoms of this country,’” she continued, ‘‘but, if I
disagree with what an individual is saying or teaching I want
the right to get away from them and not accept their ideas. "
Reported in: The Community Crier, October 22 Detroit Free
Press, August 28. October 11, 16; Plymouth Observer,
October 16.




























the basis of any political motivation.”’ He said an appeal was
necessary to fulfill U.S. treaty obligations. *‘All the agency
is trying to do is live up to the treaty’s terms,’” he said.

In announcing the agency’s decision to appeal, Joseph
O’Connell, acting director of the USIA public affairs depart-
ment, said the agency ‘‘would be much happier’” if documen-
tary film makers were untaxed altogether. ‘‘If that were the
case then these certificates would not be needed and the USIA
would cheerfully get out of the film reviewing and certificate
issuance business.”” Three years ago the U.S. dropped all
import duties on documentary films, but other governments
have not as yet reciprocated. Reported in: Los Angeles Times,
October 25; Washington Post, October 25;New York Times,
October 30; Wall Street Journal, October 27; Variety,
October 27.

obscenity

Atlanta, Georgia

A federal judge on September 25 declared unconstitutional
the controversial ‘‘display’’ provision of Georgia’s obscenity
law, saying the law as written, in effect, would ‘‘reduce an
adult’s selection of reading materials to a book list suitable
for a fifth-grade class.”” U.S. District Court Judge Marvin
Shoob concluded that the provision, which prohibits the
display of sexually explicit material where minors might see
it, is overly broad and imposes an unreasonable burden on
the First Amendment rights of authors, publishers,
booksellers, and adult readers.

Shoob also declared unconstitutional another portion of the
law that exempted public libraries from the display provi-
sion, saying the defendants had not proved how the exemp-
tion would protect minors from harmful materials.

Georgia’s previous obscenity law was ruled unconstitu-
tional in 1981. That law was rewritten and signed in April,
1984, but Shoob later barred state officials from enforcing
the newly added display provision after it was challenged
by the American Booksellers Association and other
organizations.

“We're pleased that the judge has adhered to his
preliminary decision and followed what I think is the cur-
rent thinking of most courts, that such laws constitute an un-
constitutional infringement of First Amendment rights on
both children and adults,’” said attorney Michael Bamberger,
who represented the booksellers and seven other plaintiffs.

Shoob said the display provision ‘‘goes well beyond the
permissible boundaries of regulation, prohibiting the display
not only of sexually graphic magazines and novels, but also
of classic works of literature and a significant portion of
popular fiction.™’

““Simply stated, because display is the critical element in
the marketing of books. and because the [provision] would
represent a major disruption in the business of bookselling
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and as a practical matter, would drastically reduce adults’
selection of reading material,”” Shoob wrote.

““The evil in the [provision] is not its purpose, but rather
its breadth,’” he added. Shoob said the law could be rewrit-
ten in a way that would reasonably restrict the display of
graphic magazines. He gave the state twenty days to address
whether it would delete the display provision and library ex-
emption. Reported in: Atlanta Constitution, September 26.

Champaign-Urbana, Illinis

A federal judge struck down October 17 part of an Illinois
law allowing adult bookstores to be shut down as public
nuisances. The law, in effect since January 1, 1986, allow-
ed judges to close a business if they deemed it a public
nuisance, based on affidavits or other sworn evidence from
the state.

U.S. District Court Judge Harold Baker struck down part
of the law, saying it ‘‘would suppress the moral along with
the prurient and the aesthetic . . . along with the obscene.”’
Baker ruled unconstitutional a section of the law which per-
mitted the state to bar business owners from removing stock
and forced them to ‘‘padlock’’ their business until a court
made a final judgement on the nuisance charges. He said the
law was ‘‘aimed not so much at punishment as at suppres-
sion of the dissemination of the material alleged to be
obscene.”’

The law was challenged by Eagle Books, Inc., which runs
the Urbana News Bookstore, in a suit filed against Cham-
paign County State’s Attorney Thomas Difanis. Although
the law was not applied in the county, Eagle Books said
they feared it would be used by Difanis to shut down their
Urbana operation. A similar public nuisance statute was
employed in the county several years earlier to shut down
massage parlors. Reported in: Champaign-Urbana News-
Gazette, October 19.

cable TV

Salt Lake City, Utah

The U.S. Court of Appeals for the 10th Circuit in Denver
ruled in September that a Utah law prohibiting cable com-
panies from distributing indecent programs was unconstitu-
tional. It concluded that the First Amendment prevents
government from interfering with cable operators’ program-
ming decisions unless the material aired is obscene. The court
rejected the state’s argument that cable is like over-the-air
broadcasting and does not enjoy full First Amendment pro-
tection from content regulation.

In 1981, the Utah Legislature enacted a statute making 1t
a crime for a cable franchise to distribute any *‘pornographic
or indecent material™’ to subscribers. The law was declared
unconstitutional in January, 1982, by a federal district judge.
The state did not appeal, but in 1983, the Legislature enacted
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