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On September 2, People for the American Way released its 14th annual report on
school censorship, Attacks on the Freedom to Learn. The following is the report’s
Executive Summary.

This 1995-96 edition of Attacks on the Freedom to Learn is People For the American
Way’s 14th annual survey of censorship and related challenges to public education.
Our primary source of information in compiling these incidents was the people who
experienced them: the teachers, librarians, school officials, parents and students who
either responded to our mailed questionnaires or who contacted our researchers
individually. In addition, we gathered information from news reports and various
forms of outreach to parents, activists and education professionals.

The report is divided into two sections. In Section One, we report and analyze the
various trends that emerged from our research. These findings and analysis are also
summarized briefly in this executive summary. Section Two is our state-by-state
accounting of attacks on the freedom to learn, in which we present short descrip-

attac ks on tions of each individual incident we have documented. These case studies illustrate
in some detail how incidents have played out in communities across the country.

the freedom Finally, a series of appendices are included at the end of this report, providing lists
of most frequently challenged books, materials, and authors, as well as a list of states
with the most documented assaults on public education.

to lea rn What is documented here surely does not represent every challenge to educational
materials or school programs during the recently concluded 1995-96 school year. We
could hardly hope to monitor and investigate every effort to impede academic freedom
in each of more than 15,000 school districts and more than 80,000 public schools
in the United States. Indeed, past experience confirms that a large amount of activity
goes unreported. The American Library Association has estimated, for example, that
for every censorship incident that is reported, four or five go unreported. Therefore,
the information provided here is best understood as a representative snapshot of con-
troversies taking place, not a comprehensive accounting.
This Report Finds:

While attacks on public education occurred with increasing frequency, actual cen-
sorship and attempts to censor have given way to broader assaults on the public
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Goodman, director of the Student Press Law Center in
Arlington, Virginia. “To sacrifice free press over one
mistake is irresponsible.”’ Reported in: Monroe Times,
August 2,

films

Hollywood, California

Miramax Films acknowledged July 18 that in order to
win an R rating, it had to edit two scenes in the British
film Trainspotting, a story about young heroin addicts.
Miramax is prohibited by its parent company, Walt
Disney, from distributing movies with an adults-only
NC-17 rating, which the picture would have received from
the MPAA. The cuts were made to a sex scene and to
a vivid image of a heroin addict shooting up. Reported
in: Petersburg Times, July 20.

Clovis, New Mexico

An Air Force commander’s decision to ban the movie
Striptease from the base theater prompted complaints of
censorship and action by senior Air Force officials to pre-
vent repetition.

Col. Michael Koerner, commander of the 27th Fighter
Wing at Cannon Air Force Base in Clovis, canceled two
showings of the R-rated movie on August 16. The Army
and Air Force Exchange Service (AAFES) manages the
base theater and booked the film.

The move brought praise from a conservative family
advocacy group and criticism from rights organizations.
Opinions were split at Cannon, where an e-mail letter
from thirteen officers raising concern about the movie
contributed to Koerner’s decision.

Officials at Air Combat Command headquarters at
Langley Air Force Base in Virginia, which oversees Can-
non, initially said banning the movie was within Koerner’s
authority. But Gen. Richard Hawley, who heads the com-
mand, on August 28 told his commanders to ‘‘use the
established system to resolve such constitutionally sen-
sitive issues in the future.”

““We regret the actions that were taken at Cannon and
that our movie patrons were not given the opportunity
to view the film and make their own decisions about its
suitability,”” AAFES officials said. They added that they
could recall no other instances when a commander had
restricted the showing of a film. AAFES theaters do not
show movies rated X or NC-17 but do show R-rated
movies. The theaters are not funded by tax revenue.

““The whole purpose of the military is to fight for peo-
ple’s rights, and I don’t think this kind of censorship on
base is right,”’ said Wayland Rogers, the spouse of a Can-
non officer who planned to see the film. ‘I understand
these people’s beliefs and I don’t dismiss them, but I don’t
think [those beliefs] should be forced on me.”
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Speaking for Koerner, Capt. Claudia Foss said the
commander was already considering canceling the movie
when he received the e-mail. “‘In his opinion, the movie
was counter to Air Force and family values, and good
order and discipline and readiness of the command,’’ she
said. ‘‘He felt that the message of the film is inconsis-
tent with the 27th Fighter Wing’s zero-tolerance policy
for sexual harassment and Wing’s emphasis on the values
of teamwork and mutual respect.’’ Reported in: Air Force
Times, September 9.

recording

Little Rock, Arkansas

In her new record album, singer Sheryl Crow sparked
a war of words with a song that says kids are killing each
other with guns they bought at Wal-Mart. The verse
prompted the Arkansas-based retailer to announce
September 9 that it won’t sell Crow’s album at any of
its 2,265 stores.

““Wal-Mart believes this is an unfair, untrue and totally
irresponsible comment, and [it] is particularly offensive
to our associates who work hard each year helping their
communities with the needs of our youth,”’ the company
said. Wal-Mart calls its employees ‘‘associates.”

Crow’s label, A&M Records, fired back with a state-
ment calling Wal-Mart’s move ‘‘de facto censorship.”’

““In their decision not to carry Sheryl Crow’s latest
release, Wal-Mart is choosing guns over music,”” A&M
chairman Al Cafaro said.

Although Wal-Mart sells guns at most of its stores, it
has strict policies prohibiting sales to minors, a company
representative said. In 1994, it stopped selling handguns
in its stores, making them available only through catalogs.
That came after the company was sued by relatives of
a Texas man who allegedly killed his parents with a gun
brought at a Wal-Mart, even though he had indicated
on a federal form that he had been treated for
mental problems. Reported in: Long Island Newsday,
September 11.

Internet

Tulsa, Oklahoma

One or more computer hackers, using racist and other
hate terms, erased tens of thousands of messages used
by a wide variety of political discussion groups on the
Internet, exposing new concerns about the security of the
worldwide computer system. At least one Internet user
in Oklahoma has been blamed for some of the more than
30,000 destroyed messages and was dropped by his ser-
vice provider.

‘“Obviously, the individual responsible is no longer
around here,”” said William Brunton, president of
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reasonably competent programmer could get around the
barriers by connecting directly to an American service
provider, for example, such methods are costly and
cumbersome and therefore out of reach for most Chinese
users.

Although other governments — notably those of Ger-
many, Singapore, and Vietnam — have tried to restrict
Internet access, no other government action has been as
sweeping nor as politically selective as the Chinese. For
example, access was blocked to several U.S.-based sites
catering to Chinese overseas and domestic university
students.

Prominent among the sites cut off were those dealing
with human rights issues, including the web sites of
Amnesty International, the New York-based Human
Rights in China and Human Rights Watch/Asia. Also
blocked were most sites related to reports on conditions
in Tibet and Web sites for several leading American
newspapers, including the Los Angeles Times, the Wall
Street Journal, the New York Times, and the Washington
Post. Cable News Network was also blocked. Reported
in: San Francisco Chronicle, September 6.

Manila, Philippines

Philippine censors have prohibited distribution of
Antonia’s Line, the fifth Academy Award-winning movie
banned in the country in three years. The film, a comedy
about the life of a rural Dutch woman and her female
descendants, won an Oscar this year as best foreign
language film. The Philippine movie review board gave
the film an X rating — effectively banning it from public
showing — because of numerous ‘‘objectionable sex
scenes.”” Reported in: Biloxi Sun Herald, July 12.

Singapore

An Internet provider has been ordered to block a news
group posting that criticized some Singapore lawyers in
a test of the city-state’s new laws for policing the global
computer network. The Singapore Broadcasting
Authority acted on a complaint by the firm, which said
the contents of the anonymous posting defamed some of
its lawyers.

It was the first action by the broadcasting agency under
screening regulations that came into effect July 15. The
government now requires Singapore’s three Internet
service providers to remove material that it finds objec-
tionable. Reported in: Seattle Times, July 19.

Harare, Zimbabwe

The government banned a gay rights exhibit from
Zimbabwe’s annual book fair July 24, citing the
‘““moral repulsiveness and deep distaste’’ with which
Zimbabweans view homosexuality. Government represen-
tative Bornwell Chakaodza said his government reacted
with ‘‘dismay and consternation’ to a decision by
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organizers of the five-day Harare International Book Fair
to allow the small Gay and Lesbian Association to par-
ticipate. A similar exhibit was banned at last year’s event.
Reported in: New London Day, July 25. (J

(attacks . . . from page 192)

in America’s schools. This year, the Christian Coalition
and its activists have been particularly active in their anti-
education efforts, often from seats on school boards, and
they have been at the center of controversies ranging from
the censorship of public citizens during the public com-
ment period of school board meetings to objecting to sex-
uality education materials.

Objections based on sexual content, objectionable
language and religion most frequent: The most frequent
complaint lodged against challenged materials was that
the treatment of sexuality was found to be offensive. That
charge was leveled against 131 challenged materials, a full
44 percent of all censorship complaints. This un-
precedented figure marks a significant increase over last
year’s figure of 32 percent. Second most common were
challenges in which materials were deemed to be profane
or to contain otherwise objectionable language. The third
most common were those in which materials were
perceived to be at odds with the objector’s religious
beliefs.

Anti-gay objections on the rise: For the second year
in a row, challenges involving claims that educators were
attempting to ‘‘promote’’ homosexuality reached record
numbers. Eighteen percent of all challenges, 85 in all, up
from nearly 16 percent last year, stemmed from such
accusations.

Sex education controversies: Sex education controver-
sies continued to soar during the 1995-96 school year.
Controversies occurred in 92 communities across the
nation, up from 62 similar incidents last year.

Student newspapers, school plays and magazines con-
tinued to be a prime target: These challenges to student
expression are particularly disturbing, in that they repre-
sent an attempt to halt students’ creativity and critical
thinking about the world around them. (J

Newsletter on Intellectual Freedom













Sirkin said the agreement stemmed from concern for
“‘the intellectual integrity of the film and maintaining
that.”” He noted that the plea involved no ‘‘admission
about the film and would not prohibit the film from be-
ing distributed in the city.”’ Had a jury declared the film
obscene, however, it would have been a crime for any
establishment to rent or sell it.

““Our contention all along was that we need not prove
that the film is actually obscene to prove pandering,”’ said
city prosecutor Terence Cosgrove. ““If the film wasn’t
obscene, you still needed to look at how it was presented.
Basically, we got what we wanted.” Reported in:
Cincinnati Enquirer, August 3.

Portland, Oregon

The Oregon Supreme Court ruled July 18 that the pur-
chase of child pornography can be banned without run-
ning afoul of free speech protections of the Oregon Con-
stitution. The 5-1 ruling helped quell concerns that
Oregon authorities were handcuffed in attempts to fight
child pornography.

In 1991, a Malheur County judge halted the prosecu-
tion of Idaho resident Michael Stoneman, who had rented
a post office box in Oregon to buy and receive child sex
videotapes and other materials through what turned out
to be a U.S. Postal Service sting.

The judge ruled, in a decision upheld by the Oregon
Court of Appeals, that a 1987 law banning the purchase
of child pornography violated the broad rights to free
speech in the state constitution. That appellate decision
made it difficult for district attorneys to pursue many
child pornography cases.

The 1995 Legislature drafted a new law banning sale
and possession of child pornography by describing it as
a crime of ‘‘encouraging sexual abuse.”” The Oregon
Supreme Court ruling followed the same line by saying
that protecting speech ‘‘does not require the state to
tolerate sexual abuse of children.”’

The ruling by Justice W. Michael Gillette said the
‘“‘state’s authority to forbid direct harm to children in-
cludes the authority to destroy the incentives for causing
that harm.”” Justice Robert D. Durham cast the sole
dissenting vote. He said the 1987 law was overly broad
because it also banned child pornography that showed
“‘simulated’’ sexual conduct.

While the Supreme Court decision didn’t directly deal
with the 1995 law, legal experts said it appeared clear that
the new statute fit comfortably within the guidelines laid
down by the court. Reported in: Portland Oregonian,
July 19.
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commercial speech

San Jose, California

Santa Clara County’s ban on gun sales at its
fairgrounds likely violates the First Amendment, the U.S.
District Court for the Northern District of California held
July 8, preliminarily enjoining enforcement of the ban.
The court said the ban infringes commercial speech
because it doesn’t directly advance the county’s interest
in curtailing gun possession.

The county argued that its policy doesn’t regulate
speech but only the unprotected conduct of selling guns.
But the court said that ‘‘some type of speech is necessarily
involved in the sale of any gun.’’ Analogizing to the ‘‘tup-
perware parties’’ held to involve protected commercial
speech in a 1989 U.S. Supreme Court decision, the court
applied the usual commercial speech analysis.

The speech involved in the gun sales is lawful and not
misleading, the court found. But the county failed to
establish that it has a substantial governmental interest
in curtailing gun sales at the fairgrounds. Although the
county ‘‘may act in the absence of empirical evidence
when it rationally perceives a threat to the health, welfare,
and benefits of its citizens,’’ the court said no evidence
of any problems which such sales or of related unlawful
activity had been presented.

Finally, the court said the ban does not directly advance
the county’s asserted interest because the county allows
guns to be sold down the street. Nor is the ban narrowly
tailored to advance gun curtailment because the exchange
of guns sold at the fairgrounds actually takes place much
later at other locations, the court added. Reported in:
U.S. Law Week, August 6.

parody

Oklahoma City, Oklahoma

The Major League Baseball Players Association
(MLBPA) went down swinging in an attempt to protect
its members’ right of publicity when the U.S. Court of
Appeals for the Tenth Circuit ruled that parody trading
cards of active players are protected by the First Amend-
ment and, therefore, are not vulnerable to Oklahoma’s
statutory protection of publicity rights.

The right of publicity recognizes a person’s property
interest in controlling the commercial use of his identity.
An Oklahoma company that produces parody trading
cards featuring caricatures of active major league baseball
players on the front and humorous commentary about
their careers on the back asked for a declaration that its
cards do not infringe the publicity rights of the MLBPA,
which polices the publicity rights of its members through
a licensing program.

(continued on page 209)
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university

Princeton, New Jersey

Princeton University says it needs to outlaw political
e-mail or partisan Internet home pages from its computer
network to retain its tax-exempt status with the Internal
Revenue Service. Critics say the university is stifling
political speech in a presidential election year.

Princeton officials said use of the university’s computer
systems for political purposes is akin to using the school’s
stationery, but free-speech advocates say electioneering
on the Internet is no different than holding a rally on
campus.

The debate was the result of a July 19 memorandum
addressed to students and faculty members. The memo
reiterated Princeton’s three-year-old policy against use
of its computer network for political purposes. The memo
came in response to a June incident when campaign
literature for congressional candidate Rush Holt, the
assistant director of the Princeton Plasma Physics
Laboratory, was sent over the university’s computer net-
work to students and faculty members by an unidentified
person. Holt lost his bid.

‘““We are a tax-exempt entity and as such we are banned
by the IRS from engaging in any political activity for or
against any candidate or having something for one can-
didate to the exclusion of another,”” said Princeton
representative Mary Caffrey. ‘‘If students or faculty use
our computer system for political purposes, it can be
taken that the university is involved in partisan politics.”’

Princeton’s ban, Caffrey stressed, is aimed at organized
political activity and is not meant to prevent students
from sending e-mail to other students about the upcom-
ing presidential election or other political topics.

Princeton’s official Web site includes a page for the
Princeton University College Republicans. That pages
says the group’s primary aim is to support the campaigns
of Republican candidates. The site has no page for any
university Democratic organization.

Free speech advocates have charged that Princeton is
engaging in censorship.

““We rarely see anything this blatant or stupid,’’ said
Mike Godwin, an attorney for the Electronic Frontier
Foundation. ‘‘Freedom of speech is guaranteed by the
U.S. Constitution and Princeton University cannot
abridge that. How can a university that supposedly is so
smart, be so dumb as to tell students and faculty they
cannot use the Internet or electronic mail for political
speech?”’

The policy also was criticized by the ACLU, which
wrote to university President Harold Shapiro challeng-
ing the ban. Reported in: Trenton Times, August 19.
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harmful matter

Los Angeles, California

After hearing oral arguments July 11 that included one
attorney contending a state law would ban constitutional-
ly protected material, a three-judge panel of the U.S.
Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit considered a
California statute that would keep minors away from
adult-oriented publications sold at curbside vending
machines.

The law in question was to become effective eighteen
months earlier, but a lawsuit, an injunction, and other
court action, including a contempt ruling against
Attorney General Dan Lungren, has prevented it from
being enforced. In November, 1995, two Ninth Circuit
judges placed a stay on a district court order that deter-
mined the law does not violate the First Amendment pro-
tections given to publishers.

Attorney Stanley Fleishman argued July 11 that the
law, which makes it a crime to sell ‘‘harmful matter”’
from a coin-operated vending machine unless it is super-
vised by an adult, is a ‘‘massive intrusion into First
Amendment rights.”’

Fleishman said the state defendants failed to show that
the law is the least restrictive means for meeting the state’s
interest. Furthermore, he contended, the state failed to
demonstrate a compelling need to restrict sale of these
publications, pointing to a trial record that showed only
adult males purchase the sexually oriented tabloids
typically sold for a dollar from machines.

Deputy Attorney General Christopher C. Foley
disputed several of Fleishman’s key claims. Foley noted
that far from a total ban, the statute left the publishers
thousands of outlets, as U.S. District Court Judge
Manuel L. Real noted. While prohibiting the sale of adult
magazines in coin-operated vending machines, the law
does not ban sales in adult-only venues.

But the publishers of The Sun, Hollywood Playdates,
Swinger, and Kinky, as well as other magazines,
contended that the law effectively puts them out of
business for two reasons: no retail establishment was will-
ing to sell the periodicals and it was simply too expen-
sive to monitor sales made through vending machines.

“The evil being addressed by this statute is children’s
exposure to it,”” Foley said. But the judges responded that
the Legislature had never commissioned any study to
determine if children were indeed being exposed to the
magazines. ‘‘How can there be a compelling state interest
if there is no purchase?’’ asked Judge A. Wallace
Tashima. Reported in: San Francisco Daily Journal,
July 15.
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in elementary school libraries in the Edmonds School
District. The school board on August 21 unanimously
rejected a parent’s request to remove Draw Me a Star,
by Eric Carle. The drawings of the naked couple — whose
genitals are suggested by geometric shapes and varied pat-
terns — appear alongside the words, ‘‘Draw me a woman
and a man. And the artist drew a handsome couple.”’
““I feel this kind of material desensitizes our children
to nudity,’’ said parent Bernadette Somers, who first saw
the book when her five-year-old daughter brought it home
from Lynndale Elementary School. In May, Somers
requested that the book be removed. A review commit-
tee concluded that it should stay and Superintendent
Brian Benzel agreed. Somers appealed to the board.
Reported in: Portland Oregonian, August 23.

schools

Paris, Maine

The SAD 17 Board of Education gave approval
September 16 to the continued teaching of the novels The
Catcher in the Rye, by J.D. Salinger, and The Beans of
Egypt, Maine, by Carolyn Chute, at Oxford Hills High
School, provided procedures to inform parents of the
books their children will read be developed and
implemented.

The 21-1 vote came after an emotional clash over values
and censorship among the more than sixty audience
members who turned out for the board’s final ruling in
the case. Oxford parent Gary Frechette had challenged
the English Department’s teaching of the two books. The
vote endorsed a recommendation made the previous week
by the board’s Curriculum Committee.

In comments to the board, Frechette reiterated his view
that teachers are not qualified to explore the issues of
rape, incest, suicide and mental illness contained in
Chute’s novel. He had earlier objected to the use of “‘the
‘F’ word”” in Salinger’s book. ‘‘Ninety percent of the
people I spoke to can’t believe these books are being
used,”’ he said.

English Department head Tom Harvey, whose teaching
of Salinger’s always controversial book initially sparked
the controversy, said the ultimate message of the book
was that ‘“‘Holden discovered that children cannot be
shielded and that there are no catchers in the rye.”
Reported in: Lewiston Sun-Journal, September 17;
Norway Advertiser-Democrat, August 29.

Eden, North Carolina

Moss Street Elementary School will continue to use the
Newbery Award-winning novel Sounder, by William H.
Armstrong, as reading material for fifth-grade students,
despite its use of offensive language. By a 7-1 vote, the
Rockingham County Consolidated Board of Education
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decided July 11 to keep the book on the recommended
reading list despite a parent’s complaint that it contains
racial slurs. The board upheld the rulings of two review
committees.

Parent Elinor Blackwell, who challenged the book
when she saw it on her son’s reading list, acknowledged
Sounder’s educational value, but said its use of a racial
slur was unacceptable. She said she would prefer that all
profanity be edited from the text before it is given to
students.

“‘If the book has such a great literary value with the
racial slurs, then it will not lose value by editing or omit-
ting those words,’” Blackwell said. ‘‘I never desired at
any time for the book to be banned. My main concern
was not exposing my child to profanity in a classroom
setting.”’

Herman Hines, the board’s only black member was
also the only member to side with Blackwell by voting
to ban the book because of its language. ‘‘That kind of
garbage is not in my heart and not in my mind,”’ he said.
““I don’t believe our kids should be exposed to that.”
Reported in: Greensboro News & Record, July 12;
Madison Messenger, July 12.

university

Scranton, Pennsylvania

The University of Scranton will continue using a
medical ethics textbook that describes how people, in cer-
tain situations, justify having and performing abortions.
The book, Health Care Ethics: Principles and Problems,
co-written by two university instructors and a former pro-
fessor, has been the subject of a simmering controversy
for nearly two years.

The book has come under strident criticism from the
leadership of Pennsylvanians for Human Life, an anti-
abortion group that has demanded the university to stop
using the book. The University of Scranton is affiliated
with the Roman Catholic church, which opposes
abortion.

Rev. J.A. Panuska, S.J., university president, said that
church teaching against abortion and the sensitivities of
anti-abortion groups must accommodate the realities of
academia. ‘‘[The university] cannot be Catholic before
it is a university,”” Panuska said. ‘“We are a better
Catholic institution if we remain a university. We are very
conscious of being Catholic.”

Panuska called the book a ‘“provocative textbook’’ and
said, ‘“It’s one part of a way of raising questions.”” He
said acquiescing to PHL’s demand to cease using the
book would shackle freedom of thought.

“I would emphatically deny that we are teaching abor-
tion,”” he continued. ‘‘The Pennsylvanians for Human
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