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Bridging Cultures Muslim Journeys 
 

Project FAQ, Talking Points, and Other Tips  
for Managing Media Inquiries and Community Challenges 

 

Congratulations on being selected to participate in Bridging Cultures: Muslim Journeys! As you 
prepare for your upcoming Bookshelf and Let’s Talk About It programs, please review the following 
information to best prepare for community and media interest in the project.  

If you require assistance preparing for a media inquiry or interview, please contact the ALA 
Public Programs Office staff (publicprograms@ala.org; 800-545-2433, ext. 5045) or the NEH’s 
Bridging Cultures staff (bridgingcultures@neh.gov). 

If you require assistance in responding to a community challenge of any kind, please contact the 
ALA Office for Intellectual Freedom (oif@ala.org; 800-545-2433, ext. 4223). 

Project FAQ 

What is the Bridging Cultures Bookshelf: Muslim Journeys? What is Let’s Talk About It: Muslim 
Journeys? 

The Muslim Journeys Bookshelf is a collection development and programming grant available to 
public, academic, and community college libraries, as well as state humanities councils, in the U.S. 
and its territories. The Bookshelf includes 25 books, 3 DVDs, a one-year subscription to Oxford 
Islamic Studies Online, access to a collection of short videos produced for the project titled “Islamic 
Art Spots,” and a suite of related promotional and programming support materials. The collection 
was chosen with a view to familiarizing the American public with the cultural heritage of Islamic 
civilizations around the world. 

The Let's Talk About It: Muslim Journeys program is a scholar-led reading and discussion series for 
public audiences, based on ALA’s 30-year-old Let’s Talk About It (LTAI) program model. The 
LTAI model involves reading a common series of books selected by a nationally known scholar, 
and discussing them in the context of a larger, overarching theme. Participants explore the theme 
through the lens of the humanities, relating the readings to historical trends and events, other works 
of literature, philosophical and ethical considerations. Since 1982, ALA has offered LTAI 
programming on themes ranging from African-American migration to Latino literature to the new 
millennium and even children’s literature. 

In May 2013, 125 grants of up to $4,500 were awarded to libraries and state and territorial 
humanities councils around the country to host programs on one of five Let’s Talk About It: Muslim 
Journeys themes: American Stories; Connected Histories; Literary Reflections; Pathways of Faith; 
and Points of View.  
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What are the goals of the Bookshelf and Let’s Talk About It?  

• To introduce readers to some new and diverse perspectives on the people, places, histories, 
beliefs, practices, and cultures of Muslims in the United States and around the world.  

• To distribute a core collection of materials that relate to Muslim lives and cultures, 
addressing an important and timely area of library collection development during a critical 
time of wide-spread budget cuts. The project will add a minimum of 23,000 new books and 
DVDs to America’s libraries, for use in their permanent collections. 

• To actively engage communities in consideration of and discussion about Muslim lives and 
cultures, through public programs at their local library. It is hoped that these programs will 
have a lasting impact on non-Muslim Americans’ knowledge and understanding of Islamic 
cultures, and bring people of all backgrounds together to discuss connections between their 
own beliefs, communities, cultures and shared humanity. 

• To raise the visibility of libraries as centers of community, culture, and civic engagement, 
where people of all backgrounds can gather for reflection, discovery, participation and 
growth. 

• To encourage and strengthen local partnerships between libraries and humanities councils; 
literature, religion and history scholars; community organizations such as interfaith councils, 
museums, arts councils, historical societies, and university groups; and the public. 

Which organizations are involved, and what are their roles? How has this project been funded? 

The Bridging Cultures Bookshelf: Muslim Journeys is a project of the National Endowment for the 
Humanities, conducted in cooperation with the American Library Association and the Ali Vural Ak 
Center for Global Islamic Studies, George Mason University. 

Major support for the Muslim Journeys Bookshelf was provided by a grant from Carnegie 
Corporation of New York. Additional support for the arts and media components was provided by 
the Doris Duke Foundation for Islamic Art. Funding for Let’s Talk About It: Muslim Journeys 
program grants has been provided by the National Endowment for the Humanities as part of its 
Bridging Cultures initiative.     

As a project partner, the American Library Association is assisting with various elements of 
program administration including grant application hosting, promotion, and review; collection 
procurement; award distribution; development of library program models and resources; and 
technical and program support to libraries and state humanities councils during the grant term.  

How many libraries have been selected to receive the Bookshelf and Let’s Talk About It grants? 

A total of 953 libraries and state humanities councils have been selected to receive the Bookshelf, 
which breaks down as follows by institution type: 

• 36 state humanities councils  
• 196 academic libraries 
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• 115 community college libraries 
• 606 public libraries 

A list of all participating Bookshelf sites is available here: 
http://www.programminglibrarian.org/muslimjourneys/mj-selected-libraries.html  

In May 2013, 125 of the libraries and state humanities councils already selected to participate in the 
Bookshelf were awarded a Let’s Talk About It: Muslim Journeys programming grant. For a list of 
participating locations and program schedules, see 
http://www.programminglibrarian.org/muslimjourneys/mj-ltai/ltai-mj-selected-libraries.html.  

How were libraries and state humanities councils selected? 

Libraries and state humanities councils were invited to apply through a competitive application 
process. Applications for the Bookshelf were accepted online from June 15 – October 25, 2012, and 
applications for Let’s Talk About It were accepted from January 15 – March 29, 2013. All 
applications were peer reviewed by programming librarians from public, academic and community 
college libraries based on criteria outlined in the application guidelines (available via 
www.programminglibrarian.org/muslimjourneys). The Chairman of the National Endowment for 
the Humanities made the final award decisions. 

How were the books and other materials selected? 

The resources comprising the Bookshelf were recommended, reviewed, and selected by 
distinguished scholars in the fields of anthropology, world history, religious studies, interfaith 
dialogue, the history of art and architecture, and world literature, as well as interdisciplinary fields 
such as Middle East studies, Southeast Asian studies, African studies, and Islamic studies. Six 
public libraries hosted focus groups to review many of the titles, and all titles were reviewed by 
ALA members with extensive library programming experience. 

All titles that will be discussed through Let’s Talk About It: Muslim Journeys were included on the 
Bridging Cultures Bookshelf: Muslim Journeys. 

Have NEH and ALA ever presented other initiatives that relate to world religions? 

Yes. For a list of other programs funded by the NEH on various world religions, see 
http://www.neh.gov/files/press-release/bridging-cultures-world_religion_list.pdf 

The ALA Public Programs Office is always seeking new opportunities for libraries to present 
scholar-led, high quality humanities programs on world cultures, histories and religions. Two 
examples of programs ALA has recently presented are “Manifold Greatness: Creation and Afterlife 
of the King James Bible” and “Let’s Talk About It: Jewish Literature.” 
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General tips for controversial library programs 

How might my library respond to a patron who objects to a particular title that will be discussed in 
an upcoming Let’s Talk About It program?  

One purpose of the Bridging Cultures: Muslim Journeys project is to give everyone who wishes to 
engage in dialogue about the issues it raises an opportunity to do so, whether they are Muslim or 
non-Muslim, native-born Americans or immigrants, women or men.  Let the patron know that they 
are welcome to attend the public session, and that disagreement, expressed with respect and civility, 
is always welcomed in NEH/ALA funded programs. Prior to beginning a discussion session, remind 
attendees that discussions should be characterized by an ethos of openness and respect, upholding 
the basic norms of civil discourse.  

Remind your scholars and presenters that library programs should be conducted without partisan 
advocacy; respectful of divergent views; free of ad hominem commentary; and devoid of ethnic, 
religious, gender, or racial bias.  

What else can I do to prepare for my programs? 

As you plan your Muslim Journeys programming, you may wish to access the webinar “Engaging 
Communities Through Controversy,” presented by the ALA Office for Library Advocacy and 
available via http://www.ala.org/advocacy/advleg/empoweringvoices. 

As noted in the webinar, the following special preparations can be considered, depending on your 
event. The efforts below were conducted for the Silicon Valley Reads 10th anniversary program 
“Muslim and American”, presented by the San Jose Public Library Foundation, Santa Clara County 
Office of Education, and Santa Clara County Library: 

•  Develop key messages in advance of program promotion, to answer challenging questions 
as well as criticisms about the theme. 

•  Offer moderated Q&A with written questions only. 

•  Monitor blogs and other public online forums closely. 

•  Open programs in a way that will set a positive tone. The Santa Clara County Library often 
used the video “A Land Called Paradise,” available through 
http://www.linktv.org/video/2944. This piece won the 2012 One Nation Many Voices 
Filmmaker Awards Grand Prize.  

•  Include a uniformed police officer and/or special security at high profile events.* 

•  Provide escorts to remain with authors or other speakers before, during and after 
programs.* 
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*Note that these suggestions are appropriate primarily for large, public events such as author 
readings, rather than for smaller (20-25 people) LTAI discussion series events.   

Additional talking points and resources from ALA’s Office for Intellectual Freedom 

What types of religious materials may libraries buy for their collections?   

Librarians have a professional responsibility to be inclusive rather than exclusive in collection 
development. Libraries serve all members of their communities and, within their budgetary 
constraints, should address the information needs and desires of all members – including religious 
information needs. 

Why include materials on Islam and Islamic cultures in library collections, or host library events on 
these topics?   

We live in diverse communities, and libraries have a responsibility to serve the information needs of 
everyone – not just the most powerful, the most vocal, or even the majority. Libraries have an 
obligation to ensure that all viewpoints are represented in their collections, and that includes views 
some may find unorthodox, unpopular, or controversial. Materials and events on Islam and Islamic 
cultures can help fulfill the need for information on world events, politics, social movements, or 
simply offer entertainment from a new or different perspective. 

Should libraries with resources about Islam include an equal number of materials on Christianity, 
Judaism, Hinduism, and other religions in their collections?   

A balanced library collection reflects a diversity of materials and resources, not an equality of 
numbers. Collections should reflect the needs of the community the library serves by providing 
access to diverse religious thought. The presence of materials or programming on any particular 
religion should not imply promotion or endorsement of one religion over another. 

Online resources 

• Intellectual Freedom Manual: http://ifmanual.org/    
• Religion in American Libraries: Questions and Answers: 

http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybill/interpretations/meetingrooms/religion-q-a    
• Diversity of Collection Development: An Interpretation of the Library Bill of Rights 

http://www.ifmanual.org/diversecollection  
• Public Library Collection Development Policies and Intellectual Freedom: 

http://ifmanual.org/plcdpif  
• Guidelines for Responding to Complaints: http://ifmanual.org/guidelinecomplaint   
• Crisis Communication with the Media: 

http://www.ala.org/offices/oif/iftoolkits/toolkitsprivacy/privacycommunication/crisiscommu
nication/crisiscommunication  


