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Abstract 

This phenomenological study examined the impact of book censorship on the roles of school 
librarians within a large Texas school district. Eleven school librarians participated in in-depth 
individual interviews that were guided by two central research questions. The analysis revealed 
several emerging themes, indicating that book censorship is exerting a detrimental influence on 
school librarians. The findings of the study suggest that collection development is demanding 
significantly more time and effort than in the past, and that book censorship is adversely 
affecting the overall well-being of school librarians, contributing to heightened stress and 
challenges in their work environment.
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Introduction 
 
The introduction of new anti-obscenity legislation affecting school libraries has led to significant 
changes in school library selection policies and lending practices (Richman, 2023). These 
policies have raised concerns among school librarians, leaving many uncertain about how to 
adequately support all students and adhere to the tenets of librarianship while being challenged 
by people who disagree with those tenets (Cockcroft, 2023). As a consequence, some school 
librarians are exiting the profession, while others who remain are increasingly questioning their 
mental health and well-being (Hinds, 2023). Furthermore, there is growing uncertainty regarding 
their role within the school community (Whitton, 2019). 
 
School librarians often find themselves conflicted, as they are expected to support students both 
academically and emotionally (Yorio, 2022). Professional standards mandate that they provide a 
welcoming and safe environment for students (Pasquini & Shultz-Jones, 2019). However, 
restrictive legislation and the threat of legal action complicate their daily responsibilities 
(Jamison, 2020). Carlson (2020) has highlighted school librarians’ vital contribution to students’ 
acquisition of information literacy, yet book censorship has significantly hampered school 
librarians’ ability to provide access to diverse materials. Elkins (2018) argued that further 
research was necessary to examine the impact of these stressors on librarians’ emotions and well-
being. 
 
This study is therefore significant, as it aims to identify the influence of book censorship on the 
work, roles, and well-being of school librarians in a large school district in Texas in a period of 
new challenges to librarians’ efforts to support all readers. By exploring how book challenges 
and support for censorship influence the role of school librarians, this research will help library 
professionals and school administrators to design and implement programs that better support 
school librarians in the face of censorship challenges (Sachdeva et al., 2023). 
 
Statement of Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the impact of book censorship on the roles 
of school librarians within a large Texas school district. This research was guided by the 
following questions: 

 
1. How has the climate of book censorship, bans, and challenges in one Texas 

school district influenced the school librarian’s role in collection development? 
 

2. How has the climate of book censorship, bans, and challenges in one Texas 
school district impacted school librarians’ self-efficacy and well-being? 
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Literature Review 
 
Historically, school librarians’ key responsibilities included cataloging, reference services, 
instruction, and collection management (Murray, 2014). In contemporary practice, school 
librarians serve multifaceted roles that encompass reader advisory, information literacy 
education, promotion of inquiry, and leadership in technology integration. School librarians also 
engage in collaboration and co-teaching with educators (Valenza, 2010). Despite the complexity 
of these roles, many of school librarians’ tasks and responsibilities remain unstated in formal 
contracts, often leading to feelings of being overwhelmed and undervalued (Elkins, 2018). 
 
A critical aspect of the school librarian’s role is enhancing student achievement by fostering 
reading and literacy skill development (Hibbard & Franklin, 2015; Merga, 2020b). Merga’s 
research (2020a; 2021) further underscored the positive impact that librarians can have on 
students’ mental health through the provision of rich, diverse collections that encourage reading 
for pleasure. Culturally relevant texts in particular enable students to forge meaningful 
connections that bolster their reading skills (Christ et al., 2018). School librarians bear the 
responsibility of curating these collections and supporting students’ mental well-being by 
selecting appropriate materials (Merga, 2020a; 2021). Moreover, librarians often act as 
bibliotherapists, helping students navigate personal challenges through literature (Aramide, 
2020). 
 
School librarians and professional school librarian organizations have emphasized the 
importance of library professionals’ making other stakeholders aware of librarians’ daily work 
(Burns, 2018; Ewbank, 2015). Librarians must also go beyond advocacy and make efforts to 
market their programs (Lo & Chiu, 2015). Burns (2018) discussed the need for school librarians 
to highlight their teaching roles. Furthermore, Burns (2015) learned that librarians feel their 
professional training lacked instruction on advocacy. By joining local and national unions and 
library organizations, school librarians can use a collective voice to affect change (Ewbank, 
2015). Ewbank (2015) also learned that district library directors can be another advocate for 
school librarians and their programs. Unfortunately, in 2016 Weeks et al. found that the number 
of school library director positions across the United States was in decline. 
 
Censorship Legislation and Collection Development  
 
A foundational principle of librarianship is the resistance to censorship as prescribed in the 
American Library Association’s Library Bill of Rights (American Library Association, 1996). 
However, with the increasing prevalence of censorship efforts and a perceived lack of support in 
some districts for library programming, some school librarians have begun engaging in 
preemptive censorship, excluding potentially controversial items from their collections (Baillie, 
2017; Byrne, 2022; Dawkins, 2018; Hartsfield & Kimmel, 2021). These materials often include 
those with sexual content, violence, or perceived obscenity (Thomas, 2020). While some school 
districts in the United States respond to censorship calls by removing materials, school library 
educators caution against this, citing case law, including Pico v. Board of Education, that 
upholds students’ First Amendment rights to freedom of speech (Branyon & Dawkins, 2020; 
McLaughlin & Hendricks, 2017). 
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Book censorship poses significant challenges for school librarians. According to Byrne (2022), 
the frequency of book challenges in the United States, driven by attempts from parents or other 
entities to remove books from libraries, exceeds that of any other nation. These challenges arise 
in part because schools and libraries are governed by boards intended to represent community 
perspectives. However, in their efforts to reflect these perspectives, such boards may suppress 
diverse voices, leading to preemptive or self-censorship among school librarians (Byrne, 2022; 
Follen et al., 2018). 
 
Public opinion has heavily influenced censorship legislation in the United States, despite 
American case law supporting students’ right to read as a constitutional First Amendment right 
(Friedman & Johnson, 2022). The U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in Pico v. Board of Education 
(1982) affirmed that removing books from school libraries with the intent to suppress ideas 
violates students’ civil rights. Consequently, school districts employ selection policies to guide 
the curation and deaccession of library materials. However, recent legislative efforts, driven by 
contentious topics like critical race theory and LGBTQ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, 
Queer or Questioning) issues, have complicated the work of school librarians (Jayakumar & 
Kohli, 2023; School Library Journal Staff, 2016). 
 
Legislation, such as Texas House Bill 900, requires the implementation of a uniform state 
selection policy and the creation of a book rating system that prohibits schools from purchasing 
materials labeled sexually explicit and requires parents to grant access to materials labeled 
sexually relevant (Restricting Explicit and Adult-Designated Educational Resources Act, 2023). 
Laws such as Texas House Bill 900 further complicate school librarians’ work as some perceive 
publishers as blurring lines between adult and young adult literature (School Library Journal 
Staff, 2016). 
 
Impact of Book Censorship on School Librarian Self-Efficacy  
 
School employees, including librarians, face challenges regarding their freedom of speech in the 
context of education. Outspoken critics of potentially controversial topics, such as critical race 
theory, have sparked concern among educators about their ability to exercise this right. Although 
students and teachers retain First Amendment rights, the Garcetti v. Ceballos (2006) decision 
revealed limitations for public employees, including educators (Dee, 2022; Krebs, 2023). With 
the rise of censorship-supportive laws, school librarians have increasingly questioned their 
capacity to fulfill their professional duties effectively (Yorio, 2022). 
 
Bandura, credited with articulation of the perceived self-efficacy theory in 1977, later defined 
self-efficacy as “a belief in one’s personal capabilities” (Bandura, 1997, p. 1). Over time, 
researchers have applied self-efficacy to many disciplines, including education. In 1989 Schunk 
studied the relationship between students’ self-efficacy and their achievement. He found self-
efficacy was instrumental in explaining student success and suggested teachers’ self-efficacy as 
an avenue for future study. 
 
School librarians’ perception of themselves and the satisfaction they glean from their work is 
essential to their success. Frye (2018) studied new school librarians and determined critical 
events in the early years of a librarian’s career that impacted their self-efficacy and changed how 
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they perceived their position on campus. Ash-Argyle and Shoham (2014) determined that 
librarians with higher self-efficacy were more likely to collaborate with peers, an activity that 
leads to increased student engagement. A high level of self-efficacy in school librarians has been 
found to result in higher reading scores in elementary students (Thompson et al., 2021). Graduate 
programs in school librarianship improve librarian effectiveness by increasing the self-efficacy 
of future school librarians (Thompson et al., 2021).  
 
Book Censorship and School Librarian Well-Being  
 
The mental health and well-being of school staff have become critical amid recent challenges 
such as the COVID-19 pandemic, the rise of school voucher programs that may reduce funding 
available to public schools (Knight & DeMatthews, 2024), and ongoing teacher shortages in 
many U.S. School districts (Kraft & Lyon, 2024). The high stakes associated with standardized 
testing have further exacerbated concerns about educators’ mental health (Haydon et al., 2018; 
von der Embse et al., 2016), and research has shown that teacher well-being is directly linked to 
student achievement (Carroll et al., 2021). Furthermore, Harding et al. (2019) identified links 
that exist between teacher well-being and student well-being. These links are concerning as 
teachers may experience work-related adverse impacts on mental health and well-being (Kidger 
et al., 2016). 
 
The field of education is inherently stressful (Peterson & Baule, 2023; Smak & Walczak, 2017). 
However, teachers’ involvement in activities to foster mental health can lead to positive 
outcomes and enhanced well-being (Hofmann et al., 2022). Evidence exists that teachers’ well-
being impacts their self-efficacy, as Sisask et al. (2014) found that teachers who were struggling 
with their own well-being believed they could not positively impact students’ sense of 
psychological well-being. Educational leaders also play a crucial role in helping educators cope 
with their job-related stress, as leaders’ interactions with educators have been found to have a 
significant impact on teacher well-being (Gibbs & Miller, 2014; Hine et al., 2022). 
 
Support for School Librarians  
 
School stakeholders’ perceptions of school librarians significantly influence enactment of their 
role and opportunities for collaboration with other educators (Baker et al., 2020; Everhart & 
Mardis, 2014; Lupton, 2016). The support of the school principal, in particular, is vital, as it can 
determine library funding and whether a school has a librarian at all (Baker, 2016; Kachel & 
Lance, 2018; Lupton, 2016), but principals are often unaware of the scope of the librarian’s role 
on campus (Loh et al., 2021). However, some school administrators use school librarians to 
gauge school climate as they are involved with every department on campus (Lupton, 2016). 
Based on statements made in focus groups with school board members, superintendents, district-
level curriculum leaders, and other educational stakeholders in Pennsylvania, Everhart and 
Mardis (2014) concluded certified school librarians are critical to the success of school library 
programs. Principals further affect the extent of teacher-librarian collaboration by fostering a 
collaborative culture and providing time for these interactions (Kammer et al., 2021; Lo & Chiu, 
2015). 
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Gaps in the Existing Literature 
 
After conducting an extensive literature review, Turner and Garvis (2023) emphasized that 
teachers’ well-being, stress, and burnout are critical areas requiring further exploration. 
Furthermore, existing literature speaks to the mental health and well-being of classroom teachers, 
but research is lacking regarding the mental health and well-being of school librarians. As a 
result, studies related to the mental health and well-being of school librarians are warranted 
 
Methods 
 
Given that book censorship is an issue affecting school librarians across the United States, this 
research study used a phenomenological approach. Edmund Husserl is credited with introducing 
phenomenology to researchers, but Joseph J. Kockelmans expanded on phenomenology by 
identifying three streams found in phenomenological studies, including the foundational, 
exegetical, and phenomenal (van Manen, 2023). The foundational stream encompasses the 
philosophical writings that serve as the foundation for the phenomenology as a methodology. 
The exegetical stream consists of the writings used to explain phenomenology. The phenomenal 
stream includes the texts that focus on experience (van Manen, 2023). 
 
Creswell and Poth (2018) succinctly defined phenomenology as a qualitative research method 
that focuses on “what all participants have in common as they experience a phenomenon” (p. 
121). Since experiences of book censorship are deeply personal for librarians, the 
phenomenological approach allows participants’ voices to be heard and helps the researchers 
identify common themes in their stories. This study focused on the phenomenal stream of 
phenomenology as school librarians shared their experiences with book censorship allowing the 
researchers to discern commonalities in school librarianship within the school district. We 
conducted semi-structured individual interviews with participants in October 2023 utilizing the 
questions included in the interview protocol in Appendix A.  The interview data was taken 
through two coding cycles to extract common themes. After coding was complete, each 
participant was asked to participate in member checking, providing them with the opportunity to 
affirm or deny their agreement with the extracted codes. 
 
Research Setting  
 
The study was set in a large school district in Texas with approximately 20,000 students 
attending 20 schools. One certified school librarian is on staff at each school. The schools are 
categorized into elementary and secondary campuses. Elementary schools include early 
childhood and pre-kindergarten students, while secondary campuses consist of intermediate, 
junior high, and high schools.  Elementary students comprise 40% of the student population 
while the other 60% of students are secondary. All campus and district data was gathered from 
Texas Academic Performance Reports published by the Texas Education Agency. 
 
This particular district was chosen because of its experience with book censorship challenges, 
strong reputation for retaining staff members, and providing high-quality education, as 
demonstrated by its long-standing history of high accountability ratings from the Texas 
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Education Agency. The district also has a low turnover rate for librarians, with 80% of them 
having five or more years of experience, indicating a seasoned workforce, which is significant as 
the participants have been able to see trends in K–12 education and school librarianship over a 
number of years. As each school district in Texas makes its own decisions regarding the 
employment and roles of school librarians, looking at one district on a micro-level was necessary 
to determine if its librarians’ experiences with book censorship were similar. 
 
Participants 
 
School librarians with three years of experience as a certified school librarian employed within 
this district were considered for participation in the study. As all twenty school librarians 
employed within the district met the qualifications for inclusion in the study, we contacted each 
one via email and used the homogeneous sampling method. Eleven librarians within the district 
responded with willingness to participate and were therefore selected as participants. Creswell 
and Guetterman (2019) stated that homogeneous sampling is a purposeful method where all 
members share common characteristics. Furthermore, Jager et al. (2017) expressed that although 
the homogeneous sampling method may lead to narrower results, it also may lead to increased 
generalizability, further validating the results. This second quality is important as this study 
aimed to find commonalities in the experiences of the participants as related to book censorship. 
Thus, the homogeneous sampling method was suitable for this study because all participants 
worked within the same school district and had similar experiences regarding book censorship at 
the campus and district levels. All participants in this study had at least three years of experience 
as school librarians, were employed full-time within the district, and held school librarian 
certification from the Texas State Board of Educator Certification. Table 1 provides 
demographic data about the participants. 
 
Data Collection Procedures 
 
Creswell and Poth (2018) stated that interviews are the most common method used for data 
collection in phenomenological research. Therefore, we conducted semi-structured individual 
interviews with participants and collected the resulting data. Interviews were conducted virtually 
using the Microsoft Teams platform. The interview protocol included questions and probing 
questions determined before interviews began aligned with the research questions. 
 
Treatment of the Data  
 
After the researcher collected and transcribed the data, the analysis process began. Interview 
transcripts were uploaded to the Quirkos program for coding. The researcher began the first 
coding cycle by themeing the data, a process that consists of analyzing the transcription line by 
line to determine common themes among the interviews (Saldaña, 2016). The second coding 
cycle utilized the concept coding approach. This method was appropriate for this study because 
phenomenological research can necessitate the extraction of concepts (Saldaña, 2016). With each 
read of the interviews, we further identified common themes across the participant interviews, 
resulting in movement from narrow to broader themes. 
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Provision of Trustworthiness 
 
Creswell and Guetterman (2019) stated that to ensure the reliability of the data gathered in 
qualitative research, the researcher must validate the data. Therefore, the data collected through 
the individual participant interviews went through member checking. According to Creswell and 
Poth (2018) member checking allows participants to determine whether the researcher accurately 
summarized their statements. Once we coded the data, participants received a summary asking 
them to confirm their agreement with our codes. 
 
Table 1 
Participant Demographics 
 

Participant 
Name 

Campus Level Number of Years 
of K–12 Teaching 

Experience 

Number of Years 
of School 
Librarian 

Experience 

Total Number 
of Years of 

Experience in 
K–12 

Education 
Anna Elementary 16 10 26 
Avery Secondary 5 15 20 
Caroline Elementary 10 13 23 
Claire Elementary 13 12 25 
Ellen Secondary 5 17 22 
Emily Elementary 6 14 20 
Hazel Elementary 15 7 22 
Jane Secondary 7 10 17 
Morgan Secondary 5 14 19 
Shannon Elementary 5 12 17 
Sophia Secondary 18 3 21 

Note: Participant names have been anonymized through the assignment of pseudonyms. 
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Findings 
 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the impact of book censorship on the roles 
of school librarians within a large Texas school district. In this section, the findings from the 
eleven participant interviews are presented. The analysis highlights six key themes and insights 
that emerged, offering a deeper understanding of the participants’ experiences. 

 
• Participating school librarians reported spending significantly more time on 

collection development. 
• Participants’ role increasingly includes acting as program advocate. 
• They are experiencing the chilling effect of book censorship. 
• They reported second-guessing their professional abilities. 
• They reported experiencing elevated levels of anxiety. 
• Participants feel positively supported by district and campus administration. 
 

Spending Significantly More Time on Collection Development  
 
Many participants highlighted that book censorship challenges have led to an extended amount 
of time required for collection development. Tasks are taking longer as participants meticulously 
scrutinize reviews for each book they consider adding to the collection, and they often feel that 
the reviews cannot be trusted, requiring the need to read books in their entirety before placement 
on the shelf. At the elementary level, Claire noted that collection development has become a 
much more time-consuming process because of potential book censorship: 
 

But it has really impacted me when it comes to purchasing for sure. Double, triple 
checking reviews. Double, triple checking authors that I might be interested in for an 
author visit. Having to search out their social media and make sure they’ve never said 
anything remotely controversial that could come back to cast the school district in a bad 
light. 
 

Even for books for which adequate reviews do exist, librarians spend more time reading books to 
make informed decisions. Elementary librarian Anna shared: 
 

It’s almost like we can’t go on our reviews. I’ve been reading a lot more books. I know 
this is crazy, but I’ve been reading a lot more than I normally have in the past. 

 
Acting as Program Advocate More Often  
 
According to Burns (2018) and Ewbank (2015), school librarians along with their professional 
organizations, express the need for advocacy. The increasing need for school librarian advocacy 
is a theme that became evident during the interview process. Seven of the participants talked 
about how calls for book censorship have forced them to speak up and advocate for their daily 
work. Secondary school librarian Sophia stated: 
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I feel like it has made me a lot more outspoken than I was in my everyday life, and I’m 
more of a peacemaker and a service kind of person, and I feel like this has made me step 
out of my comfort zone a little bit and speak up for what I think is right as far as literature 
is concerned. 

 
Similarly, secondary librarian, Jane, expressed the need to always be ready to answer questions 
about her work as a librarian. 
 

Even as a parent, I was chaperoning a band trip last weekend, and when I said what I did 
for a living, that was one of the first things that people brought up. ‘Oh, how do you feel 
about all these book bannings?’ And there was a long discussion with other parents and a 
fellow district employee who was riding the bus. And so, I just, I feel like I spend a lot of 
time talking about those issues. And then I always have to be a little bit on guard and 
ready and prepared to talk about our policies and what librarians do. 

 
Emily spoke of an experience when she was given the opportunity to advocate for her role in her 
elementary school and to correct community misconceptions regarding the school librarian’s role 
in the collection development process. The school was open to the public, and a group of 
community members congregated outside of the library praying that the librarian would not be 
forced to include inappropriate materials in the collection. She shared: 
 

They just heard word of mouth that books were being put into libraries, and that the 
librarians were forced to put them in, even though they were not appropriate. And when I 
asked them what they were, they said, ‘You know, books with LGBTQ themes.’ Books 
about different religions that they didn’t agree with, and so I had to clear the air that, no, 
that’s not what’s happening. I select every book that’s put in the library, so I make that 
choice, and we have a book selection process, and that if they ever hear anything 
[troubling about the library] they need to talk to me about it. That made me more aware 
that I’ve got to be on my toes on educating the public a little more. 

 
Experiencing the Chilling Effects of Book Censorship  
 
Researchers have determined that instances of preemptive censorship have been increasing as 
book censorship challenges rise (Dawkins, 2018; Hartsfield & Kimmel, 2021; Kimmel & 
Hartsfield, 2019). During our interview process, seven librarians mentioned the chilling effect 
book censorship has had on them. The librarians interviewed shared that recent calls for book 
censorship in school libraries and the current political climate have pushed them to practice 
preemptive censorship by excluding titles they would have purchased in previous years. 
Secondary librarian Morgan candidly shared her experience: 
 

I would like to say I haven’t self-censored more than I would in the past, but honestly, 
that’s probably not true. There’s probably been a few books that I would have bought in 
the past that I’ve kind of gone, oh, I don’t know if I can have that book in the library due 
to the current climate, which makes me really sad. 
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Avery further expressed fear that when books she selects for her secondary school are evaluated, 
they will be removed for a lack of adherence to the selection policy and that she will be 
negatively regarded because of the material removals. This fear has consequently caused her to 
reconsider titles for addition to the collection. 
 
Elementary librarian, Hazel, commented on the effect of pressure resulting in viewpoints no 
longer represented in the library. She stated:  
 

It’s very scary that we're in an age now where librarians can be in charge of what's in the 
library, and they can take a viewpoint and totally erase it from their library because of the 
pressure that they're under. 

 
 
Second-Guessing Professional Abilities 
 
Eight librarians interviewed expressed that they are beginning to second-guess their professional 
abilities. Ellen, a secondary librarian, has faced three formal book challenges within her career, 
but has participated in several additional conversations with parents regarding books in the 
library collection that they were uncomfortable with their children reading. However, the recent 
calls for censorship have affected her self-confidence and left her concerned that she does not 
possess the ability necessary to lead and manage a school library successfully. She said: 
 

I feel now that if they call me, I’m afraid that I’ll just bend. I’ll be like, oh, you don’t like 
that book? OK, that’s fine. Because it’s not just coming from the parents; it comes from 
others. 

 
Although she had previously been confident in her abilities to respond to student and parent 
collection development requests, elementary librarian Claire explained that the politically 
charged nature of recent book challenges was affecting her self-efficacy. Although a parent on 
her campus requested books with diverse characters be included in the library collection, fears of 
pushback about book content caused her to reconsider their addition without first looking to see 
the library holdings of other schools within the district. 
 

I was like, oh, great, how is this going to go over with the community? Do I need to look 
at all the other campuses in my district and see what other kinds of books they have on 
the shelf so that I can align with them so that I’m not singling my campus out as a target? 

 
 Experiencing Elevated Levels of Anxiety  
 

During the interview process, answers to questions in the interview protocol indicated 
book censorship is causing the participating school librarians to experience elevated 
anxiety levels. Eight of the participants specifically mentioned their anxiety. Concerns for 
job security were mentioned as well as the toll the librarian’s anxiety is taking on their 
families. 
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Single mother and elementary librarian Caroline shared her apprehension regarding her job 
security when book challenges first began surfacing in the district. She said: 

 
Am I going to lose my job? Is this one little action from this one little group having that 
much impact on our district and all these other districts that [administrators and school 
board members are] just listening to them and doing what they say without listening to 
us? 
 

Elementary librarian Shannon expressed concern that the anxiety she experiences from potential 
book censorship challenges is negatively impacting her health: 

 
Even though I could manage some things, my body was not managing them well. So I’m 
on blood pressure medicine. That’s sad. I don’t want to take those things, but I feel like 
my role and my job [have] kind of led to that. 
 

Ellen, a secondary librarian, shared how the anxiety she has experienced from book censorship is 
affecting her relationship with her husband as she is unable to leave her feelings at school. She 
shared: 

 
It’s affected even my home life because I go home and I’m complaining about my job 
constantly. 
 

Nine of the participants referenced the extreme pressures now on school librarians. These 
pressures come from a variety of sources including parents, teachers, administrators, and other 
community members. When asked about the pressure she has encountered resulting from book 
challenges, secondary librarian Avery stated: 

 
…and so again, there is that fine line of conceding to the pressure and continuing to do 
your job to the best of your ability. You don’t want to let anybody down, you know? 

 
Feeling Positively Supported by District and Campus Administration 
 
A theme that emerged from the interviews was the positive support participants felt from campus 
and district administration. Ten participants mentioned support from administration. Although a 
few of the ten mentioned support from campus administration, nearly all participants mentioned 
support from district-level administration. Elementary librarian Claire shared: 

 
My district has done a really good job of making me feel supported, putting out public 
statements saying that they support librarians. That our librarians are highly educated, 
and that this is what’s actually happening. And please reach out to us with questions. Just 
trying to be transparent. 
 

Becnel and Moeller (2020) referenced the importance of open communication in discussing book 
appropriateness. Avery, secondary librarian, spoke to the support district-level administration 
gave, born from the discourse with librarians: 
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The administration, I do feel, has been supportive and listening and, most important, 
again, even if we don’t come to a clear consensus every time about how things need to 
work, the administration has really listened. Got to know us personally. Came and [saw] 
our libraries personally. They want to know what we’re doing so they can support us, and 
they have told us that they will support us. They’ve sent community letters telling the 
community that they will support us, and all that has been really positive. 
 

Emily expressed her belief that the support from district-level administration has resulted in a 
trickle-down effect on campus administration when she said: 

 
I feel like it’s trickled down to the campus [at her elementary school]. The teachers have 
seen the posts on social media. Our admin has seen that, and so then I feel like they want 
to join in and say, OK, well they’re supporting you, so we’re going to support you. 
 

Similarly, Morgan shared how calls for book censorship have strengthened her relationship with 
her secondary school’s principal: 

 
I have a very supportive principal who I met with last year when all of this stuff kind of 
started, and I’m just trying to maintain that relationship with him. He’s a reader, so he 
reads some of the books that I have in the library just so he knows what it is I do on a 
daily basis so that in the event that my library makes the news or Facebook, he’ll know 
more than what’s being said in those groups. 

 
 
 
Discussion 

Burns (2015) stated that school librarian preparation programs often lack advocacy instruction, a 
circumstance that can leave librarians feeling unprepared to advocate for their programs. These 
findings align with Elkins’s (2018) observations that school librarian job descriptions and 
professional standards are often vague. As these positions are not tied directly to student test 
scores, some school administrators may believe they are no longer vital to student achievement 
(Lupton, 2016). Carlson (2020) noted that campus expectations for librarians might not align 
with professional standards. Advocacy becomes increasingly crucial as school librarian positions 
are declining, potentially in favor of other positions, such as technology specialist (Lance, 2018). 
Within this study, over half of the participating librarians mentioned a heightened need to 
advocate for the work they do. As demands on librarians’ time continue to increase—due to 
collection development responsibilities and the need for advocacy—we have concluded that 
school districts must clearly define the roles of campus librarians. It is essential to avoid 
continuously adding new roles to their workload, especially as existing tasks like collection 
development now require more time. 
 
In her article of support for school librarians, Pérez (2022) highlighted the chilling effect of book 
censorship on school librarians, noting that, to avoid negative attention, librarians are engaging 
in preemptive censorship. This finding is consistent with the work of Dawkins (2018), Hartsfield 
and Kimmel (2021), and Kimmel and Hartsfield (2019), which indicates that both teachers and 
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school librarians are practicing preemptive censorship to avoid potential challenges and negative 
attention. This is concerning, as Thompson et al. (2021) found that school librarians’ ability to 
impact student achievement is linked to their self-efficacy. During the interview process of this 
study, eight librarians mentioned second-guessing their professional abilities in light of calls for 
book censorship, leading us to conclude that book censorship negatively affects school 
librarians’ self-efficacy and impedes their daily work, adversely affecting their mental health and 
well-being. 
 
Hinds (2023) found that school librarians are questioning their mental health and well-being. 
Findings from this study suggest that school librarians within the district are experiencing 
elevated levels of anxiety and tremendous pressure, aligning with Smak and Walczak’s (2017) 
finding that education is a stressful career.  
 
Another conclusion from this study is the need for continued support for school librarians. 
Despite feeling supported by administration and maintaining positive relationships, participants 
reported that the pressure they face is impacting their mental health. This finding correlates with 
research by Gibbs and Miller (2014) and Hine et al. (2022), which showed that the interactions 
of educational leaders impact teachers’ well-being. Support from principals, teachers, and 
community members has been found by other researchers to be instrumental in the success of 
school librarians (Baker et al., 2020; Everhart & Mardis, 2014; Lupton, 2016). 
 
Implications for Practice 
 
In our opinion, educational leaders are positioned to change the trajectory and experiences of 
school librarians. Through a proactive approach, school districts can provide support in 
collection development. Clear guidelines and definitions within book selection policies can help 
to ensure consistency and can reduce the burden of decision-making in controversial areas that 
our participants experience. 
 
The mental health and well-being of school librarians is of concern. Therefore, from our 
perspective, it is necessary for schools to introduce well-being initiatives specifically targeting 
the mental health of school librarians as participants in our study reported experiencing elevated 
levels of anxiety, aligning with Hofmann et al. (2022) findings, participation in mental health 
activities could significantly improve their well-being and job satisfaction. 
 
Essential to the success of a school library program is advocacy (Burns, 2018) and marketing (Lo 
& Chiu, 2015). Librarians included in this study mentioned the need to be ready to speak about 
their daily work to community members at any time. Therefore, school districts should 
implement advocacy training programs to equip librarians with the skills necessary to advocate 
for their roles and programs effectively. This training can help librarians articulate their value to 
stakeholders, leading to better support and recognition. 
 
Effective communication fosters collaboration and aligns with the findings of Kammer et al. 
(2021) and Lo and Chiu (2015), which demonstrate that strong relationships between principals 
and librarians enhance teacher-librarian collaboration. Therefore, we believe principals should 
ensure there is consistent two-way communication between campus administration and school 
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librarians. This belief is reinforced by the overwhelmingly positive comments participants of this 
study made regarding feeling supported by campus and district administrators. 
 
Recommendations for Future Research  
 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the influence of book censorship on the role 
of school librarians in a large Texas school district. As the study was limited to a non-randomly 
selected subset of librarians in one school district, recommendations for future studies include 
replication of the study in other districts as the level of support may impact the results. 
Furthermore, the expansion of the study to include a random sample of school librarians 
throughout Texas and the United States of America is recommended to determine if their 
experiences of book censorship are similar to participants in this study. 
 
The large number of participants commenting on factors that could affect their mental health 
indicates that future qualitative studies further examining the influence of book censorship on 
school librarians’ mental health and well-being are merited. 
 
One theme identified in the research is that school librarians within the district have felt 
supported throughout book censorship challenges. Future studies could include a quantitative 
survey to determine correlations between support from administration during book censorship 
challenges and school librarians’ job satisfaction. 
 
Future research could explore the indirect effects of book censorship on student outcomes by 
examining how changes in librarians’ roles and mental health influence student learning, access 
to information, and overall academic achievement. That research could use a mixed-methods 
design, combining quantitative measures of student outcomes with qualitative data from 
interviews with librarians, teachers, and students. 
 
By incorporating these innovative perspectives, future research can provide a more 
comprehensive understanding of the complex dynamics surrounding book censorship, the roles 
of school librarians, and the broader educational and societal implications. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This phenomenological study provided a view into the influence book censorship has on the 
roles and lives of school librarians in a large Texas school district. As book censorship has risen 
over the past few years, school librarians, including those in our study, report experiencing 
considerable pressure from various sources. This is significant as research indicates the mental 
health of students and teachers affects one another (Kidger et al., 2016). School librarians in 
Texas are teachers first, as they must spend at least two years in the classroom before they are 
eligible for school librarian certification, and the role of school librarian also includes 
instructional responsibilities. 
 
School librarians are currently in a period of flux. Collection development is reportedly taking 
more time, and increased concerns of book appropriateness, including among our study 
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participants, have resulted in school librarians experiencing the chilling effect of book 
censorship. Because of this, they are experiencing elevated levels of anxiety and second-guessing 
their professional abilities. School librarians must advocate for their programs and communicate 
with stakeholders to ensure support.  
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Appendix A 

Interview Questions 

Questions relating to RQ 1: 
1. What roles do you have as a school librarian? 
2. How have book censorship challenges affected the roles you perform as a school 

librarian? 
3. How have book censorship challenges impacted the work you do each day? 
4. How have you been supported during the challenge process? 

Questions relating to RQ 2: 
1. What library book challenges have you faced in your career as a school librarian? 
2. How have book censorship challenges impacted your perception of your job? 
3. How have calls for book censorship affected your self-efficacy as a school librarian? 
4. What can you tell me about the pressures you have faced relating to book challenges? 
5. How have censorship challenges impacted your mental health? 
6. Do you have anything else you would like to share regarding book censorship or your 

self-efficacy or wellbeing? 
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