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Executive Summary 

This report examines the devastating and ongoing crisis of censorship in Florida public schools 

created by the enactment of the 2022 Parental Rights in Education Act (HB 1557) and its 2023 

companion, House Bill 1069. Despite their proponents' claim that they are needed tools to 

protect parental rights and shield children from objectionable material, their implementation in 

reality has spawned a record-breaking book banning wave that threatens the underlying values of 

intellectual freedom, deteriorates the quality of public education, and disproportionately harms 

marginalized student populations. 

HB 1557 led the way by restricting sexual orientation and gender identity teaching in classrooms 

and introducing vague language that created a chilling effect on teachers. HB 1069 dramatically 

sped up the trend by broadening the prohibitions on instructional materials and, most crucially, 

introducing a streamlined process through which any citizen of a county could call for library 

books to be removed immediately pending review. This has been employed by a small number of 

activists to force the removal of scores of books across the state. 

The impact has been devastating. Florida is officially the nation's top state for banning school 

books, as most of the targeted books include LGBTQ+ characters and storylines or address race 

and ethnicity. This systematic exclusion of multicultural voices from school libraries denies 

students important opportunities to be included in books and learn about the world they live in. 

Furthermore, these laws have created a climate of fear, which causes teacher self-censorship, 

professional demoralization, and curtailment of academic discourse. 

This essay argues that these laws function not as protectors of children, but as instruments of 

state-sponsored censorship. They infringe on the First Amendment rights of students to obtain 



information, disrespect the professional judgment of teachers and librarians, and allow a vocal 

minority to impose one ideology over the entire public school system. To counteract this 

damaging trend, this report recommends a four-part approach: legislative repeal or material 

modification of the most noxious provisions of the laws; issuing protective guidance for teachers 

by the Department of Education; forceful community mobilization on behalf of the freedom to 

read; and litigation to secure the constitutional rights of students. A future of inclusive, 

democratic, and comprehensive education in Florida is in the balance, contingent upon the swift 

rescission of this censorship-driven agenda. 

Introduction 

The American public school system has been a battleground for cultural and ideological warfare 

for decades, but few states have disassembled so systematically and quickly the standards of 

intellectual freedom as Florida has in recent years. An invented crisis, built on rhetoric about 

"parental rights" and alleged "indoctrination" of students, has been used to justify a legislative 

agenda that is an exercise in state-sponsored censorship. This agenda culminated with the 2022 

Parental Rights in Education Act, HB 1557, and its 2023 sequel, HB 1069. Both of these laws 

have built a legal landscape which promotes and accelerates the banning of books from school 

libraries and classrooms, triggering a record statewide book purge. 

This report indicates that such laws, even on their face, are censorship tools inflicting enormous 

injury on students, teachers, and the democratic mission of public education itself. They have 

created an environment of intimidation which deters intellectual inquiry, constrains the scope of 

potential knowledge, and assiduously targets material that treats the lives of minority peoples, 

most notably LGBTQ+ individuals and people of color. Through examining the specific 



mechanics of such laws, their highly publicized impact on school districts, and the human cost to 

students and instructors, this analysis will demonstrate that the book banning rage sweeping the 

nation is no spontaneous movement by parents but rather a political effort that promises to deny 

Florida's students an education for the realities of a multicultured and modern world. 

This analysis will proceed in several sections. First, it will deconstruct the legislative language of 

HB 1557 and HB 1069 to reveal the mechanisms that facilitate censorship. Second, it will 

present quantitative data and qualitative case studies of some Florida school districts to illustrate 

the vast size and depth of book removals. Third, it will examine the damaging impact of this 

climate on students' mental health and teachers' professional integrity. Finally, this report will 

end by offering a set of concrete policy recommendations with the aim of overturning these 

censorial laws and re-starting a focus on intellectual freedom in the Sunshine State. The risk is 

nothing less than the right of the next generation to read, learn, and think freely. 

Legislative Analysis 

The Florida school library crisis of today was not a crisis of spontaneous response, but one which 

emerged by way of methodically designed legislation. Examination of the text and format of HB 

1557 and HB 1069 reveals an aim to cut out existing material review processes and to grant 

individuals with ideological concerns the authority to apply educational content to all students. 

A. HB 1557: Laying the Foundation: 

Titled the "Don't Say Gay" bill, HB 1557 was the tipping point. Its most widely cited clause 

prohibited "classroom instruction by school staff or a third party on sexual orientation or gender 

identity" in kindergarten through third grade. More insidiously, it added a requirement that such 



instruction may not occur "in a manner which is not age-appropriate or developmentally 

appropriate for students in accordance with state standards" for grades beyond third grade. 

This language's strategic brilliance, from a censorship standpoint, is in its vagueness. These 

terms "instruction," "age-appropriate," and "developmentally appropriate" were not defined. This 

vagueness was an instrument. Is a math problem concerning a family with two fathers a type of 

"instruction"? Is a library novel about a gay character a type of "instruction"? Could a teacher 

responding to a student's query about a fellow student's gender identity be legally in conflict? 

Without definitions, teachers and school boards had to err on the safe side in order not to fall 

within range of the law enforcement vehicle: parent lawsuits. This had the effect of a potent 

"chilling effect." Rather than risk their careers and tying up their districts in costly litigation, 

many teachers began actively removing things that could possibly be interpreted as contravening 

the ambiguous terms of the law. Class collections were cleansed, and books with LGBTQ+ 

characters or themes simply disappeared, not as a result of formal challenges, but as a result of a 

preemptive fear caused by the law itself. HB 1557 therefore set the ideological and legal 

groundwork for what came next by rendering some subjects suspicious on their face and by 

empowering individual parents to become legal agents of enforcement. 

B. HB 1069: Weaponizing the Challenge Process 

While HB 1557 penned the chilling effect into law, HB 1069 provided the strategic means for an 

all-out assault on school libraries. Passed in 2023, this act followed its predecessor in some 

significant ways but was most damaging in its wholesale overhaul of the materials objection 

process. 



Complaints about books had typically been worked out in the past through an advisory process 

with parent, educator, and librarian committees. HB 1069 short-circuited that process. The act 

mandates that if a book is complained about on the grounds that it is "pornographic" or includes 

"sexual conduct" as statute defines the terms, the material will have to be "immediately pulled" 

from circulation pending the results of review. 

This "immediate removal" clause is the linchpin of the censorship campaign. It shifts the review 

burden from "innocent until proven guilty" to "guilty until proven innocent." The mere 

accusation makes a book unavailable to all students. Further, the statute expanded the pool of 

possible challenges to any county resident, i.e., one who has no direct contact with the school 

system can halt the education of thousands of students. 

This has enabled a strategy of wasteful mass challenges. Organized activist groups have it in 

their power to bring hundreds of books simultaneously, swamping school districts with the 

review load of the books, and each charge necessitates an immediate withdrawal, in effect 

stripping library shelves for extended periods, even though the challenges are found to be 

unfounded. The "sexual conduct" definitions in the law are so broad that they can be employed to 

ban traditional works with depictions of kissing, adolescent speech, or sexual violence, as in The 

Kite Runner or Beloved. HB 1069 did more than provide authority to parents; it created an 

efficient, large-scale apparatus of censorship, as easy to control as it is with a political motive. 

The final product is a system where professional judgment of media professionals does not 

matter and the library collection is held hostage to the most extreme voices in town. 



Impact of Censorship Across Florida's School Districts 

The paradigm of censorship introduced by HB 1557 and HB 1069 has become a very real and 

ominous reality for students in every one of Florida's 67 school districts. It is not only visible in 

the statistics that put Florida at the top of the list of book removals but also in the personal stories 

of communities faced with newly bare library shelves and instructors afraid to teach. 

A. Quantitative Overview of the Book Ban Epidemic: 

Numbers from free-expression organizations like PEN America and the American Library 

Association (ALA) are grim. In the 2022-2023 school year, PEN America documented 1,406 

incidents of book banning in Florida schools, a total of over 40% of all the bans monitored 

nationwide. It is over twice that of any other state. 

Of particular significance, the content of the books under censorship reveals the ideological 

context of the campaign. Review of banned books lists shows a distinct and disproportionate 

focus on books by and about people of color and LGBTQ+ writers. As per the ALA, the most 

challenged books of 2022 and 2023 were consistently books such as Maia Kobabe's Gender 

Queer, George M. Johnson's All Boys Aren't Blue, and Toni Morrison's The Bluest Eye. These 

are books that validate marginalized students (mirrors) and provide information about various 

life experiences for all students (windows). 

In addition, the data indicate that this is not a widespread parental rebellion. Reports from media 

outlets have shown that the vast majority of the problems in some of the districts have been 

forwarded by a small group of individuals, many who have forwarded multiple complaints. As 

an example, in Clay County, one individual was reportedly responsible for nearly half of all book 



challenges in one year. This indicates that the laws are being used as a tool by an organized but 

minor constituency to foist their own viewpoint on all students and not in support of a 

mass-based movement towards parental rights. 

B. Case Studies in Censorship: From Miami-Dade to Escambia County 

In addition to the statewide figures, the reality of censorship has to be understood from the 

experience of particular school districts. 

In Escambia County, the board of education ordered over 1,600 books removed for review, 

including dictionaries and encyclopedias, upon request. The district was turned into the national 

icon of educational overreach, and authors like Stephen King, Margaret Atwood, and Alice 

Walker had their books withdrawn from circulation. The scale of the removals was evidence of 

the devastation caused by a system that values accusation over professional review, with 

librarians dashing around and shelves empty for months on end. 

In Miami-Dade's largest school district, a complaint by a single mother briefly prohibited 

Amanda Gorman's presidential inauguration poem, "The Hill We Climb," in elementary schools. 

The complaint, which misrepresented the poem as hate speech, highlighted the absurdity of a 

system where masterpieces of new literature can end up being inappropriate because of one 

unfounded complaint. While the decision was later partially reversed amid public backlash, the 

incident proved how vulnerable even the most well-respected works are. 

In other places, such as Orange County and Duval County, the primary story has been that of 

"soft censorship" or "chilling effect." Media professionals have cited being told to exercise 

"aggressive weeding" of their collections and not to purchase any new books that may be 

contentious. Teachers have been seen covering their classroom library bookshelves with paper or 



removing them entirely to avoid being scrutinized. Such anticipatory self-censorship, while 

harder to quantify, is arguably even more nefarious because it removes students' access to 

possibly inciting materials altogether. Such incidents as a whole illustrate a system in disarray, 

where the integrity of education is being sacrificed for the purposes of appeasing political 

pressure. 

Human Consequences 

The war against books is not a theoretical political battle; it has harmful and debilitating 

real-world consequences for the individuals at the nexus of the education system: the students 

and the teachers. The censorious atmosphere fomented by HB 1557 and HB 1069 exacts a 

cutting human toll, harming students' mental and emotional well-being and driving decent 

professionals from the classroom. 

A. Wiping Out Identities: The Impact on LGBTQ+ Students and Students of Color 

Books are a lifeline for some students. Books are where students are validated, get to see their 

own identities reflected in the pages, and find reassurance that they are not alone in the universe. 

The systematic removal of books containing LGBTQ+ characters and content gives a powerful 

and harmful message to these students: your identity is shameful, inappropriate, and unworthy of 

exploration within a school setting. Symbolic annihilation can have disabling effects on the 

mental health of LGBTQ+ youth, who already suffer higher rates of bullying, depression, and 

suicide. Groups like The Trevor Project have consistently pointed out that affirming school 

environments are a first-line buffer against suicide risk for LGBTQ+ adolescents. Florida's laws, 



in making it legally mandatory to erase their identities from library collections and curricula, 

make the school climate more hostile and less safe. 

Similarly, the censorship of books that deal with America's racist history or contain 

people-of-color histories disallows students of color from viewing their history and culture 

represented in an honest and respectful manner. It also disallows all students from possessing 

full, accurate information about their country in order to be good citizens. When books like Ruby 

Bridges' own story of integrating her grade school are challenged, the education system is failing 

in its most basic duty to teach history. Such censorship tells students that the entitlement of a 

minority is more important than the historical record and lived experience of entire communities, 

preparing them poorly to be able to learn or address questions of social justice today. 

B. The Chilling Effect: Damaging the Profession of Teaching 

Its impact on the teachers of Florida has also been ruinous. Teachers and librarians, who went 

into the field because they wished to see their students gain knowledge and thinking skills, are 

now facing suspicion as possible bearers of "pornography" and "indoctrination." They exist in a 

climate of constant terror, where a complaint from a parent could trigger an investigation that 

destroys a career. 

This has led to widespread professional demoralization. Teachers have described self-censoring 

their lesson plans to avoid any topic that could be interpreted as controversial. A history teacher 

might avoid assigning primary source documents about slavery, or an English teacher might 

choose a "safer" novel rather than one more difficult and rewarding. This defensive teaching 

impoverishes the educational process for all students, replacing intellectual challenge with dull 

conformity. 



The bill disrespects in its nature the professional competence of teachers. Certified school 

librarians have master's degrees in library and information science; they are professionally 

trained in choosing collections suitable to levels of development, of good quality, and 

representative of the multicultural student population that they teach. HB 1069 renders their skill 

irrelevant, putting the view of any county resident over decades of professional training. 

The result is a looming teacher retention crisis. Faced with unbearable working conditions, 

allegations of grooming, and the lack of being able to practice their profession with integrity, 

Florida's most skilled and able teachers are choosing to leave the profession or the state. Loss of 

talent will have a long-lasting negative impact on the quality of Florida's public education, 

harming the very students that the laws purportedly seek to protect. The price to human beings of 

censorship is a de-professionalized and intimidated teaching corps and a lost generation of 

students deprived of the mentoring and wisdom they deserve. 

Policy Recommendations  

Reversing the damage inflicted by HB 1557 and HB 1069 requires a comprehensive and 

concerted effort. Legislative intervention, state administrative intervention, and action at the 

community level are all necessary in order to reassert the values of intellectual freedom and 

professional integrity within Florida schools. 

A. Legislative and Administrative Action 

1. Total Repeal or Basic Amendment: Total legislative repeal of the censoring provisions of HB 

1557 and HB 1069 is the ideal solution. In the absence of political will for complete repeal, the 

bills should be substantively amended. The amendments would be key in that: 



Elimination of the "immediate removal" mandate from contested books and return to a "stay until 

reviewed" policy. 

Limiting the authority to complain about material to parents or guardians of students enrolled in 

the individual school in which the book is located. 

Inserting unequivocal, narrow definitions of objectionable material in keeping with prevailing 

Supreme Court precedent on obscenity (the Miller test) rather than wide, vague terms like 

"sexual conduct." 

2. Department of Education Protective Guidance: The Florida Department of Education shall 

issue clear, statewide guidance that serves the professional judgment of certified media 

specialists and provides a clear, open, uniform, and equitable process for reconsideration of 

materials. Such guidance shall make it unmistakably clear that material is not to be banned 

because of the background or opinions of those involved in their creation, or because of partisan 

or doctrinal disagreement. 

B. Grassroots Advocacy and Legal Defense 

1. Mobilize Community Support for School Libraries: A full-scale public campaign of education 

is needed to inform the mass population of parents and citizens about the real nature of such 

censorship efforts. Pro-library coalitions need to be mobilized to attend school board meetings, 

push pro-education agendas, and support school board candidates committed to intellectual 

freedom. Student initiatives such as Banned Books Clubs can also be useful tools of advocacy. 

2. Mount Aggressive Court Challenges: Parents, authors, publishers, and civil liberties 

organizations must continue to challenge these laws in court. The lawsuits must be based on First 

Amendment principles, including the right of students to be given information and ideas, and the 



unconstitutional vagueness of the laws. Court wins can create important precedents that protect 

schools from censorship not only in Florida but across the nation. 

3. Backing Up Educators with Legal Defense Funds: Offering legal defense funds and 

professional support networks to targeted teachers and librarians can erode the chilling effect. 

Educators are secure in advocating for their students' right to learn when they are aware that they 

have excellent legal and community backing. 

Conclusion 

The state of Florida has launched a pervasive and misguided experiment in school censorship. 

Under the guise of "parental rights," the Florida legislature has enacted legislation which 

effectively eliminates the modern school library, creates a chilling environment for students and 

faculty, and systematically excises diverse voices and complicated ideas from the classroom. The 

law has replaced the professional judgment of teachers with the ideological litmus tests of a 

vociferous minority and converted libraries into sources of strife rather than discovery. 

The consequences of this—a narrowing of minds, the marginalization of alienated students, a 

demoralized teaching profession, and a generation of youngsters ill-prepared to confront the 

demands of a pluralistic society—are too portentous to be ignored. The book bans in Florida are 

not about protecting children from pornography; they are about controlling what children can 

know, what they can question, and ultimately, who they can become. This is an abandonment of 

the very spirit of public education in a democracy: to promote critical thinking, foster empathy, 

and prepare students for engaged citizenship. 



The future is one of faith and courage for all those who have trust in the power of information. It 

is one of a call to repeal these oppressive laws by legislators, safeguarding their employees by 

administrators, and a community uniting to defend their libraries. The promise of public 

schooling is the promise of an open and seeking mind. For the sake of Florida's children and the 

health of our democracy, that is a promise which must be upheld. The shelves need to be 

replenished, the teachers need to be believed, and the freedom to read needs to be reinstated. 
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