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Abstract

This systematic literature review investigates how school board decisions and public dis-
courses surrounding LGBTQ+ inclusive literature challenges in K-12 public schools re-
veal and reproduce societal norms and power dynamics related to gender and sexuality.
Drawing on 23 empirical studies published primarily after the 2015 Obergefell v.
Hodges ruling, the review synthesizes findings through the Boote and Beile (2005) frame-
work and is informed by the critical perspectives of Apple, Foucault, and Kumashiro. Re-
sults show that contemporary book bans echo historical patterns of moral panic and cen-
sorship, intensified by new legislation such as Florida’s HB 1557. Parental and community
pressures, coupled with ambiguous policy language around “age-appropriateness” and
“protection,” compel school boards and educators to engage in overt and anticipatory
censorship. These dynamics produce self-censorship among teachers, curtail inclusive cur-
ricula, and limit students’ access to affirming texts. The literature also reveals a lack of
robust theoretical grounding in many studies, signaling the need for deeper engagement
with critical and queer pedagogies to challenge heteronormative and cisnormative ideolo-
gies. By demonstrating how censorship functions as a strategic exercise of power that
shapes representation, discourse, and intellectual freedom, this review underscores the ur-
gency of policies and practices that affirm diversity and safeguard students’ rights t0 ex-
plore complex identities. The findings call for antinormative approaches that resist exclu-
sionary norms and reimagine education as a site of critical inquiry and social transfor-
mation.

Keywords: LGBTQ+ inclusive literature; K—-12 education; book bans and censorship; intellectual
freedom

Introduction

T'he rise of book bans in U.S. public schools, specifically targeting LGBTQ+ literature, under-
scores a growing conflict between societal pressures, institutional policies, and the protection of
intellectual freedom. Legislative measures like Florida's HB 1557 have amplified the public dis-
course surrounding book challenges, often framed under the rhetoric of “parental rights” and “pro-
tecting children” (Knox, 2017). These efforts are not isolated; they reflect coordinated campaigns
that leverage local community standards to justify censorship around topics like race, gender, and
sexuality (PEN America, 2024). As these challenges escalate, schools are increasingly positioned
at the crossroads of defending inclusivity and navigating the politics of conformity. This paper
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examines the patterns, influences, and broader implications of censorship in K-12 education, with
a focus on how these actions shape representation, discourse, and educational practices.

The concerted efforts of coordinated campaigns, institutional compliance, and legislative
measures have significantly reshaped the educational landscape by reinforcing censorship and lim-
iting intellectual freedom. Groups like Moms for Liberty have strategically framed their actions
around “parental rights” to challenge materials that discuss race, gender, and sexuality, intention-
ally targeting LGBTQ+ inclusive literature. These campaigns wield considerable influence over
school boards, guiding local policies in ways that reflect dominant societal norms while excluding
marginalized voices. As these campaigns gain traction, they create a ripple effect, influencing
public discourse, fostering environments of self-censorship among educators, and institutionaliz-
ing the erasure of LGBTQ+ perspectives in public schools through laws like HB 1557. Together,
these forces not only undermine the representation of diverse identities in curricula, but also per-
petuate cultural conformity at the expense of critical thinking and inclusivity in K-12 education.

Historical Context

Censorship regarding literature has long been a contentious issue linked to the perceived
need to shield children from morally questionable or controversial content. This trend, which has
evolved over decades, is deeply embedded in broader societal and cultural movements, often re-
flecting societal desires to preserve childhood innocence and reinforce prevailing community val-
ues.

The landmark Supreme Court Case Board of Education, Island Trees Union Free School
District vs. Pico (1982) emphasized students’ rights to access diverse viewpoints within school
libraries, establishing a key precedent for intellectual freedom (Sachdeva, Kimmel, & Chérres,
2023; Hartsfield & Kimmel, 2020; Price, 2021). This decision highlighted that the removal of
books solely based on ideological disagreement infringes upon students’ First Amendment rights,
reinforcing the role of schools as environments for inquiry and exploration. This case continues
to serve as a foundational reference in legal defenses against book bans, underscoring the notion
that educational spaces should offer a wide range of perspectives.

Since 2021, several federal and state policies have increasingly sought to limit school li-
brary content, with a particular emphasis on materials related to LGBTQ+ themes. These legisla-
tive efforts signify a continued trajectory of state-sanctioned censorship (Becnel & Moeller, 2020;
Henderson, 2023; Chaney et al., 2024; Goncalves et al., 2024). Organizations such as the Ameri-
can Library Association (ALA) have consistently advocated for intellectual freedom since the
1930s, countering censorship pressures and promoting access to a broad range of materials. The
ALA’s longstanding position has substantially influenced public library and school policies, help-
ing to mitigate repeated calls for content removal (Becnel & Moeller, 2020; Sachdeva, Kimmel,
& Chérres, 2023; Knox, 2014b; Oltmann et al., 2017).

Historically, public opinion has shaped censorship trends, from the anti-communist senti-
ment of the late 1940s and early 1950s McCarthy Era to the Save Our Children campaign led by
Anita Bryant in 1977, which specifically targeted LGBTQ+ rights and literature deemed threaten-
ing to traditional family values. This wave of censorship continued into the 1980s with the Moral
Majority’s advocacy for conservative values, further amplifying calls to restrict materials per-
ceived as morally objectionable. This cyclical pattern persists into the 2020s, with societal con-
cerns over LGBTQ+ literature sparking new waves of book challenges and bans in schools and
public libraries (Hartsfield & Kimmel, 2020; Knox, 2014a; Price, 2021; Walther, Wickens, and
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Koss, 2019). These modern challenges reflect historical moral panics, where societal tensions and
evolving norms have repeatedly fueled efforts to limit access to certain educational content
(Sachdeva, Kimmel, & Chérres, 2023; Crawley, 2020; Henderson, 2023; Tudor, Moore, & Byrne,
2023).

Advocacy groups have long defended intellectual freedom by opposing book bans that seek
to impose narrow moral views on public education. These groups argue that censorship restricts
democratic values and stifles students’ access to diverse perspectives essential for intellectual
growth. In public education, where intellectual freedom is regarded as a foundational principle,
such restrictions are seen as a detriment to fostering critical thinking and inclusivity (Hartsfield &
Kimmel, 2020; Becnel & Moeller, 2020; Sachdeva, Kimmel, & Chérres, 2023; Price, 2021). This
defense is often framed against proponents of censorship, who argue for moral responsibility and
child protection, frequently invoking parental rights to justify the exclusion of content deemed
inappropriate (Knox, 2019; Pollock et al., 2023; Henderson, 2023; Crawley, 2020; Walther et al.,
2019).

The tension between advocates for diverse literature and those supporting bans underscores
a deep societal divide over content control and educational freedom. Censorship proponents may
view restrictive measures as a way to safeguard children, but educational spaces must instead pro-
tect the right to explore and engage with a range of ideas. | would argue that defending intellectual
freedom in schools is crucial not only to uphold democratic values, but also to foster critical think-
ing, inclusivity, and empathy among students. Another reason censorship is problematic is that
what is considered “offensive” often changes over time, making it inherently subjective. Because
of this subjectivity, it would be dangerous to allow current societal whims to dictate educational
content, as these may shift with evolving social norms. Limiting diverse perspectives, therefore,
risks undermining students’ rights to explore and understand a complex world, ultimately imped-
ing their ability to engage with society in meaningful ways.

Theoretical Framework

In examining the censorship of LGBTQ+ literature in K-12 education, this framework in-
tegrates the ideas of Michael Apple, Kevin Kumashiro, and Michel Foucault to reveal how power,
ideology, and discourse shape educational practices. Through these lenses, censorship is under-
stood not just as a reaction to controversial content but as a strategic exercise of power that main-
tains dominant societal norms. Educational institutions, as sites of ideological control, reflect
broader social values by reinforcing heteronormative and cisnormative ideals, while discourse
serves as a mechanism to define what is considered legitimate knowledge. This framework reveals
how these dynamics shape intellectual freedom, limiting the inclusion of marginalized perspec-
tives, particularly those related to LGBTQ+ identities.

Apple’s (1979) work on ideological control in education argues that schools are not neutral
spaces but are deeply embedded within societal structures, reproducing the values of the dominant
culture. Curriculum decisions often reflect these values, censoring content that challenges societal
norms to maintain ideological control. LGBTQ+ literature, for instance, is frequently excluded to
preserve traditional views on family and identity, illustrating how educational institutions reinforce
existing power dynamics. Foucault (1976, 1980) expands on this by exploring how power operates
within institutions through control over discourse and knowledge. Policies such as book bans serve
as mechanisms of control, dictating what is considered acceptable content in schools. By regulat-
ing discourse, schools not only limit access to LGBTQ+ perspectives but also reinforce boundaries
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of acceptable knowledge, thus sustaining cultural hegemony and maintaining societal expectations
around gender and sexuality.

Building on these foundations, Kevin Kumashiro (2002) provides an antinormative lens,
advocating for education to challenge normative structures rather than uphold them. His approach
critiques traditional educational practices that marginalize diverse identities, calling for a peda-
gogy that actively includes perspectives and voices often excluded from mainstream curricula.
Kumashiro’s framework, aligned with Foucault’s concept of resistance within power structures,
emphasizes the potential for educators to counteract censorship by fostering intellectual freedom
and creating more inclusive spaces within educational settings.

Together, these perspectives reveal how censorship operates as a tool for maintaining cul-
tural norms while also highlighting the role of education as a potential site of resistance. By exam-
ining the mechanisms through which power and ideology shape educational content, this frame-
work underscores the importance of challenging restrictive practices that limit intellectual freedom
and diversity, advocating instead for a more inclusive and representative curriculum.

Rationale

This literature review critically examines the current body of research on censorship in K-
12 education, with particular attention to its impact on curriculum, representation, and intellectual
freedom. By analyzing school board decisions and public discourse around LGBTQ+ inclusive
literature, the review highlights how these factors reflect societal norms and power dynamics re-
lated to gender and sexuality. Using a critical, antinormative perspective, this review synthesizes
existing research to assess how censorship practices affect the visibility of LGBTQ+ identities in
K-12 settings and identifies areas where further study is needed. Ultimately, this analysis contrib-
utes to an understanding of how educational policies reflect prevailing societal attitudes, providing
insights to inform future research and policy discussions on fostering inclusivity in educational
contexts.

Methodology
Information Sources and Search Strategy

A targeted search was conducted across multiple databases over approximately 40 hours
during a two-week period to identify studies specifically addressing book bans in the context of
LGBTQ+ literature within K-12 education. Searches concluded on Education Full Text and ERIC
(EBSCOHost) on September 3, 2024, SAGE Journals on September 7, 2024, Education Source on
September 8, 2024, and FAU Library One Search on September 8, 2024. Google Scholar was
used as an additional source, with the final search concluding on September 8, 2024. The process
yielded 698 articles, which were stored in Mendeley for efficient organization, citation manage-
ment, and access throughout the review process.

To capture the complex intersections of book challenges, censorship, and LGBTQ+ litera-
ture within K-12 education, Boolean operators (AND, OR, NOT) were used to combine terms such
as “LGBTQ+ inclusive literature AND K-12 education AND book bans.” Keywords were adapted
to each database as needed, with an asterisk (*) used to capture variations in terminology, such as
“LG*,” ensuring broad coverage.
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The search strategy focused on capturing studies related to participants (e.g., K-12 educa-
tors, parents, students), phenomena (e.g. LGBTQ+ literature challenges, censorship, book bans),
and context (e.g. public schools, educational policy). Constructs such as power dynamics, societal
norms, and censorship were emphasized to align with the review’s focus on book bans.

Filters were applied to retrieve only peer-reviewed articles. Titles and abstracts were man-
ually screened to confirm relevance to LGBTQ+ book bans, prioritizing studies focused on book
challenges, censorship, and LGBTQ+ inclusivity. Following PRISMA (2021) guidelines, dupli-
cates were removed reducing the collection from 698 to 427 unique articles in Mendeley for further
review. Each search was carefully documented, noting parameters, results, and adjustments made
to ensure a thorough, systematic organization of relevant literature.

Data Management and Eligibility Criteria

An inductive approach was employed to establish eligibility criteria, beginning with a sys-
tematic documentation of each article’s characteristics in an Excel sheet. This initial data overview
allowed for a comprehensive understanding of the literature, which then informed the development
of specific inclusion and exclusion criteria.

The Excel sheet setup facilitated the organized recording of Author(s) Name and Acrticle
Title for easy identification and reference tracking, while the Year column helped monitor publi-
cation dates relative to emerging societal shifts. The Study Conducted column confirmed whether
each article was empirical, with Study Type (qualitative, quantitative, or mixed-methods) and
Methodology providing insights into each study’s research design, data collection, and analysis.
To ensure a rigorous selection process, additional columns tracked Peer-Reviewed Status, Focus
on LGBTQ+ Literature, and Direct Relevance to Book Bans, aligning articles with the review’s
central themes. Further contextual details, including Education Level (e.g. K-12, secondary, higher
education), Location (e.g. U.S.—Florida, International—Canada), and School Type (public, pri-
vate, charter), captured the settings and focus areas for each study. The Area of Focus column
documented primary themes explored such as parental rights, censorship, or public discourse,
while the How are Book Bans Being Discussed? Column noted each study’s framing and termi-
nology around book bans.

Following the detailed overview of characteristics, eligibility criteria were inductively de-
veloped to ensure that only the most relevant and high-quality studies were included in the analy-
sis. These criteria prioritized empirical research directly addressing the challenges of LGBTQ_lit-
erature and book bans in K-12 educational settings. The eligibility criteria were as follows:

1. Empirical Study Requirement: Articles were required to feature original data collec-
tion and analysis, ensuring reliable evidence directly related to LGBTQ+ literature
challenges in K-12 education. This criterion reduced the pool from 437 unique articles
to 212.

2. Peer-Reviewed Publication: Only studies published in peer-reviewed journals were
included to confirm academic rigor. After applying this filter, 212 articles met the
standard, as non-peer-reviewed articles had been filtered out during initial screening.

3. Focus on LGBTQ+ Literature in K-12 Settings: Articles needed to specifically address
LGBTQ+ inclusive literature within K-12 environments (schools or libraries) to ensure
relevance to educational contexts. This filter narrowed the selection to 58 articles.
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4. Direct Examination of Book Bans/Challenges or Censorship: To highlight the specific
challenges related to access to LGBTQ+ literature, only studies directly examining
book bans or censorship were retained. This step reduced the pool to 38 articles.

5. Post-2015 Publication Date: Studies published after Obergefell v. Hodges (2015) were
prioritized to ensure the review reflected the contemporary societal and legal landscape
surrounding LGBTQ+ rights and visibility. The Obergefell decision marked a signifi-
cant milestone in the recognition of LGBTQ+ rights, catalyzing broader public dis-
course and legislative actions related to family values, child development, and parental
rights in educational settings. As these themes have shaped recent debates on book
bans and censorship in K-12 education, prioritizing post-2015 studies ensured that the
review encompassed research contextualized within these modern developments. This
criterion ultimately resulted in a selection of 21 articles that met all prior requirements.

6. Inclusion of Key Pre-2015 Articles via Snowballing: Two additional articles by Emily
Knox (2014a, 2014b) were included due to their significant influence and high citation
frequency within the literature on censorship and book challenges, directly relevant to
this review’s focus. Although published before the 2015 Obergefell v. Hodges ruling
that recognized same sex marriage, Knox’s work remains foundational, providing a
theoretical and historical framework that continues to shape contemporary discourse
on book bans, particularly those targeting LGBTQ+ literature. Her insights into the
social dynamics and ideological conflicts driving censorship remain pertinent in under-
standing the ongoing debates over LGBTQ+ inclusive literature in K-12 settings. The
inclusion of her studies thus ensures that this review incorporates essential perspectives
and key arguments that underpin current discussions on censorship.

This Excel-based setup, combined with an inductive approach to defining eligibility, ensured that
criteria were carefully tailored to the specific characteristics of the reviewed literature. The final
dataset, comprising 23 articles, is visualized in the PRISMA Flow Diagram (see Figure 1). This
structured approach provided a focused dataset for further analysis, aligning the final selection
with the review’s purpose and ensuring methodological rigor.

Figure 1: PRISMA Flow Diagram for Study Identification and Selection of Studies
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Systematic Coding and Analysis Using the Boote & Beile Framework

The coding process for this systematic literature review used the Boote & Beile framework
(2005) to ensure a structured and comprehensive analysis of the literature. This framework pro-
vided a set of specific criteria, each represented by a code letter, allowing for a detailed examina-
tion of how each study aligned with important scholarly and practical dimensions. The criteria
included:

B - What Has Been Done vs. What Needs to Be Done: Documents whether studies

identify gaps in the field and suggest areas for further research.

e C - Broader Scholarly Literature: Captures references to larger academic domains or
fields relevant to the study.

e D - Historical Context: Situates the research within the historical evolution of the field.

e E - Subject Vocabulary: Identifies domain-specific terminology and definitions crucial
to understanding the field’s discourse.

e F - Variables and Phenomena: Highlights central variables or phenomena within stud-
ies, often noted in relation to the methods and focus.

e H - Methodologies and Techniques: Describes study design, methodological approach,
participants, context, data collection, and analysis methods.

e |- Theory: Links theoretical frameworks to methodologies, discussing theories applied
within the study or the field.

e J - Practical Significance: Evaluates the practical implications and potential applica-
tions of the study’s findings.

e K- Scholarly Significance: Examines the study’s contributions to academic knowledge
and scholarly value.

e R - Study Results: Captures the study's results and research questions, focusing on out-
comes and how they address the research objectives.

e N - Notes: Provides space for researcher insights and observations, capturing patterns

or ideas that emerge across the literature.

Each of these codes was systematically applied using Taguette software, enabling consistent tag-
ging of relevant text segments within each study. This approach resulted in a well-organized da-
taset that facilitated a detailed examination and comparison of findings across studies, grounded
in the Boote & Beile framework. The overall coding process is illustrated in the Diagram of Cod-
ing Process (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Diagram of Coding Process

Analysis Process: From Coding to
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Initial Coding

Articles were coded using the Boote & Beile
framework (2005) in Taguette, identifying
relevant text segments and assigning
framework-specific codes.

Once the initial coding was completed, the data were exported from Taguette to allow for
a more comparative analysis across studies. During this phase, the coded segments were system-
atically reviewed and analyzed in relation to each other in order to identify patterns and connec-
tions within the literature. To further refine the dataset, certain groups of codes were combined
based on their complementary focus on the literature’s contribution to the field and its identified
gaps. For example, codes B (What Has Been Done vs. What Needs to Be Done), C (Broader
Scholarly Literature), and K (Scholarly Significance) were merged to provide a holistic view of
the studies' positioning within the larger academic landscape. Combining these codes allowed for
a deeper analysis of how individual studies not only addressed existing gaps, but also contributed
to advancing knowledge of challenges to LGBTQ+ literature. Code B offered insights into areas
where the literature identified ongoing challenges or future research needs, while code C contex-
tualized each study within broader academic domains, establishing links to related fields or dis-
courses. Merging these with code K, which assessed the scholarly impact of each study, created a
unified category that revealed how each study contributed both practically and theoretically. This
combined view was essential for synthesizing findings that not only documented the current state
of the literature, but also demonstrated the studies’ significance and potential to drive future re-
search in LGBTQ+ educational contexts.

Analyzing these combined categories led to the extraction of key themes that summarized
the central insights and patterns in the literature. Each theme was defined to encapsulate the
essential findings, constructing a cohesive narrative that captured the range of perspectives and
approaches present in the studies. To visually map out this progression from codes to categories
and ultimately to synthesized themes, a Diagram of Codes to Categories to Themes was created
(see Figure 3). This visual aid clarified the relationships and analytical steps that informed the
thematic synthesis and findings.
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Figure 3: Diagram of Codes to Categories to Themes
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Each theme was then evaluated in relation to the research questions, with particular em-
phasis placed on insights that directly addressed the review’s objectives regarding LGBTQ+ liter-
ature and book bans in K-12 settings. The systematic coding and analysis process enabled the
identification of significant findings, which highlighted both converging and diverging perspec-
tives within the literature. The resulting themes offered new insights into the challenges and de-
bates surrounding LGBTQ+ inclusive literature, providing a well-rounded understanding that
grounded the review’s conclusions.

Findings

This section presents the findings of the systematic literature review, guided by the research
question: “What role do school board decisions and public discourses surrounding LGBTQ+ in-
clusive literature challenges in K-12 public schools play in reflecting societal norms and power
dynamics related to gender and sexuality?” Synthesizing themes from existing studies, the find-
ings explore the relationship between societal pressures and institutional responses, the impact of
censorship on curriculum and representation, and the broader implications for student intellectual
freedom and identity development. Additionally, the review identifies theoretical and methodo-
logical trends within the literature, revealing how frameworks and approaches influence the un-
derstanding of censorship practices. Organized thematically, the review provides a comprehensive
view of the interactions between public discourse, policy decisions, and the societal values that
shape the presence of LGBTQ+ literature in educational settings.
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Theoretical Trends

The literature review reveals that many studies examining censorship in K-12 education
lack explicit theoretical grounding, instead prioritizing practical and methodological approaches.
While frameworks like Critical Policy Analysis and Discourse Analysis are used, they often serve
as tools for analyzing specific findings without fully extending into a broader critique of the ideo-
logical forces shaping censorship practices. This trend reflects a tendency within the literature to
focus on the immediate impacts of censorship, such as effects on teacher responses and perceptions
and curriculum restrictions, rather than interrogating the socio-political structures that perpetuate
these practices.

Out of the 23 studies reviewed, only nine explicitly identified a theoretical framework
(Henderson, 2023; Walther, Wickens, & Koss, 2019; Becnel & Moeller, 2020; Lammert & God-
frey, 2023; Knox, 2014a, 2019; Crawley, 2020; Price, 2021; O'Loughlin, Schmidt, & Glazier,
2022). However, many of these studies blur the line between methodology and theory, using
methodological frameworks in ways that address processes, but not the underlying ideologies. For
example, Knox (2014a, 2019) employs Discourse Analysis informed by Social Construction The-
ory and Symbolic Power to examine how language and power interact in censorship discourse.
While effective in revealing patterns, this approach stops short of critically analyzing the socio-
political forces driving these patterns. Similarly, Greig and Holloway (2017) use Foucauldian
Discourse Analysis to investigate how educational policies reinforce societal norms. Although
this framework provided valuable insights into power structures, it lacks a broader critique of how
such policies perpetuate systemic inequalities or normative ideologies.

In contrast, a few studies, such as Crawley (2020) and O’Loughlin et al. (2022), stand out
as exemplars by explicitly applying Queer Theory to critique censorship practices. These studies
analyze how censorship functions as a social mechanism that privileges heteronormative values
while marginalizing others, offering a deeper interrogation of societal norms and power dynamics.
Their theoretical engagement highlights a notable gap in the broader field: while many studies
effectively document censorship practices, few extend their analyses with robust frameworks that
challenge the societal and ideological norms underlying these practices.

The reliance on terms like “safety” and “moral integrity” as neutral concepts underscores
a missed opportunity in the literature to interrogate the ideological underpinnings of these terms.
While studies often explore how these concepts justify censorship, the critical examination of how
they are socially constructed and weaponized remains underdeveloped. For example, Chaney, Wil-
ton, & Morgenroth (2024) document parental concerns as a driving force behind censorship, but
fail to delve into the cultural narratives that frame these concerns. Similarly, Hartsfield & Kimmel
(2020) highlight community perceptions of challenged literature but leave unexplored the ways
these perceptions reflect entrenched societal ideologies. Studies that apply frameworks such as
Queer Theory, like O’Loughlin et al. (2022), offer an exemplar by critically analyzing how such
terms reinforce heteronormative values.

This trend highlights the need for research to move beyond documenting practices and
critically examine the ideological systems that sustain censorship. By adopting explicitly theorized
frameworks such as Queer Theory or Critical Pedagogy, future studies could reveal how concepts
like “safety” and “moral integrity” are constructed to privilege specific ideologies while margin-
alizing others. This deeper engagement would allow for a more transformative understanding of
censorship as a mechanism of social control, ultimately fostering more inclusive educational prac-
tices.
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Societal Norms and Institutional Responses

Societal values significantly influence how educational institutions respond to LGBTQ+
content in K-12 education. Parental, community, and legislative pressures shape school policies
that often prioritize traditional norms over inclusivity, justifying restrictive practices through terms
like “protection” and ““age-appropriateness.” These pressures act as a form of social control, rein-
forcing heteronormative values and limiting representation, which impacts student development
and perpetuates exclusionary educational practices.

Parental and Community Influence

Research consistently demonstrates that parents, religious organizations, conservative ad-
vocacy groups, and school board members heavily influence school policies on LGBTQ+ content
(Chaney et al., 2024; Hartsfield & Kimmel, 2020; Tudor, Moore, & Byrne, 2023; Goncalves et al.,
2024; Pollock, 2023). Opposition to such materials is often framed as a protective measure to
safeguard children’s “innocence” or align with “family values,” justifying restrictions that mar-
ginalize LGBTQ+ perspectives. Stakeholders use these arguments to pressure school boards into
enacting policies that reflect conservative ideologies and maintain exclusionary curricula (Chaney
et al., 2024; Hartsfield & Kimmel, 2020; Goncalves et al., 2024).

Parental concerns, particularly those rooted in conservative or religious ideologies, often
dominate these discussions. For example, Chaney et al. (2024) and Hartsfield & Kimmel (2020)
document how parents advocate for banning LGBTQ+ materials under the guise of protecting
children’s moral development. This advocacy is further reinforced by local community groups
and conservative organizations, which lobby school boards to adopt restrictive policies aligning
with their values. In many cases, these pressures compel school boards to align curricular deci-
sions with dominant community standards, often at the expense of inclusivity.

The influence of parental and community pressure extends to educators, who frequently
navigate curricular decisions with caution. Research shows that educators in conservative regions
anticipate potential backlash from vocal parents or groups, leading to self-censorship and limited
representation of LGBTQ+ perspectives in classrooms (Tudor et al., 2023; Page 2017). This an-
ticipatory conformity demonstrates the pervasive influence of community norms, which shape ed-
ucational environments even in the absence of formal policies.

While conservative voices often dominate the discourse, examples of parental advocacy
for inclusivity do exist. Crawley (2020) highlights a case where a supportive parent successfully
introduced an LGBTQ+ picture book into her child’s kindergarten class, illustrating the potential
for counter-narratives within conservative contexts. However, such examples remain exceptions
rather than the rule, as broader societal norms continue to marginalize diverse identities.

The strong influence of parental and community pressures on school policies regarding
LGBTQ+ content underscores the need for educational responses that balance community values
with the imperative of fostering intellectual freedom and inclusivity. Schools should engage stake-
holders in transparent dialogue to address misconceptions about LGBTQ+ representation, empha-
sizing its educational importance in supporting diverse perspectives and student development.
Clear policy guidelines must empower educators to navigate these pressures while maintaining
inclusive curricula, ensuring that decisions are informed by pedagogical principles rather than ex-
ternal influences. Additionally, further research is needed to examine how these pressures shape
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institutional norms and to develop strategies that counteract exclusionary tendencies, fostering ed-
ucational environments that reflect the diversity of society and promote critical engagement with
a broad range of identities and ideas.

Legislative Influence

Legislative actions significantly shape school policies on LGBTQ+ content by embedding
societal norms into legal mandates. These laws often reflect conservative community values and
prioritize traditional ideologies through ambiguous terms like “age-appropriateness”. While direct
censorship is evident in some cases, the broader influence lies in how these laws prompt cautious
interpretations by educators and administrators, fostering a restrictive environment that limits the
inclusion of LGBTQ+ perspectives in K-12 education. This legislative landscape reinforces sys-
temic exclusion, shaping not only the policies themselves but also the behaviors and decisions of
school boards and educators.

Research underscores that legislation targeting LGBTQ+ content in schools frequently
originates from conservative lawmakers responding to local pressures (Goncalves et al., 2024;
Pollock, 2023; Walther et. al, 2019). These laws not only codify exclusionary norms but also create
a ripple effect, influencing district-level policies and administrative practices. For example, Gon-
calves et al. (2024) illustrate how conservative legislative efforts establish frameworks that school
boards replicate, further entrenching exclusionary practices at local levels. Similarly, Pollock
(2023) reveals that the ambiguity of legislative terms such as “age-appropriateness” often leads to
preemptive censorship. In addition to shaping institutional behaviors, these laws create climates of
uncertainty and fear among educators. Educators and administrators, seeking to avoid potential
legal conflicts, may restrict LGBTQ+ materials and discussions even in the absence of explicit
prohibitions, reinforcing a culture of cautious exclusion.

Walther, Wickens, and Koss (2019) explore how the influence of restrictive legislative
environments extends beyond individual policies, shaping institutional behaviors across districts.
Their findings highlight how such environments normalize exclusionary practices, making it in-
creasingly difficult for educators to introduce diverse perspectives. These legislative measures are
not isolated but serve as part of a broader system of social control, aligning educational policies
with societal norms that prioritize traditional family values over inclusive representation.

To address the restrictive impacts of legislation on LGBTQ+ content in schools, policies
should focus on explicitly balancing compliance with inclusive practices. School boards must
adopt proactive strategies that prioritize intellectual freedom and diverse representation by inter-
preting legislative mandates in ways that avoid overly cautious restrictions. Establishing frame-
works that support educators in understanding and navigating legislative boundaries without com-
promising on inclusivity is crucial. Additionally, districts should advocate for legislative reforms
that clarify vague terms like “age-appropriateness” to minimize misinterpretation and reduce the
chilling effect on LGBTQ+ representation. By addressing these systemic challenges, schools can
mitigate the exclusionary impact of legislation while fostering an educational environment that
values diversity and critical engagement.

Critical Summary

The findings reveal a troubling alignment between societal norms and institutional policies,
with parental, community, and legislative pressures shaping school responses to LGBTQ+ content.
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These pressures often prioritize traditional values, using terms like “protection” and “age-appro-
priateness” to justify exclusionary practices that reinforce heteronormativity. By aligning with
these norms, schools act as gatekeepers, limiting the representation of diverse identities and nar-
rowing opportunities for inclusive dialogue in educational settings.

Parental and community influence emerges as a significant driver of censorship, with or-
ganized groups and vocal stakeholders framing LGBTQ+ topics as threats to children’s moral de-
velopment. This narrative enables conservative advocacy efforts to dominate discussions around
school policy, resulting in restrictive practices that reflect broader societal anxieties. While some
parents advocate for inclusive curricula, their efforts are often overshadowed in conservative areas,
further marginalizing diverse perspectives within educational materials.

Legislation compounds these issues by codifying societal norms into enforceable man-
dates, creating environments where school boards and educators interpret policies conservatively
to avoid potential violations. Ambiguously worded laws, such as those emphasizing “age-appro-
priateness,” contribute to self-censorship and preemptive restrictions that exacerbate exclusionary
practices. These legislative measures, while reflective of community values in some regions, also
set powerful precedents that institutionalize heteronormative standards and limit educational in-
clusivity.

These findings highlight the urgency of examining how policy language and legislative
mandates perpetuate societal biases, reinforcing exclusionary norms. Educational institutions must
navigate these pressures with care, balancing respect for community values with the imperative to
foster intellectual freedom and inclusive representation. This calls for a nuanced understanding of
the socio-political dynamics at play, as well as policies and practices that actively challenge, rather
than replicate, exclusionary ideologies. Recognizing these dynamics is crucial for creating educa-
tional environments that support all students, providing them with the diverse perspectives and
critical engagement necessary for personal and social growth.

Impact on Curriculum and Teaching Practices

Censorship pressures in education significantly affect curriculum and teaching practices,
particularly through the prevalence of self-censorship among educators and the exclusion of
LGBTQ+ content from school materials. These patterns not only limit the diversity of perspectives
available to students, but also reinforce societal norms that marginalize LGBTQ+ identities and
perpetuate exclusionary practices in education.

Educator Self-Censorship

Research reveals that educators often engage in self-censorship when addressing LGBTQ+
topics, a phenomenon driven by vague policy language, societal pressures, and insufficient insti-
tutional support. Teachers preemptively exclude LGBTQ+ content to avoid potential conflicts with
parents, administrators, or community members, reflecting an indirect but pervasive form of cen-
sorship that undermines curricular inclusivity. This cautious approach limits opportunities for stu-
dents to engage with diverse perspectives and reinforces traditional societal norms within educa-
tional settings.

Studies demonstrate that self-censorship among educators stems from ambiguous policy
language, societal expectations, and inadequate institutional protection (Pollock, 2023; Walther,
Wickens, & Koss, 2019; Tudor, Moore, & Byrne, 2023; McQuillan, Lebovitz, & Harbin 2024).
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For instance, teachers report avoiding LGBTQ+ topics in response to loosely defined standards of
“age-appropriateness” and “protection,” fearing potential repercussions from stakeholders
(Slungaard Mumma, 2024; Goncalves et al., 2024). These policies create an environment of un-
certainty where educators interpret the absence of explicit guidance as a directive to sideline po-
tentially controversial topics.

Beyond the influence of policies, the lack of institutional protection further amplifies edu-
cators’ hesitance. Teachers in several studies expressed concern about their administration’s will-
ingness to support them if conflicts arose, leading many to self-censor even in the absence of ex-
plicit policy mandates (McQuillan et al., 2024; Chaney, Wilton, & Morgenroth, 2024). This lack
of support perpetuates a climate of vulnerability, where educators refrain from including LGBTQ+
topics in the curriculum, library recommendations, or classroom discussions.

The impact of self-censorship is particularly evident in regions with strong community
opposition to LGBTQ+ materials. Even in districts without explicit mandates, educators adopt
anticipatory caution, fearing backlash that could jeopardize their careers (Pollock, 2023; Gon-
calves et al., 2024; Slungaard Mumma, 2024). For example, Slungaard Mumma (2024) describes
how educators in politically conservative areas avoided LGBTQ+ content even when no formal
restrictions existed, reflecting the cultural influence of local norms. Similarly, Goncalves et al.
(2024) found that teachers often self-regulated their curricular choices, prioritizing community
expectations over inclusivity. This demonstrates that self-censorship functions as an unspoken pol-
icy, constraining LGBTQ+ representation and narrowing educational opportunities for students.

To address self-censorship, schools and policymakers must establish clear guidelines that
empower educators to teach inclusively without fear of backlash. These guidelines should priori-
tize intellectual freedom and explicitly encourage the inclusion of diverse perspectives, providing
educators with the confidence to navigate challenging topics. Professional development initiatives
focused on inclusive practices are also essential, equipping teachers with the skills and knowledge
to address LGBTQ+ topics thoughtfully and confidently. By addressing the ambiguity in policy
language and fostering supportive environments, schools can ensure that educators feel secure in
their ability to promote intellectual freedom and representation in the classroom.

Loss of Curricular Inclusivity

The exclusion of LGBTQ+ content due to censorship pressures results in a significant loss
of curricular inclusivity, limiting students’ exposure to diverse identities and perspectives. As ed-
ucators preemptively exclude LGBTQ+ materials or avoid these topics altogether, the curriculum
reflects a narrower range of social and cultural realities. This exclusion reinforces traditional soci-
etal narratives while depriving students of opportunities to engage critically with diverse perspec-
tives essential for comprehensive learning.

Research shows that educators, responding to ambiguous policies or community pressures,
frequently omit LGBTQ+ perspectives from their teaching, resulting in a curriculum that dispro-
portionately prioritizes dominant narratives (Pollock, 2023; Tudor, Moore, & Byrne, 2023,
McQuillan et al., 2024). For example, Walther et al., (2019) found that LGBTQ+ literature was
systematically excluded from classroom reading lists, even when such materials were available,
due to fears of controversy or backlash. This selective inclusion reflects a broader pattern of omis-
sion that prioritizes traditional, heteronormative content over diverse representation.

The loss of curricular inclusivity extends beyond the classroom to other educational re-
sources, such as school libraries and extracurricular activities. Studies document instances where
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LGBTQ+ materials were proactively removed from library collections or were never included due
to prevailing community standards (Slungaard Mumma, 2024; Tudor, Moore, & Byrne, 2023).
Tudor, Moore, and Byrne (2023) describe how administrators restricted access to books addressing
LGBTQ+ topics, limiting opportunities for student-led exploration and identity development. This
exclusion reinforces an environment where students are denied access to narratives that reflect
their own or others’ experiences.

Moreover, this narrowing of curricular inclusivity has far-reaching consequences for stu-
dents’ development. Research demonstrates that students in schools with limited LGBTQ+ repre-
sentation are less prepared to engage with discussions on identity, social justice, and inclusion
(Borsheim-Black, 2024; Goncalves et al., 2024). McQuillan et al. (2024) emphasize that by re-
stricting access to diverse perspectives, schools constrain students’ understanding of complex so-
cial issues, which hinders the development of empathy and critical thinking skills. The absence of
diverse narratives perpetuates a limited worldview, leaving students unprepared for civic engage-
ment in a multicultural society.

To address the loss of curricular inclusivity, schools must move beyond simply adding
LGBTQ+ perspectives and adopt policies that challenge the dominance of heteronormative and
cisnormative narratives in education. Policies should explicitly affirm the value of disrupting tra-
ditional norms by embedding diverse, intersectional perspectives throughout the curriculum, posi-
tioning them as central rather than supplementary. This requires rejecting vague language like
"age-appropriateness™ that reinforces exclusion and instead embracing intellectual freedom as a
guiding principle. Schools must also cultivate a culture that actively resists normative assumptions,
empowering educators to explore topics of identity, gender, and sexuality without fear of backlash.
By centering antinormative practices, such as prioritizing marginalized voices and questioning
dominant cultural narratives, education can create transformative spaces where students learn to
critique societal norms and imagine more inclusive possibilities.

Critical Summary

The interplay between educator self-censorship and the loss of curricular inclusivity high-
lights the pervasive influence of external pressures in maintaining exclusionary practices within
education. Self-censorship, driven by ambiguous policies and societal norms, acts as a silent en-
forcer of heteronormativity, narrowing the curriculum and limiting the representation of margin-
alized identities. This exclusion reinforces dominant cultural narratives, marginalizes LGBTQ+
perspectives, and deprives students of the opportunity to engage critically with diverse social re-
alities.

These findings point to the necessity of examining not only the structural forces that drive
self-censorship, but also the broader implications of exclusionary curricula. Future research should
explore how antinormative practices that resist and challenge traditional societal norms might
serve as a counter to these trends. Investigating how the inclusion of diverse perspectives fosters
critical thinking, empathy, and identity development could provide a framework for reimagining
educational practices. This is essential for understanding how to disrupt exclusionary patterns and
create a more equitable and inclusive educational system.
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Student Identity, Access, and Intellectual Freedom

Restrictions on LGBTQ+ content in educational settings profoundly impact student iden-
tity development and intellectual freedom. Limiting access to diverse perspectives constrains stu-
dents’ ability to explore and inform their identities, engage critically with social issues, and de-
velop the empathy and self-awareness needed for civic engagements. By examining the effects of
restricted access on both identity formation and intellectual exploration, this finding underscores
the educational and social costs of exclusionary practices.

Restricted Access and Identity Development

The restriction of LGBTQ+ content in educational settings undermines students’ opportu-
nities to explore and affirm their identities. By limiting exposure to diverse narratives on gender,
sexuality, and family structures, schools create environments where students are less likely to en-
counter representations that resonate with their experiences or expand their understanding of oth-
ers. This narrowing of access significantly impacts identity formation, empathy development, and
the ability to navigate diverse social realities.

Research highlights that exclusionary practices around LGBTQ+ literature and related top-
ics reduce students’ access to affirming narratives, thereby limiting opportunities for identity ex-
ploration (Knox, 2019; Walther et al., 2019; Tudor, Moore, & Byrne, 2023; Henderson, 2023).
Henderson (2023) found that decisions to exclude LGBTQ+ content often stem from mispercep-
tions about its relevance or appropriateness. These decisions create environments where diverse
identities are systematically erased. Similarly, Knox (2019) emphasizes the role of censorship in
perpetuating heteronormative norms by denying students opportunities to engage with literature
that challenges dominant narratives.

Walther et al. (2019) provide evidence that restricted access to LGBTQ+ literature dispro-
portionately affects LGBTQ+ students, who often rely on such texts for identity affirmation and
emotional support. The absence of affirming narratives can contribute to increased feelings of
isolation, erasure, and marginalization among these students. This lack of representation also im-
pedes the broader student body from developing empathy and understanding of diverse lived ex-
periences. Tudor et al. (2023) illustrate this impact by documenting how the removal of books
featuring nontraditional family structures limited students’ exposure to alternative perspectives
and reinforced dominant societal norms. In contrast, studies show that access to inclusive materials
positively influences identity development, emotional well-being, and social awareness. Gon-
calves et al. (2024) report that students in schools with comprehensive LGBTQ+ collections en-
gaged more meaningfully in discussions about equity and built stronger connections with peers
from diverse backgrounds. Collectively, these findings underscore the necessity of maintaining
access to inclusive literature, not only to support identity formation and belonging among
LGBTQ+ youth, but also to promote critical thinking, empathy, and inclusive values across the
school community.

Educational institutions must prioritize fostering student agency in advocating for inclusive
curricula and resources. By creating platforms for student voices, such as advisory councils or
student-led initiatives, schools can ensure that curricula and library collections reflect the diversity
of the student body. Encouraging students to engage with inclusive content supports identity ex-
ploration while cultivating leadership and civic responsibility. Schools can further reinforce these
efforts by implementing peer-led programs and clubs that provide safe spaces for discussions on



219 Critical Questions in Education 16:3 Fall, 2025

diversity and representation. Shifting the focus toward empowering students as agents of change
creates opportunities for them to take ownership of their learning environments and build inclusive
communities from the ground up.

Intellectual Freedom and Critical Engagement

The restriction of LGBTQ+ content in educational settings significantly limits students’
intellectual freedom by narrowing their exposure to diverse perspectives essential for critical en-
gagement with societal issues. When access to various narratives is restricted, students lose valu-
able opportunities to question societal norms, develop independent viewpoints, and build the crit-
ical thinking skills necessary to navigate complex social dynamics.

Research underscores the detrimental effects of restricting access to LGBTQ+ content on
students’ intellectual growth and critical engagement. Pollock et al. (2023) highlight how remov-
ing inclusive content from curricula and libraries limits students’ ability to explore diverse per-
spectives, reinforcing normative ideas that constrain intellectual inquiry. This restriction not only
denies students exposure to diverse narratives but also perpetuates narrow worldviews. The impact
of these limitations becomes particularly evident when examining the relationship between repre-
sentation and critical thinking. Tudor, Moore, and Byrne (2023) found that schools excluding
LGBTQ+ materials deprive students of opportunities to engage with narratives that challenge tra-
ditional societal norms, ultimately hindering their capacity to critically evaluate issues of equity
and justice. Similarly, Slungaard Mumma (2024) documented how students in environments where
LGBTQ+ materials were inaccessible lacked the tools to question dominant narratives, leaving
them unable to fully engage with complex social issues.

Price (2021) offers a contrasting perspective, illustrating the transformative potential of
inclusive content. This study revealed that students exposed to LGBTQ+ literature demonstrated
a stronger ability to critically analyze societal structures and norms, fostering deeper understand-
ings of identity and justice. These findings emphasize how access to diverse perspectives can sig-
nificantly enhance students’ intellectual engagement. Further supporting these conclusions,
McQuillan et al. (2024) observed that the absence of LGBTQ+ perspectives stifled meaningful
discussions on diversity and inclusion. Students in restrictive environments missed opportunities
to develop open-mindedness and intellectual independence. In contrast, Borsheim-Black (2024)
found that inclusive curricula enabled students to thoughtfully engage with peers from different
backgrounds, enriching their understanding of social complexities and strengthening their critical
thinking skills.

To ensure intellectual freedom and encourage critical engagement, schools must address
the systemic barriers that restrict access to diverse perspectives, including LGBTQ+ content. This
requires advocating for reforms at the district, state, and national levels to establish educational
standards that explicitly protect the inclusion of diverse narratives in curricula and libraries.
Schools should also form partnerships with external organizations, such as LGBTQ+ advocacy
groups and educational nonprofits, to provide training, resources, and support for both educators
and students. Additionally, structural mechanisms like independent review boards can be imple-
mented to assess curricular and library content for inclusivity and intellectual rigor, ensuring that
decisions about educational materials reflect a commitment to diversity rather than political or
ideological pressures. By focusing on systemic reform and external collaboration, schools can cre-
ate environments where intellectual freedom is safeguarded and critical engagement flourishes
across all levels of education.
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Intellectual Freedom and Critical Engagement

The findings emphasize how restrictive educational practices around LGBTQ+ content un-
dermine intellectual freedom by limiting students’ exposure to diverse perspectives. This con-
striction hampers their ability to critically analyze societal norms and engage with complex social
issues. Importantly, the evidence reveals that inclusive practices not only support intellectual
growth, but also enhance students' empathy and readiness for civic participation, offering a com-
pelling argument for systemic change.

These findings highlight the broader educational and societal implications of intellectual
freedom, underscoring its role in fostering independent thought and critical engagement. The re-
search calls for a shift from reactive measures against exclusionary practices to proactive policies
and systemic reforms that prioritize inclusivity and intellectual exploration as core values in edu-
cation. Future research could examine how these reforms impact long-term student outcomes, par-
ticularly in terms of civic responsibility and social awareness, to further validate the necessity of
such changes.

Methodological Approaches and Insights

Analyzing the diverse methodologies used to examine book challenges and censorship re-
veals interconnected insights into this complex issue. The studies reviewed utilize qualitative,
quantitative, and mixed-methods frameworks, each contributing uniquely to understanding con-
tested books with LGBTQ+ themes in K-12 education. Together, these methodologies illuminate
the layered nature of censorship, capturing its individual, cultural, and systemic dimensions.

Methodological Approaches

A significant proportion of the studies (61%) utilize qualitative approaches, with discourse
analysis emerging as a prominent method used in 36% of these studies. This approach enables
researchers to dissect the language used in book challenges, uncovering how rhetoric constructs
and perpetuates societal fears. Phrases like “protecting children” often function as coded language
that frames LGBTQ+ literature as morally hazardous, thus legitimizing censorship actions (Knox,
2019; Knox, 2014a). Although some studies, such as those utilizing queer critical discourse anal-
ysis, focus on how language reinforces heteronormative and cisnormative cultural norms, they
highlight marginalization strategies without specifically emphasizing the “protecting children”
rhetoric (O’Loughlin et al, 2022). Additionally, the framing of LGBTQ+ topics as inherently con-
troversial is analyzed through broader discourse analysis, revealing how such narratives support
restrictive practices (Wargo et al., 2024; Hartsfield & Kimmel, 2020). By examining these rhe-
torical strategies, discourse analysis contributes to a deeper understanding of how language both
reflects and enforces cultural norms around gender and sexuality.

Interviews (36%) are another frequently used qualitative method, offering narrative-driven
insights into the experiences of educators and librarians. This approach uncovers the emotional
and professional dilemmas faced by those working in educational spaces, highlighting how cen-
sorship pressures influence their daily practices. Through in-depth interviews, researchers have
documented how self-censorship emerges as a strategy to avoid conflict, even when individuals
are committed to inclusivity. The methodology captures these tensions and provides an nuanced
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view of the human cost of censorship (Sachdeva, Kimmel, & Cherres, 2023; Crawly, 2020; Bors-
heim-Black, 2024; Oltmann et al., 2017; Pollack et al., 2023).

Content analysis, comprising 14% of the qualitative studies, systematically identifies pat-
terns in the material most frequently targeted for censorship. This approach is effective in illus-
trating which themes provoke societal anxieties and how these anxieties manifest in book chal-
lenges. By categorizing the types of content that draw scrutiny, content analysis highlights how
decisions around literature often reflect broader cultural values, particularly concerning gender and
sexual diversity (Knox, 2014b; Price, 2021). This method emphasizes the referring societal mech-
anisms that frame LGBTQ+ content as controversial.

Policy analysis utilized in 14% of the studies, reveals how legislative and institutional
frameworks shape censorship practices, demonstrating that policies are inherently embedded
within broader power dynamics rather than being neutral. This research shows that legislative
mandates often reinforce societal norms, either by restricting or supporting the availability of
LGBTQ+ literature. For example, an examination of trans-affirming policies using traditional and
critical policy analysis demonstrates how legislative actions can uphold exclusionary practices,
particularly when intersecting with bans on critical race theory (McQuillan et al., 2024). Addi-
tionally, a Foucauldian approach to text selection policies in Ontario reveals how institutional dis-
courses marginalize non-normative identities, perpetuating societal control (Greig & Holloway,
2017). Together, these studies underscore the significant role of policy in determining which nar-
ratives are accessible in educational settings and highlight the influence of institutional forces in
maintaining cultural and educational norms.

Quantitative methods, used in 22% of the studies, added statistical depth to the understand-
ing of book challenges. These methodologies analyze demographic and regional data to identify
patterns in censorship, often correlating factors like community conservatism and political affilia-
tion with the frequency of book bans. For instance, research has shown that communities with
higher levels of conservatism are significantly more likely to challenge books with LGBTQ+ con-
tent, demonstrating how political ideology influences censorship trends (Goncalves et al., 2024).
Additionally, quantitative studies provide empirical evidence of how factors such as school district
policies and parental attitudes impact book availability, offering insights into how macro-level
trends shape micro-level decisions in educational settings. This data-driven approach comple-
ments the nuanced findings of qualitative research, helping to create a comprehensive understand-
ing of the societal forces driving book bans (Slungaard Mumma, 2024; Chaney, Wilton, & Mor-
genroth, 2024; Goncalves, et al., 2024; Page, 2017; Tudor et al., 2023).

Mixed-methods research, comprising 17% of the reviewed studies, bridges qualitative and
qualitative approaches to create a more holistic understanding of book challenges. This method-
ology allows for the triangulation of data, combining personal experiences with broader statistical
trends. By using surveys alongside interviews, mixed-methods research reveals how societal
norms and institutional policies intersect, providing a comprehensive view of how censorship func-
tions across multiple levels of influence (Henderson, 2023; Benchel & Moeller, 2020; Lammert &
Godfrey, 2023; Walther et al., 2019). This integrative approach underscores the complexity of
book challenges, demonstrating how they are shaped by both individual and systemic factors.

Addressing the pervasive issues of book challenges and censorship must involve a more
critically engaged and theoretically grounded approach. While existing research has made im-
portant strides in revealing how language and policy perpetuate societal fears and norms, there
ought to be a stronger emphasis on methodologies that explicitly interrogate the underlying power
structures. A queer, critical policy discourse analysis can uniquely illuminate how legislative
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frameworks and cultural rhetoric intersect to marginalize LGBTQ+ literature. This approach
should expose the strategic use of language and policy to uphold heteronormativity and cisnorma-
tivity, while also challenging the assumed neutrality of these systems. By pushing beyond tradi-
tional methods and adopting a critical lens, future research could more effectively disrupt exclu-
sionary practices and advocate for policies that promote inclusivity and equity in educational set-
tings.

Intersections and Reinforcements of Methodologies

Studies demonstrate how different methodological approaches reveal overlapping themes
that connect book challenges to broader societal discourses, public attitudes, and policy influences.
The intersection of methodologies—qualitative, quantitative and mixed-methods—provides a com-
prehensive understanding of how censorship functions as both a cultural and political phenome-
non, particularly regarding LGBTQ+ literature in K-12 education.

The combination of discourse analysis with qualitative and policy analysis uncovers how
book challenges reflect and reinforce societal and policy-driven anxieties surrounding LGBTQ+
literature. By analyzing the coded language of “protecting children” within public debates and
policies, studies reveal how such rhetoric legitimizes censorship and aligns individual actions with
institutional and cultural values. For instance, Greig and Holloway (2017) use Foucauldian dis-
course analysis to examine how educational policies influence the selection of LGBTQ+ literature,
showing how institutional decisions mirror societal norms and anxieties. Similarly, McQuillan et
al. (2024) explore anti-LGBTQ+ legislation, illustrating how terms like “protecting children” are
strategically used to justify excluding diverse content from school curricula. Together, these stud-
ies offer insight into how policy and discourse reinforce each other, highlighting censorship as
both a personal and policy-based response to societal norms, with public opinion and institutional
policies shaping access to LGBTQ+ content in schools (Knox, 2014a; Knox, 2019; O'Loughlin et
al., 2022; Greig & Holloway, 2017; Wargo et al., 2024; McQuillan et al., 2024).

Mixed-methods studies further enhance this understanding by blending qualitative and
quantitative data, connecting individual experiences with broader societal trends and demographic
patterns. This approach illustrates how personal narratives around LGBTQ+ literature challenges
align with public opinion and policy influences. For example, Henderson (2023) combines survey
data with interviews to examine how community attitudes and political climates shape school
board decisions on LGBTQ+ content. Such studies underscore the complex interactions between
public opinion, institutional responses, and legislative actions, providing a comprehensive view of
the forces shaping access to LGBTQ+ literature in schools. Through integrated methodologies,
mixed-methods research enhances the field’s ability to capture the complex dynamics of censor-
ship (Henderson, 2023; Benchel & Moeller, 2020; Lammert & Godfrey, 2023).

To advance the field, researchers must continue to expand on these methodological inter-
sections, leveraging them to uncover the layered power dynamics underlying censorship. Future
research should increasingly combine these methods to reveal how cultural, demographic, and
institutional factors intersect to shape censorship practices. This integrated approach may provide
the nuanced analysis needed to capture the societal forces sustaining censorship and could ulti-
mately guide the development of policies that promote intellectual freedom and inclusivity in ed-
ucational settings.
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Critical Summary

The field’s reliance on qualitative methods (61%) provides insight into individual perspec-
tives on book challenges, but lacks broader systemic exploration. This focus limits understanding
of institutional and sociopolitical dimensions, suggesting a need for more studies that examine
these broader influences. Discourse analysis is common, but often isolated from a wider socio
political framework, missing critical insights into how societal norms and power structures shape
censorship. Additionally, quantitative (22%) and mixed-methods (17%) approaches are underuti-
lized, limiting the field’s capacity to connect personal narratives with demographic and policy
trends. To address these gaps, expanding the use of quantitative and mixed-methods approaches
could offer a more comprehensive view of how broader societal and institutional factors impact
censorship practices. Such approaches would enable researchers to connect individual experiences
with larger demographic patterns and policy influences, enriching the field’s understanding of cen-
sorship dynamics in education.

Discussion and Implications

The evolving discourse surrounding LGBTQ+ inclusive literature in K-12 settings under-
scores the intricate power dynamics and societal ideologies that shape censorship practices. The
studies reviewed highlight how parental beliefs, institutional policies, and public rhetoric intersect,
particularly in the context of restrictive legislation that appears to be sweeping the country. These
forces collectively contribute to the exclusion of diverse perspectives, constraining opportunities
for intellectual freedom and inclusivity in education. educators and librarians often bear the brunt
of these pressures, navigating contentious environments that frequently lead to self-censorship,
further limiting students’ access to diverse perspectives. The implications of these practices extend
beyond individual classrooms, influencing societal norms and the scope of intellectual freedom in
education.

Insights and Limitations of Current Research

The existing body of research offers valuable insights into how censorship practices reflect
broader societal anxieties. Studies situate contemporary book challenges within historical and cul-
tural contexts, linking them to longstanding patterns of moral panic and cultural fear. These find-
ings demonstrate how censorship functions as both a response to and reinforcement of traditional
societal norms, particularly heteronormativity and cisnormativity. For example, discourse analyses
show how terms like “protecting children” operate as coded language to justify exclusionary prac-
tices, obscuring their ideological motivations (Knox, 2019; O’Loughlin et al., 2022). Through
Foucault’s (1980) lens, these practices exemplify how power operates within institutions to regu-
late knowledge and discourse, shaping what is considered legitimate or acceptable in educational
settings.

Despite these strengths, significant gaps remain in the literature. While some studies
acknowledge the intersecting impacts of race, gender, and class on censorship, these intersections
are often underexplored. This leaves gaps in understanding how censorship practices dispropor-
tionately affect students with multiple marginalized identities. Tudor, Moore, and Byrne (2023)
touch on these themes, but more in-depth analyses are needed to fully uncover the compounded
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effects of marginalization. Expanding the use of queer and critical theoretical frameworks, as ad-
vocated by Kumashiro (2002), could provide a richer understanding of how censorship intersects
with broader systems of oppression, including whiteness and patriarchy.

Future Directions for Research

Addressing the gaps identified in the literature requires a more expansive methodological
and theoretical approach. Mixed-methods studies offer significant potential to bridge individual
experiences with broader systemic patterns. Combining qualitative methods with demographic and
policy data can reveal how censorship practices vary across regions and sociopolitical contexts.
Henderson (2023) exemplifies how integrating quantitative and qualitative data provides a more
comprehensive understanding of the forces driving book challenges. Research informed by Ap-
ple’s (1979) critique of ideological control could further explore how curricula reproduce societal
norms, identifying opportunities for intervention to create more equitable educational spaces.

Future research should also prioritize the voices of those directly impacted by censorship,
including students and educators. Studies could explore how individuals resist restrictive practices
and advocate for intellectual freedom, shedding light on strategies for fostering inclusivity in con-
tentious environments. These investigations would not only contribute to theoretical advance-
ments, but also offer practical tools for navigating censorship disputes. Drawing on Foucault’s
(1976) concept of resistance and Kumashiro’s (2002) call for antinormative pedagogy, researchers
can illuminate strategies to disrupt dominant narratives and promote systemic change.

The Broader Implications of Censorship

The exclusion of LGBTQ+ content in educational settings has far-reaching implications
beyond the immediate context of book challenges. Limiting students’ access to diverse perspec-
tives reinforces societal norms that marginalize non-dominant identities, constraining opportuni-
ties for critical thinking, empathy, and civic engagement. These findings align with Apple’s (1979)
assertion that education often serves as a site for reproducing dominant ideologies rather than chal-
lenging them. Similarly, they reflect Foucault’s (1976) analysis of how institutional policies regu-
late access to knowledge, consolidating power by defining the boundaries of acceptable discourse.

The literature also suggests a path forward, guided by Kumashiro’s (2002) call for antinor-
mative pedagogy. This approach advocates for curricula that intentionally disrupt normative as-
sumptions and prioritize marginalized perspectives. Empowering educators to implement such
frameworks requires institutional support, clear policy protections, and professional development
that emphasizes the value of discomfort and critical inquiry in fostering meaningful learning ex-
periences. In addition to addressing legislative and institutional barriers, future efforts should fo-
cus on empowering educators and students to actively challenge exclusionary practices. Providing
resources, such as advocacy toolkits and professional development programs, can equip stakehold-
ers with the skills and knowledge to promote inclusivity within restrictive environments. By fos-
tering an educational culture that values diverse perspectives, schools can better prepare students
to navigate a complex and interconnected world while resisting the societal forces that perpetuate
inequality.
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Conclusion

The review of LGBTQ+ inclusive literature challenges in K-12 education reveals the deep
entanglement of societal norms, institutional policies, and power dynamics in shaping what narra-
tives are accessible to students. Censorship practices, often justified through public rhetoric and
legislative mandates, reflect broader efforts to sustain dominant ideologies that marginalize non-
normative identities. These exclusionary practices not only narrow intellectual freedom but also
undermine the capacity of education to serve as a transformative space for critical thinking, empa-
thy, and equity.

This synthesis highlights how current censorship practices are rooted in systemic efforts to
reproduce societal norms, as theorized by Apple (1979), and reinforced through institutional mech-
anisms that regulate discourse, as described by Foucault (1980). At the same time, Kumashiro’s
(2002) call for antinormative pedagogy underscores the potential for education to disrupt these
entrenched ideologies, creating space for marginalized voices to be heard and valued. Together,
these theoretical perspectives provide a framework for understanding the complexities of censor-
ship and imagining alternative approaches to inclusivity in education.

The findings underscore the urgent need for research and action to address these chal-
lenges. Future efforts must prioritize policies that safeguard intellectual freedom while promoting
inclusive curricula reflecting the diversity of human experience. Research should continue to ex-
plore how legislative and institutional decisions shape access to diverse perspectives, providing
actionable insights for educators, students, and policymakers. Advocacy for these changes is es-
sential to creating educational environments that equip students to critically engage with the com-
plexities of the world and challenge exclusionary norms. By addressing the societal forces that
underpin censorship and fostering a culture of inclusivity, we can uphold education’s role as a
catalyst for empathy, equity, and intellectual growth. These efforts are not only vital for promoting
intellectual diversity but for empowering the next generation to navigate and contribute to an in-
creasingly interconnected and multifaceted world.
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