
50 East Huron Street 

Chicago, Illinois 60611-2795 
USA 

Telephone 312 944 6780 
Fax 312 440 9374 

Toll Free 800 545 2433 
E-mail: ala@ala.org 
www.ala.org 
 

 

Office for Intellectual Freedom 

 

 

 
April 3, 2017 
 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg School District   
Superintendent Ann Clark and CMS Board of Education 
600 E. Fourth Street 
Charlotte, NC 28202 
 
Dear Ms. Clark and Board Members: 
 
I am writing on behalf of the American Library Association’s Office for Intellectual Freedom to   
express our deep concern about the recent decision to remove Jacob’s New Dress by Ian and Sarah 
Hoffman from the anti-bullying curriculum of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg School District in 
apparent disregard of the district's board-approved reconsideration policy and procedure. 
 
Recipient of numerous positive reviews from professional journals, Jacob’s New Dress speaks 
directly to issues of bullying and self-confidence that concern elementary school students. School 
Library Journal, a monthly book review publication, states that “the warm cartoon illustrations 
convey the mood well and offer readers visual clues to the cruelty, teasing, and struggle with self-
acceptance that can occur when children are different from their peers.” 
 
We applaud the school district’s initiative to combat bullying with reading and stories. 
Superintendent Ann Clark announced the kickoff of STAND UP, SPEAK OUT, AND READ with a 
powerful statement:  “The power of literacy to create a platform for important conversations that 
can happen with our students, with teachers and students, within the classroom.” It’s important to 
lead by example and not let your educators be bullied by outside organizations and individuals 
who have demanded the removal of Jacob’s New Dress and protested any conversation that 
includes gender nonconforming students.  
 
Based on the accounts provided by local and national newspapers, it appears that school policies 
and procedures were not followed or used when the decision was made to remove Jacob’s New 
Dress from the anti-bullying curriculum. As a result, the faculty, students, and parents affected by 
the decision were never given the opportunity for a fair hearing or a review of their concerns.  
Courts considering whether a school has acted unconstitutionally in removing a book have stated 
that when a school fails to follow its own policies and procedures for reviewing a challenged book, 
it raises the presumption that the school’s motivations are unconstitutional. See Case v. Unified 
School District No. 233, 908 F. Supp. 864 (1995).   
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Challenged materials that have been duly selected and approved by the faculty and administration 
pursuant to policy should not be removed from the classroom, except upon the recommendation 
of the reconsideration committee or upon formal action of the school board. Decisions about the 
availability of instructional materials – including removing or restricting students' access to books 
– should be done according to written selection and reconsideration policies.  Such policies and 
procedures are vital to preserving academic freedom and free inquiry within the school. They 
establish a framework for registering a complaint and provide for a hearing so that all sides may 
be heard and give equal weight to all voices, not just the powerful. Further, they offer important 
procedural and substantive protections for the student's right to access materials, the faculty's 
integrity and professional responsibilities, and the principles of free speech and freedom of 
information. Most importantly, written selection and reconsideration policies prevent anyone 
from subjectively blocking all students from accessing materials simply because he or she does not 
like them. 
 
In a school district that enthusiastically promotes STAND UP, SPEAK OUT, AND READ, removing 
Jacob’s New Dress only serves to censor a strong, positive, diverse voice that speaks to students' 
concerns and contributes to their understanding of the wider society. Books like it serve as 
windows to the world. Though we may struggle mightily against it, we surely must admit that 
gender, identity and bullies are a part of that world. Engaging, thoughtful picture books help 
students make sense of the world by learning how to treat others with kindness.  
 
Although we are often tempted to shield students for as long as possible from the world’s more 
complicated realities, limiting access to books does not protect young people from the challenging 
world that confronts them. Rather, it can deprive them of information that is important to their 
learning and development as individuals. Once a book has been selected and approved by faculty 
members pursuant to the standards outlined in the district's materials selection policy, any 
decision on whether to limit a student's access to materials is most appropriately made by a 
student's parents, who are best equipped to know and understand their child’s intellectual and 
emotional development. But those parents should not be given the power to restrict other 
students' ability to read and learn from the book. The district should respect and support the 
judgments of teachers, librarians, and other educators who select instructional materials based on 
their professional and educational standards to serve the needs of all members of your diverse 
community.   
     
For this reason, we strongly encourage you to "reset the clock," and initiate a reconsideration 
procedure for Jacob’s New Dress that will provide all parties with a fair opportunity to have their 
concerns heard and allow for evaluation of the book pursuant to the standards outlined in the 
district's policies. By doing so, you will not only affirm the district's commitment to academic  
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freedom, free inquiry, and First Amendment values, you will also assure your community and 
teachers that the final resolution of the current controversy will be accomplished without ill 
motive or sectarian prejudice.    
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
James LaRue 
Director, ALA Office for Intellectual Freedom 
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