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The ALA Intellectual Freedom Committee (IFC) is pleased to present this update of its activities.  

INFORMATION 

The first-ever Lemony Snicket Award for Noble Librarians Faced with Adversity was presented 
to Laurence Copel, youth outreach librarian and founder of the Lower Ninth Ward Street 
Library, by author Daniel Handler during the ALA Awards Reception. Handler, also known as 
Lemony Snicket, presented the citation to Copel, along with a platter designed by Mo Willem. 
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Access to Library Resources and Services for Minors 
An Interpretation of the Library Bill of Rights 

Library policies and procedures that effectively deny minors equal and equitable access to all 
library resources and services available to other users violate the American Library Association’s 
Library Bill of Rights. The American Library Association opposes all attempts to restrict access 
to library services, materials, and facilities based on the age of library users. 

Article V of the Library Bill of Rights states, “A person’s right to use a library should not be 
denied or abridged because of origin, age, background, or views.” The “right to use a library” 
includes free access to, and unrestricted use of, all the services, materials, and facilities the 



6 

 

As “Libraries: An American Value” states, “We affirm the responsibility and the right of all 
parents and guardians to guide their own children’s use of the library and its resources and 
services.” Librarians and library governing bodies cannot assume the role of parents or the 
functions of parental authority in the private relationship between parent and child. Librarians 
and governing bodies should maintain that only parents and guardians have the right and the 
responsibility to determine their children’s—and only their children’s—access to library 
resources. Parents and guardians who do not want their children to have access to specific library 
services, materials, or facilities should so advise their children. 

Librarians and library governing bodies have a public and professional obligation to ensure that 
all members of the community they serve have free, equal, and equitable access to the entire 
range of library resources regardless of content, approach, or format. This principle of library 
service applies equally to all users, minors as well as adults. Lack of access to information can be 
harmful to minors. Librarians and library governing bodies must uphold this principle in order to 
provide adequate and effective service to minors. 

Note 

1. See Brown v. Entertainment Merchant’s Association, et al. 564 U.S. 08-1448 (2011): a) Video games qualify for First 
Amendment protection.  Like protected books, plays, and  movies, they communicate ideas through familiar literary devices and 
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Advocating for Intellectual Freedom 
An Interpretation of the Library Bill of Rights 

Educating the American public, including library staff, on the value of intellectual freedom is 
fundamental to the mission of libraries of all types. Intellectual freedom is a universal human 
right that involves both physical and intellectual access to information and ideas. Libraries 
provide physical access through facilities, resources, and services and foster awareness of 
intellectual freedom rights within the context of educational programs and instruction in essential 
information skills. 

The universal freedom to express information and ideas is stated in the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, Article 19:  

Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom 
to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive, and impart information and 
ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers. 

The importance of education to the development of intellectual freedom is expressed in the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 26: 

(1) Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the 
elementary and fundamental stages. . . . 

(2) Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and 
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Article II of the Library Bill of Rights emphasizes the importance of fostering intellectual access 
to information by providing materials that allow users to evaluate content and context and find 
information representing multiple points of view: 

Libraries should provide materials and information presenting all points of view on 
current and historical issues. Materials should not be proscribed or removed because of 
partisan or doctrinal disapproval. 

Libraries of all types foster education by promoting the free expression and interchange of ideas, 
leading to empowered lifelong learners.  Libraries use resources, programming, and services to 
strengthen intellectual and physical access to information and thus build a foundation of 
intellectual freedom: developing collections (both real and virtual) with multiple perspectives 
and individual needs of users in mind; providing programming and instructional services framed 
around equitable access to information and ideas; and teaching of information skills and 
intellectual freedom rights integrated appropriately throughout the spectrum of library 
programming.  

Through educational programming and instruction in information skills, libraries empower 
individuals to explore ideas, access and evaluate information, draw meaning from information 
presented in a variety of formats, develop valid conclusions, and express new ideas. Such 
education facilitates intellectual access to information and offers a path to a robust appreciation 
of intellectual freedom rights. 

Adopted July 15, 2009, by the ALA Council.  
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library board members outside the established legal process for making legislative or board 
decisions. “Legal process” includes challenges to library materials initiated and conducted 
pursuant to the library’s collection development policy, actions taken by legislative bodies or 
library boards during official sessions or meetings, or litigation undertaken in courts of law with 
jurisdiction over the library and the library’s governing body. 

 

Adopted June 25, 1971; amended July 1, 1981; January 10, 1990; and January 28, 2009, by the 
ALA Council. 
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Diversity in Collection Development 
An Interpretation of the Library Bill of Rights 

Collection development should reflect the philosophy inherent in Article II of the American 
Library Association’s Library Bill of Rights: “Libraries should provide materials and information 
presenting all points of view on current and historical issues. Materials should not be proscribed 
or removed because of partisan or doctrinal disapproval.” 

Library collections must represent the diversity of people and ideas in our society. There are 
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Intellectual freedom, the essence of equitable library services, provides for free access to all 
expressions of ideas through which any and all sides of a question, cause, or movement may be 
explored. Librarians must not permit their personal beliefs to influence collection development 
decisions. 

Adopted July 14, 1982, by the ALA Council; amended January 10, 1990; and July 2, 2008. 
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should be able to submit their complaint and/or their own exhibit proposal to be judged 
according to the policies established by the library. 

Libraries may wish to post a permanent notice near the exhibit area stating that the library does 
not advocate or endorse the viewpoints of exhibits or exhibitors. 

Libraries that make bulletin boards available to public groups for posting notices of public 
interest should develop criteria for the use of these spaces based on the same considerations as 
those outlined above. Libraries may wish to develop criteria regarding the size of material to be 
displayed, the length of time materials may remain on the bulletin board, the frequency with 
which material may be posted for the same group, and the geographic area from which notices 
will be accepted. 

Adopted July 2, 1991, by the ALA Council; amended June 30, 2004. 
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Expurgation of Library Resources 
An Interpretation of the Library Bill of Rights 

Expurgating library resources is a violation of the American Library Association’s Library Bill of 
Rights. Expurgation as defined by this interpretation includes any deletion, excision, alteration, 
editing, or obliteration of any part of a library resource by administrators, employees, governing 
authorities, parent institutions (if any), or third party vendors when done for the purposes of 
censorship. Such action stands in violation of Articles I, II, and III of the Library Bill of Rights, 
which state that “Materials should not be excluded because of the origin, background, or views 
of those contributing to their creation,”  “Materials should not be proscribed or removed because 
of partisan or doctrinal disapproval,” and “Libraries should challenge censorship in the 
fulfillment of their responsibility to provide information and enlightenment.” 
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Intellectual Freedom Principles for Academic Libraries: 
An Interpretation of the Library Bill of Rights 

A strong intellectual freedom perspective is critical to the development of academic library 
collections, services, and instruction that dispassionately meet the education and research needs 
of a college or university community. The purpose of this statement is to outline how and where 
intellectual freedom principles fit into an academic library setting, thereby raising consciousness 
of the intellectual freedom context within which academic librarians work. The following 
principles should be reflected in all relevant library policy documents. 

1. The general principles set forth in the Library Bill of Rights form an indispensable 
framework for building collections, services, and policies that serve the entire academic 
community. 

2. The privacy of library users is and must be inviolable. Policies should be in place that 
maintains confidentiality of library borrowing records and of other information relating to 
personal use of library information and services. 

3. The development of library collections in support of an institution’s instruction and 
research programs should transcend the personal values of the selector. In the interests of 
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ratings—if placed there by, or with permission of, the copyright holder—could constitute 
expurgation (see “Expurgation of Library Materials: An Interpretation of the Library Bill of 
Rights”). In addition, the inclusion of ratings on bibliographic records in library catalogs is a 
violation of the Library Bill of Rights. 

Prejudicial labeling and ratings presuppose the existence of individuals or groups with wisdom to 
determine by authority what is appropriate or inappropriate for others. They presuppose that 
individuals must be directed in making up their minds about the ideas they examine. The fact that 
libraries do not advocate or use proscriptive labels and rating systems does not preclude them 
from answering questions about them. The American Library Association affirms the rights of 
individuals to form their own opinions about resources they choose to read or view. 

Adopted July 13, 1951, by the ALA Council; amended June 25, 1971; July 1, 1981; June 26, 
1990; January 19, 2005; and July 15, 2009. 
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Minors and Internet Activity 
An Interpretation of the Library Bill of Rights 

The digital environment offers opportunities for accessing, creating, and sharing information. 
The rights of minors to retrieve, interact with, and create information posted on the internet in 
schools and libraries are extensions of their First Amendment rights. (See also other 
interpretations of the American Library Association’s Library Bill of Rights, including “Access to 
Digital Information, Services, and Networks,” “Access to Library Resources and Services for 
Minors.”)  

Academic pursuits of minors can be strengthened with the use of interactive web tools, allowing 
young people to create documents and share them online; to upload pictures, videos, and graphic 
material; to revise public documents; and to add tags to online content to classify and organize 
information. Instances of inappropriate use of such academic tools should be addressed as 
individual behavior issues, not as justification for restricting or banning access to interactive 
technology. Schools and libraries should ensure that institutional environments offer 
opportunities for students to use interactive web tools constructively in their academic pursuits, 
as the benefits of shared learning are well documented. 

Personal interactions of minors can be enhanced by social tools available through the internet. 
Social networking websites allow the creation of online communities that feature an open 
exchange of information in various forms, such as images, videos, blog posts, and discussions 
about common interests. 

Interactive web tools help children and young adults learn about and organize social, civic, and 
extra-curricular activities. Many interactive sites invite users to establish online identities, share 
personal information, create Web content, and join social networks. Parents and guardians play a 
critical role in preparing their children for participation in online activity by communicating their 
personal family values and by monitoring their children’s use of the internet. Parents and 
guardians are responsible for what their children—and only their children—access on the 
internet in libraries. 

The use of interactive web tools poses two competing intellectual freedom issues—the protection 
of minors’ privacy and the right of free speech. Some have expressed concerns regarding what 
they perceive to be an increased vulnerability of young people in the online environment when 
they use interactive sites to post personally identifiable information. In an effort to protect 
minors’ privacy, adults sometimes restrict access to interactive web environments. Filters, for 
example, are sometimes used to restrict access by youth to interactive social networking tools, 
but at the same time deny minors’ rights to free expression on the internet. Prohibiting children 
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and young adults from using social networking sites does not teach safe behavior and leaves 
youth without the necessary knowledge and skills to protect their privacy or engage in 
responsible speech. Instead of restricting or denying access to the internet, librarians and teachers 
should educate minors to participate responsibly, ethically, and safely. 

The First Amendment applies to speech created by minors on interactive sites. Use of these 
social networking sites in a school or library allows minors to access and create resources that 
fulfill their interests and needs for information, for social connection with peers, and for 
participation in a community of learners. Restricting expression and access to interactive web 
sites because the sites provide tools for sharing information with others violates the tenets of the 
Library Bill of Rights. It is the responsibility of librarians and educators to monitor threats to the 
intellectual freedom of minors and to advocate for extending access to interactive applications on 
the internet. 

As defenders of intellectual freedom and the First Amendment, libraries and librarians have a 
responsibility to offer unrestricted access to internet interactivity in accordance with local, state, 
and federal laws and to advocate for greater access where it is abridged. School and library 
professionals should work closely with young people to help them learn skills and attitudes that 
will prepare them to be responsible, effective, and productive communicators in a free society. 

Adopted July 15, 2009, by the ALA Council. 
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Privacy 
An Interpretation of the Library Bill of Rights 

 

Introduction 

Privacy is essential to the exercise of free speech, free thought, and free association. The courts 
have established a First Amendment right to receive information in a publicly funded 
library.1 Further, the courts have upheld the right to privacy based on the Bill of Rights of the 
U.S. Constitution.2 Many states provide guarantees of privacy in their constitutions and statute 
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of privacy and confidentiality has a chilling effect on users’ choices. All users have a right to be 
free from any unreasonable intrusion into or surveillance of their lawful library use. 

Users have the right to be informed what policies and procedures govern the amount and 
retention of personally identifiable information, why that information is necessary for the library, 
and what the user can do to maintain his or her privacy. Library users expect and in many places 
have a legal right to have their information protected and kept private and confidential by anyone 
with direct or indirect access to that information. In addition, Article V of the Library Bill of 
Rights states: “A person’s right to use a library should not be denied or abridged because of 
origin, age, background, or views.” This article precludes the use of profiling as a basis for any 
breach of privacy rights. Users have the right to use a library without any abridgement of privacy 
that may result from equating the subject of their inquiry with behavior.9 

Responsibilities in Libraries 

The library profession has a long-standing commitment to an ethic of facilitating, not 
monitoring, access to information. This commitment is implemented locally through the, 
adoption of and adherence to library privacy policies that are consistent with applicable federal, 
state, and local law.  

Everyone (paid or unpaid) who provides governance, administration, or service in libraries has a 
responsibility to maintain an environment respectful and protective of the privacy of all users. 
Users have the responsibility to respect each others’ privacy. 

For administrative purposes, librarians may establish appropriate time, place, and manner 
restrictions on the use of library resources.10 In keeping with this principle, the collection of 
personally identifiable information should only be a matter of routine or policy when necessary 
for the fulfillment of the mission of the library. Regardless of the technology used, everyone who 
collects or accesses personally identifiable information in any format has a legal and ethical 
obligation to protect confidentiality. 

Libraries should not share personally identifiable user information with third parties or with 
vendors that provide resources and library services unless the library has obtained the permission 
of the user or has entered into a legal agreement with the vendor. Such agreements should 
stipulate that the library retains control of the information, that the information is confidential, 
and that it may not be used or shared except with the permission of the library.  

Law enforcement agencies and officers may occasionally believe that library records contain 
information that would be helpful to the investigation of criminal activity. The American judicial 
system provides a mechanism for seeking release of such confidential records:  a court order 
issued following a showing of good cause based on specific facts by a court of competent 
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jurisdiction. Libraries should make such records available only in response to properly executed 
orders.   

Conclusion 

The American Library Association affirms that rights of privacy are necessary for intellectual 
freedom and are fundamental to the ethics and practice of librarianship. 

 

1Court opinions establishing a right to receive information in a public library include Board of Education. 
v. Pico, 457 U.S. 853 (1982); Kreimer v. Bureau of Police for the Town of Morristown, 958 F.2d 1242 (3d 
Cir. 1992); and Reno v. American Civil Liberties Union, 117 S.Ct. 2329, 138 L.Ed.2d 874 (1997). 

2See in particular the Fourth Amendment’s guarantee of “[t]he right of the people to be secure in their 
persons, houses, papers, and effects, against unreasonable searches and seizures,” the Fifth Amendment’s 
guarantee against self-incrimination, and the Ninth Amendment’s guarantee that “[t]he enumeration in the 
Constitution, of certain rights, shall not be construed to deny or disparage others retained by the people.” 
This right is explicit in Article Twelve of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: “No one shall be 
subjected to arbitrary interference with his privacy, family, home or correspondence, nor to attacks upon 
his honour and reputation. Everyone has the right to the protection of the law against such interference or 
attacks.” See: http://www.un.org/Overview/rights.html. This right has further been explicitly codified as 
Article Seventeen of the 
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answer a specific question or provide information on a particular subject. Personally identifiable 
information does not include information that does not identify any individual and that is retained only for 
the purpose of studying or evaluating the use of a library and its materials and services. Personally 
identifiable information does include any data that can link choices of taste, interest, or research with a 
specific individual. 

6Article Eleven of the Code of Ethics for Librarians (1939) asserted that “It is the librarian’s obligation to 
treat as confidential any private information obtained through contact with library patrons.” See: Code of 
Ethics for Librarians (1939). Article Three of the current Code (1995) states: “We protect each library 
user’s right to privacy and confidentiality with respect to information sought or received and resources 
consulted, borrowed, acquired, or transmitted.”. 

7See these ALA Policies: “Access for Children and Young People to Videotapes and Other Nonprint 
Formats”; “Free Access to Libraries for Minors”; “Freedom to Read” 
(http://www.ala.org/alaorg/oif/freeread.html); “Libraries: An American Value”; the newly revised 
“Library Principles for a Networked World”; “Policy Concerning Confidentiality of Personally 
Identifiable Information about Library Users”; “Policy on Confidentiality of Library Records”; 
“Suggested Procedures for Implementing Policy on the Confidentiality of Library Records.” 

8Adopted June 18, 1948; amended February 2, 1961, and January 23, 1980; inclusion of “age” reaffirmed 
January 23, 1996, by the ALA Council.  

9Existing ALA Policy asserts, in part, that: “The government’s interest in library use reflects a dangerous 
and fallacious equation of what a person reads with what that person believes or how that person is likely 
to behave. Such a presumption can and does threaten the freedom of access to information.” Policy 
Concerning Confidentiality of Personally Identifiable Information about Library Users 

10See:”Guidelines for the Development and Implementation of Policies, Regulations and Procedures 
Affecting Access to Library Materials, Services and Facilities.” 

Adopted June 19, 2002, by the ALA Council. 

http://www.ala.org/ala/issuesadvocacy/intfreedom/librarybill/interpretations/privacy.cfm#6a�
http://www.ala.org/ala/issuesadvocacy/proethics/codeofethics/coehistory/1939code.pdf�
http://www.ala.org/ala/issuesadvocacy/proethics/codeofethics/coehistory/1939code.pdf�
http://www.ala.org/ala/issuesadvocacy/proethics/codeofethics/codeethics.cfm�
http://www.ala.org/ala/issuesadvocacy/intfreedom/librarybill/interpretations/privacy.cfm#7a�


30 

 

2013–2014 ALA CD#19.16_63014_act 
2014 ALA Annual Conference 

Restricted Access to Library Materials 
An Interpretation of the Library Bill of Rights 

 

Libraries are a traditional forum for the open exchange of information. Restricting access to 
library materials violates the basic tenets of the American Library Association’s Library Bill of 
Rights. 

Some libraries block access to certain materials by placing physical or virtual barriers between 
the user and those materials. For example, materials are sometimes labeled for content or placed 
in a “locked case,” “adults only,” “restricted shelf,” or “high-demand” collection. Access to 
certain materials is sometimes restricted to protect them from theft or mutilation, or because of 
statutory authority or institutional mandate. 

In some libraries, access is restricted based on computerized reading management programs that 
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rights. Users have the right to unfiltered access to constitutionally protected information. (See 
also “Access to Digital Information, Services, and Networks.”) 

Library policies that restrict access to resources for any reason must be carefully formulated and 
administered to ensure they do not violate established principles of intellectual freedom. This 
caution is reflected in ALA policies, such as “Evaluating Library Collections,” “Free Access to 
Libraries for Minors,” “Preservation Policy,” and the ACRL “Code of Ethics for Special 
Collections Librarians.” 

Donated resources require special consideration. In keeping with the “Joint Statement on Access” 
of the American Library Association and Society of American Archivists, libraries should avoid 
accepting donor agreements or entering into contracts that impose permanent restrictions on 
special collections. As stated in the “Joint Statement on Access,” it is the responsibility of a 
library with such collections “to make available original research materials in its possession on 
equal terms of access.” 
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The Universal Right to Free Expression 
An Interpretation of the Library Bill of Rights 

Freedom of expression is an inalienable human right and the foundation for self-government. 
Freedom of expression encompasses the freedoms of speech, press, religion, assembly, and 
association, and the corollary right to receive information without interference and without 
compromising personal privacy. 

The American Library Association endorses this principle, which is also set forth in the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the United Nations General Assembly. The 
Preamble of this document states that “. . . recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal 
and inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice, 
and peace in the world. . .” and “. . . the advent of a world in which human beings shall enjoy 
freedom of speech and belief and freedom from fear and want has been proclaimed as the highest 
aspiration of the common people. . . .” 

Article 12 of this document states: 

No one shall be subjected to arbitrary interference with his privacy, family, home or 
correspondence, nor to attacks upon his honor or reputation. Everyone has the right to the 
protection of the law against such interference or attacks. 

Article 18 of this document states: 

Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes 
freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with 
others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, 
worship and observance. 

Article 19 states: 

Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom 
to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart information and 
ideas through any media regardless of frontiers. 

Article 20 states: 

1. Everyo
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There is no good censorship. Any effort to restrict free expression and the free flow of 
information through any media and regardless of frontiers aids discrimination and oppression. 
Fighting oppression with censorship is self-defeating. There is no meaningful freedom for the 
individual without personal privacy. A society that does not respect the privacy of the individual 
will be blind to the erosion of its rights and liberties. 

Threats to the privacy and freedom of expression of any person anywhere are threats to the 
privacy and freedom of all people everywhere. Violations of these human rights have been 
recorded in virtually every country and society across the globe. Vigilance in protecting these 
rights is our best defense. 

In response to these violations, we affirm these principles: 

The American Library Association opposes any use of governmental prerogative that 
leads to the intimidation of individuals that prevents them from exercising their rights to 
hold opinions without interference, and to seek, receive, and impart information and 
ideas. We urge libraries and librarians everywhere to resist such abu that 
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