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Jaime Jacobsen  
Hi everyone. My name is Jaime Jacobsen, and I direct the Center for Science Communication at Colorado State University. We offer storytelling workshops to faculty across campus and to community members, and we are producing a new series which highlights the work of our faculty in the College of Liberal Arts and its impact on our community, which is produced by our Center for Science Communication in collaboration with the Dean's Office at the College of Liberal Arts.

Katie Mitchell  
I'm Katie Mitchell. I'm one of the co-producers for the series, and I'm one of the host voices that you will be hearing throughout the show. 

Connor McHugh  
My name is Conor McHugh. I'm another one of the co-producers for the series and a secondary host along the way.

Ricki Ginsberg 
My name is Ricki Ginsberg. I'm an Associate Professor of English Education at Colorado State University. I research how teachers use diverse texts in their classrooms, specifically diverse young adult literature. And I also research how they're experiencing censorship, book censorship specifically, in their classroom.



Mitchell  
Thank you, and that is such a pressing issue right now. Would you tell us a little bit about how you came to this research?

Ginsberg
Sure. So, as a kid, I had a hard time growing up in schools because I felt like my story wasn't really present in the stories of the books that we were reading in class and the stories that we were experiencing. And so, as I was going through school, it was interesting. There was one time sophomore year that I was sitting in a high school class and we were reading a book, and it was a classic written by a white man, like a typical book. And, we were halfway through the book, and we were sitting in class, and I remember my teacher asked us all to hand in our books, and she told us to grab our book cards. And we knew that our book cards were what we turned in at the end of the book, so we were pretty confused. And I remember looking at her face, and she looked very upset, but we couldn't quite discern what that was, and so she told us, we are all going to have to return our books and be giving them back because we're not going to finish this book. So we were pretty surprised, and I remember having heard in the hallways a little bit about that there was one girl in another class, and her father had been speaking out against the book. He felt it didn't fit his religious ideals, and so I put two and two together, and I just remember this act of defiance – that I put my finger in the page where my bookmark had been when the teacher took it. I just remember that feeling of the book sliding off my finger, and it just left a really big impression on me. 

Obviously, I went home and read the book. It only made all of us want to read it a lot more. But those two experiences were pretty foundational for me, and that, and not having read a lot of stories that reflected my identity. And so I decided I wanted to be an English teacher. And then moving on, I could have taught high school forever, but then I was noticing that diverse texts, it was really hard for some teachers to use them in their classrooms based on training or access or things like that. And I had a mentor take me out to dinner, and she said, I want you to come back for your PhD, because I think you'd be really great at it, and I think you should research the questions that you and I've talked about a lot so so yeah, so that's how I came into it. 

And then obviously, censorship is a big deal right now. And one thing that frustrated me a lot was that censorship, you always hear the voices of certain people: politicians, and the media, and parents, or a single teacher that has used a book in their classroom. And what we aren't hearing a lot from are the teachers. I've been looking into it a lot, and obviously, it's parallel to my research interest of using diverse literature. And having looked at it, I realized that there were no national studies about censorship, and the last study in which we'd looked at what books teachers were using in their classrooms was 1989. And so I just was really curious about what books teachers were now using and how they were experiencing that censorship. So that's sort of what guided me to a bigger study recently.

Mitchell  
Wow, thank you. I'm envisioning you in that classroom as they grabbed the books and then defiantly going home and finding the book to continue reading. And what a lasting impression that must have left. Looking forward, I have, kind of, two questions. One is much shorter, which is, if you could explain censorship in the literary world, what does that look like on a very tangible level, and then also talk a little bit about with these, this research that you're doing now, what are you finding when you are seeing studies of your studies about diverse literature being used?

Ginsberg
Sure. Yeah, so, we use the American Library Association's definition of censorship, which is just that a book is intentionally removed in an attempt to reduce harm. And that might be preemptive, or it might be overt. So it could be a sort of silent, not ordering a text because you don't want to deal with any conflict. Or it might be what you see in the media, the big school board, the loud type of censorship. So that's really how we're currently defining censorship. 

And then for your next question, it's really interesting. We found such a wide range of experiences, and any variable that we looked at, obviously, it's one variable, and all variables layer on top of each other. So you can't make generalizations about parts of the country or certain identities or anything like that, but we can look at what we're seeing across the country and what types of variables about schools and about the teachers' identities might be influencing censorship in some way. So some of the things that we found were that most teachers wanted to use diverse books. So it was nine out of 10 teachers said, “I want to use this. I'm interested in using that.” And we found that 92% of them do use diverse books in their classroom and express that. Yet, when we talked to them and looked at what books they are actually using, fewer than half of them do have it in their curriculum. 

When we talk about diverse books, we're not saying, “Oh, just put this author in because it's a character of color, something like that.” We're talking about the fact that most kids in schools can go through a year without reading any experiences that reflect their own. And so there are so many wonderful, highly literary books out there that diversifying our curricula and our classrooms and our libraries can only prove to make a more rich experience for kids. 

So we're not saying, throw away the classics. You have to use these books. Instead, we're saying, why not expose kids to a wide range of books from a range of experiences? So one of the other things that we found was that 80% of teachers said that they worried about censorship, and that was higher than we thought it would be. And so we delved more into that, looking at those 80% that were worried about censorship, we found that teachers who lived in the Northeast experienced censorship about three times less likely than those in the South. We found that teachers in suburban schools experience censorship significantly more than rural teachers, or, teachers in rural schools, and teachers in urban schools. We found that the wealthier a school was, the more likely the teachers were to experience censorship. There were a lot of variables that came into play, and this national survey, and there were about 4000 teachers that responded to our survey, and we tried to email every English teacher in the country. 

And the survey really is just a jumping-off point. It's a way for researchers to then take that data and delve more into it, more qualitatively, to learn more about teachers' experiences, because there's no other survey that has looked across that many teachers across the entire country. Most of the studies have been very small-scale or focused on one area of the country.

Mitchell  
Wow. Thank you. That sounds like such a thorough approach to this research that needed to happen. You touched on what diverse literature is, right, is having characters that reflect the identities of the students who are making up the student body population that's actually reading these. Is there more that goes into a diverse text? How are you defining a diverse text here?

Ginsberg
Yeah, so we used the We Need Diverse Books definition, and it's pretty expansive. It's diversity in terms of race, religion, disability, and disability’s defined expansively to include physical or mental disability. It includes any book that represents a potentially marginalized population.

Mitchell  
Thank you. Obviously, the research has had some gaps chronologically. The work that you're doing seems to fill a great need in the academic realm of understanding what's happening in the school systems with the books that are represented in the curriculum. And I'm curious if we can boil it down, why is it important that we study this at a high academic level?

Ginsberg
Yes. So we have so many studies out there that show why this literature is really valuable. We know there are dozens and dozens, if not hundreds, of studies that are empirical and use fantastic methodological design that is very strong, and all of these studies show us that these books build empathy. They allow what Rudine Sims Bishop calls mirrors, windows, and sliding glass doors for kids to be able to see others, to be able to understand themselves. We know that offering choice with these texts increases reader engagement, increases reader motivation. We know that it allows for kids to engage as global citizens, to be able to look at socio political issues critically, and that's not in any sort of indoctrination type way or anything like that. But instead, it allows kids to think critically about issues and then affirm their own positionalities, or be able to critically evaluate the world. So it allows them to really think expansively and critically, and it allows for a richer understanding of the world around them. And so when we look at this literature, we already know it's really important. It has been shown to increase reading scores. Teachers frequently say that this literature creates readers essentially, although we think all kids are readers, but it increases motivation and engagement, and that can only help with increasing self-efficacy, reading motivation, and academic outcomes for kids.

Mitchell  
I'd love to spend the last few minutes talking about anything that you feel is really important to close out with and make sure that people know about the importance of a diverse book selection in curriculum. 

Ginsberg
Something that we found really interesting was 92% of teachers answered on the survey that they found this literature to be very important and very valuable for their classrooms, but fewer than half have it in their curriculum. And when we looked at the data across the decades, there is a list in 1965 of the entire nation and what books were most commonly used, and the first list in 1965 to the list in 1989 only three books stayed the same between 1965 and 1989 and all of the books on the list, they're by white authors and mostly by men, and they're books that you would think of when you think of English class. These are the books that are on the list. No surprises there. But when we did our survey, we asked teachers, What are the top 10 books that you use in your classroom? And we had them reflect about themselves, and when we looked at that list, six of the books remained from 1989 to 2024, and so from the 25 years between 1965 and 1989, there was a bigger change than there has been in the last 35 years. And so we can't make implications. Correlation is obviously not causation, but you have to wonder if the worries that teachers are expressing about censorship is limiting them in what text they're using, because we know that there are a lot of books being published that are diverse, so we know there are many high-quality options. And the question is, why are we slowing change, rather than increasing it, as it did in those first 25 years, between the first two studies?

Mitchell  
I'm curious why you think that is? What, what, what is pointing to this happening?

Ginsberg
We can't place one variable on it. We can't say. We asked, for example, even political affiliation of teachers, or we asked where they lived, we asked whether or not their curriculum was rigid or not. And there was really no one variable. It's really a lot of variables that come into play when we look at why teachers are interested or comfortable with books. We do know a few things, and that is that teachers are very uncomfortable with, and much less interested in, using books that represent LGBTQ populations. That we know is across-the-board, the category of diverse literature that was most uncomfortable for and of least interest to teachers. 

So we know some things from this study, but in order to really understand, we need to do more qualitative work, to take this work and then step forward and say, Okay, we know this. Why is that? And so we do have some follow-up studies, focus groups with teachers to help learn more about this and also to try to find out how we can better support them, because that's the goal. It's not to place any value. It's not to, teachers are, I think, the heroes of society. And so there are a lot of variables in schools influence what they're teaching and influence comfort levels. The important thing here is to better understand why they make the decisions that they make, how we can better support them, and how we can be there for them. Because supporting teachers is just incredibly important. 

Mitchell  
Thank you. Thank you so much for sharing your research and your time and the value of this work with us. I've learned a lot today. 

Ginsberg
Thank you so much for having me.

Jacobsen  
We're really proud of the work that's coming out of the College of Liberal Arts and its impact on our lives, and we're excited to share it with you. Thank you so much for listening.




1
[bookmark: _heading=h.xd8vzfu9cxz6]
