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PRELIMINARY NATIONAL FINDINGS FOR 
THE 2023-2024 SCHOOL YEAR SHOW 
DRAMATIC RISE IN BOOK BANS

10,000
PEN America research finds 10,000+ instances of book bans in the 2023-2024 school year—

more than double the last school year.

Over 10,000 books were banned in public schools during the 2023-2024 school year, according to PEN 
America’s preliminary findings.

This dramatic increase is nearly triple the number from the previous school year, when PEN America 
recorded 3,362 bans nationwide. The final count for the 2023-2024 school year will be released later this fall 
along with a public Index of School Book Bans. PEN America will also release a detailed content analysis of 
titles banned during the 2023-2024 school year.

•	 About 8,000 book bans were recorded in Florida and Iowa, largely because of state laws. Several school 
districts outside of Florida and Iowa also banned heightened numbers of books this school year, such as the 
Elkhorn Area School District in Wisconsin, which banned more than 300 titles for several months. 

https://pen.org/report/book-bans-pressure-to-censor/
https://pen.org/the-state-of-book-bans-wisconsins-battle-with-parental-rights/
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•	 In part due to the targeting of sexual content, the stark increase includes books featuring romance, books 
about women’s sexual experiences, and books about rape or sexual abuse as well as continued attacks on 
books with LGBTQ+ characters or themes, or books about race or racism and featuring characters of color.

•	 Our numbers are certainly an undercount, as stories of book bans often go unreported. These numbers 
also do not account for the many reports of soft censorship, including increased hesitancy in book selec-
tion, ideologically-driven restrictions of school book purchases, the removal of classroom collections, and 
the cancellations of author visits and book fairs.

KEY FINDINGS

Following trends from previous years in which books were targeted for including diverse perspectives, book 
bans from the 2023-2024 school year overwhelmingly featured stories with people or characters of color and/
or LGBTQ+ people. We also observed how cases of book bans increasingly target stories by and about women 
and girls and/or that include depictions of rape or sexual abuse.

As in recent years, there are two key pressures behind the school book ban movement: state legislation and 
the influence of groups that espouse “parental rights” rhetoric to advance pro-censorship advocacy goals. 

Coordinated campaigns by a vocal minority of groups and individual actors place undue pressure on school 
boards and districts, resulting in a chilled atmosphere of overly cautious decision-making regarding the acces-
sibility of books in public school libraries. Attacks on literature in schools persist despite the unpopularity of 
“parent’s rights” groups and polls that show broad opposition to school book bans.   

This year, state legislation was also particularly critical in accelerating book bans, making it easier to remove 
books from schools without due process, or in some cases, without any formal process whatsoever. Over a 
dozen new laws and state policies used to ban books in schools have been implemented, as have a number of 
district policies at the local level.

•	 Iowa’s SF 496, which took effect July 2023, requires all materials to be “age-appropriate” – a definition that 
prohibits any description or depiction of a “sex act.” The law has been interpreted to ban books with any 
content related to sex or gender in books. It also contains “Don’t Say Gay” copycat provisions censoring 
discussions of LGBTQ+ identities in the classroom. To date, SF 496 has led to thousands of book bans during 
the 2023-2024 school year, compared to 14 bans from 2021-2023, before the contested law was in place. 

Many banned books during the 2023-2024 school year include titles that have been targeted since the beginning of the book banning movement in 
2021, including The Color Purple by Alice Walker; Nineteen Minutes by Jodi Picoult; and The Bluest Eye and Beloved by Toni Morrison.

https://arkansasadvocate.com/2024/01/01/laws-governing-book-challenges-indoctrination-create-culture-of-fear-in-arkansas-school-libraries/
https://www.houstonpublicmedia.org/articles/news/education-news/2023/06/28/455473/katy-isd-temporarily-stops-library-book-purchases-plans-content-review-for-explicit-materials/
https://www.npr.org/2023/12/21/1221040451/nearly-700-books-have-been-removed-from-classroom-libraries-in-one-florida-count
https://www.slj.com/story/disivited-amid-censorship-schools-libraries-abruptly-cancel-author-visits
https://epgn.com/2023/10/18/scholastic-book-fairs-targeted-for-cancellation-by-the-right/
https://pen.org/report/narrating-the-crisis/
https://pen.org/report/book-bans-pressure-to-censor/
https://pen.org/report/educational-intimidation/
https://pen.org/report/book-bans-pressure-to-censor/
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/08/30/us/trump-moms-for-liberty-school-boards.html
https://knightfoundation.org/reports/americans-views-on-book-restrictions-in-u-s-public-schools-2024/
https://legiscan.com/IA/text/SF496/id/2794529
https://pen.org/4-new-dont-say-gay-laws-passed-in-2023/
https://www.desmoinesregister.com/story/news/education/2024/06/10/iowas-book-ban-battle-the-data-on-nearly-3400-removed-books/73721233007/
https://www.desmoinesregister.com/story/news/education/2024/08/09/appeals-court-overturns-temporary-block-on-iowa-book-ban-law-senate-file-496/74737983007/
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•	 Florida’s HB 1069 created a statutory process for book banning. The law, which went into effect July 2023, 
requires that any book challenged for “sexual conduct” must be removed during the review process. The 
law, and state guidance building on it, has been linked to a significant rise in book bans during the 2023-2024 
school year.

Other newly enacted policies allowing for statewide book bans are likely to impact the coming school year:

•	 Utah banned 13 books statewide as of July 2024, in accordance with the newly enacted HB 29. The law is 
the most extreme state book-banning bill currently in place, enforcing what PEN America has dubbed a “No 
Read List” in schools across the state. According to the letter of the law, once any three districts find a title 
to be “objectively sensitive material,” it must be banned in all schools. HB 29 is expected to result in signifi-
cant book bans during the 2024-2025 school year.

•	 South Carolina passed Regulations 43-170 this summer. The regulations prohibit books with sex-related 
content and give the state Board of Education power to ban books statewide. We expect the number 
of bans in South Carolina to rise in the 2024-2025 school year as districts implement the newly passed 
state regulations.

•	 Tennessee’s HB 843 expands the Age-Appropriate Materials Act of 2022 and will also likely lead to an 
uptick in the state’s school book bans. The law, which took effect in July 2024, now requires schools to 
remove books that contain nudity, “excess violence,” or sex-related content. It further empowers a state 
commission to evaluate certain challenged titles and ban books statewide.

Efforts to suppress students’ freedom to read continue to affect swaths of literature. From classics novels and 
popular fiction to young adult stories and American history, several titles that appear in PEN America’s Index 
of School Book Bans for the first time during the 2023-2024 school year include:

•	 Roots: The Saga of An American Family by Alex Haley 
•	 A Tree Grows in Brooklyn by Betty Smith 
•	 How Stella Got Her Groove Back by Terry McMillan
•	 Black Reconstruction in America, 1860-1880 by W.E.B. DuBois
•	 Death on the Nile by Agatha Christie 
•	 The Kitchen God’s Wife by Amy Tan 
•	 How the Garcia Girls Lost Their Accents by Julia Alvarez 
•	 Finding Junie Kim by Ellen Oh
•	 Go Tell It On the Mountain by James Baldwin

Many titles appeared in PEN America’s Index of School Book Bans for the first time during the 2023-2024 school year.

https://legiscan.com/FL/text/H1069/id/2798335
https://pen.org/local-no-longer-4-new-laws-and-policies-bring-book-banning-to-the-state-level/
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/e/2PACX-1vQc_7uakPh4eRXrq0iVq-L2g-BwcnRWyfc7E0QOdrThoUEtPHQaDvJM4JwNFXV-HZQok4L-fDh_P9jt/pubhtml
https://legiscan.com/UT/bill/HB0029/2024
https://pen.org/the-state-of-book-bans-utahs-no-read-list/
https://pen.org/the-state-of-book-bans-south-carolina-is-poised-to-get-worse/
https://legiscan.com/TN/text/HB0843/id/2990994
https://www.capitol.tn.gov/Bills/112/Bill/SB2407.pdf
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•	 Prodigal Summer by Barbara Kingsolver
•	 Puddin’ by Julie Murphy
•	 Blade Runner (do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep) by Philip K. Dick
•	 Cold Sassy Tree by Olive Ann Burns

The 2023-2024 school year also includes copycat bans and targeted authors across state lines and across 
school years.

•	 Many banned books during the 2023-2024 school year include titles that have been targeted since the 
beginning of the book banning movement in 2021, including The Color Purple by Alice Walker; Nineteen 
Minutes by Jodi Picoult; and The Bluest Eye and Beloved by Toni Morrison. 

•	 Several authors also continue to experience the “Scarlet Letter” effect in which their back catalogs are 
targeted after experiencing their first ban, including Sarah J. Maas, Stephen King, and Ellen Hopkins.

School libraries serve the educational process by making knowledge and ideas available, and ensuring books 
remain available for all regardless of personal or political ideologies and ideas. Book bans impede the free-
dom to read, limiting students’ access to a diversity of views and stories. 

PEN America will release the final count for the 2023-2024 school year, an in-depth analysis of the content of 
banned titles, and a public Index of School Book Bans later this fall. For more information visit pen.org/book-bans.

About PEN America

PEN America stands at the intersection of literature and human rights to protect free expression in the United 
States and worldwide. We champion the freedom to write, recognizing the power of the word to transform the 
world. Our mission is to unite writers and their allies to celebrate creative expression and defend the liberties 
that make it possible. Learn more at pen.org.

Several authors saw their back catalogs targeted after experiencing their first ban, including Sarah J. Maas, Stephen King, and Ellen Hopkins.

https://pen.org/spineless-shelves/
http://pen.org/book-bans
http://pen.org
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