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Protecting the Freedom to Read: 
Books Unbanned and Digital 

Access for Teens

Nick Higgins - Chief Librarian, 
Brooklyn Public Library

Amy Mikel - Director of Customer Experience, 
Brooklyn Public Library
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A national issue
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A national issue
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EveryLibrary is a staunchly non-partisan and fiercely pro-library organization. 

EveryLibrary map of US 
book ban legislation



A national issue
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Books Unbanned is born …
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Help teens where they are.

Center teen voices.

Take control of the 
narrative.
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● Launched in April 2022 for National Library Week
● Teens ages 13-21 from any U.S. state, D.C. or territory 

can apply for an eCard for access to BPL’ digital 
collection (500K+ digital titles and 100+ databases)

● Creation of a teen support network 
● Privately funded

By the numbers …
● All 50 states, Washington DC and Puerto Rico
● 7,400+ applications
● 210,000+ check-outs

Books Unbanned is born … 
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Books Unbanned by the numbers

States with highest raw eCard sign 
up total: Texas, Florida, California, 
Pennsylvania, North Carolina

States with 
highest per capita 
rates of card 
sign-ups: 
Vermont, Idaho, 
Utah, Alaska, 
Maine, Nevada
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The Books Unbanned coalition



Telling the library story: The library is personal 
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The library is democratic
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Do not speak of “our institutions” unless you make them yours 
by acting on their behalf. Institutions do not protect 
themselves. They fall one after another unless each is 
defended from the beginning. 

. . . The mistake is to assume that rulers who came to power 
through institutions cannot change or destroy those very 
institutions - even when that is exactly what they have 
announced that they will do. 

Timothy Snyder, On Tyranny 



The library is democratic

13.



The library is democratic
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The library is hopeful
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The library is hopeful - Community participation
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The library is hopeful - Community amplification
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The library is hopeful: Supporting the next generation of leaders 



Teen Testimonials
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Teen Testimonials
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These last two years I have had parents of other students telling my librarian 
that she shouldn’t have books with lgbtq relationships and it has made me 
feel so isolated because I can’t seem to have a freedom of reading books 
about people who are similar to me. 

************************
I am someone who also has been through the challenges of figuring out who 
you are and being seen as normal rather than an anomaly. Banning books in 
the area makes it so hard to feel validated. By having this library card it 
allows a freedom and happiness about reading books that are like me. Thank 
you.



Teen Testimonials
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As a queer young person living in south Louisiana, finding safe ways to read 
books is very challenging. Not only are lgbtq friendly books hard to find, but 
they're also hard to get away with having.

************************

Where I live, the people who have a say are those who believe that our 
schools are well funded and teachers are brainwashing kids. My mom is a 
teacher here. She has been brought in to the principal for: teaching kids 
about Islam, not teaching about creationism, not teaching that Hinduism is a 
myth, and many others. 



Teen Testimonials
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I know that most of my teachers and my mom’s friends have taken their 
classroom libraries out.  A school librarian friend of my mom retired over this. 
**********************
I am reaching out in hopes to get a library card for my teen. He witnessed his 
english teacher having to throw out hundreds of books because of the banned 
list. He said she was in tears and he was deeply moved by this.  Thank you for 
your consideration.
***********************
My daughter deserves to see herself represented in media. Reading builds 
empathy and I want her to have access for her own sake as well as to 
experience books that detail other walks of life that will help her better 
understand the world around her. 
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Show up. 
Speak out. 
Vote.  

● Start with the youth – what are they seeing, hearing, 

needing? What does support look like for them? 

How can the library help? (then do that)

● Teens deserve (and have the right to) access – and 

public library cardholder signup policies are often 

not welcoming to them

● Be willing to challenge assumptions and take risks 

to increase access
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Nick Higgins
Chief Librarian
nhiggins@bklynlibrary.org

Amy Mikel
Director Customer Exp.
amikel@bklynlibrary.org

Thank you!
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