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	RECOMMENDATION  Treat the original 2021-2022 study as an archive and execute a new district-level design with current definitions, current data, and a preregistered distinction between descriptive, predictive, and causal claims.



1. Project summary
The earlier study used PEN America’s 2021–2022 list to compare book bans across states. It showed that some states reported many more bans than others, but it did not show what was happening within individual school districts. The first analysis found several relationships in the state data, but it could not answer a more basic question: what was happening in a district when a book was removed? The revised project starts with that question. For each restriction reported between July 2021 and June 2025, the working file will record the title, district and available dates. School board minutes, policy records and local news reports will be checked for events around the same time. Protests, petitions and other public objections will also be noted. The dates can then be compared to see whether a restriction remained in place, ended sooner than expected or was later reversed.
The design is observational. Associations will be reported as associations unless a specific quasi-experimental comparison satisfies its identification assumptions. The project will not use correlations to assign responsibility to an organization, political party, religion, or demographic group.
2. Background and significance
PEN America lists 22,810 school book-ban instances between July 2021 and June 2025. The records cover 451 public school districts in 45 states. The yearly totals changed considerably during this period. PEN reported 2,532 instances in 2021–2022 and 10,046 in 2023–2024. The number fell to 6,870 in 2024–2025. Despite this drop, the latest total was still more than double the 3,362 instances reported in 2022–2023.
The latest PEN index does not report every restriction in the same way. It distinguishes bans involving particular books and districts from removals ordered at the state level. This difference affects how the records should be counted. For a statewide action, PEN cannot always confirm that each district owned the affected book before the order took effect. Counting every possible district removal could therefore overstate what happened locally. The revised dataset will keep statewide actions separate from confirmed district records.
The literature gives a mixed picture of how book challenges spread. In one district, a school board rule or a local election may have the greatest influence. Elsewhere, a complaint may repeat wording already used in campaign emails, news stories or state guidance. Similar wording and timing suggest a connection, but they do not prove that every challenge came from the same organizer. The study will compare the locations and dates of reported bans, then check what activity occurred around them. It will also record what happened when residents, librarians or community groups objected.
3. Research questions
RQ1. Are most book bans concentrated in a few districts and months, even when district enrolment and repeat listings of the same title are considered?
RQ2. Did ban totals change after a state policy took effect or a local political dispute began? Was a similar change found when documented advocacy activity or news coverage increased?
RQ3. What happened when a district reviewed a challenged book with input from librarians and local residents?
RQ4. Which came first in each state: a reported book ban, the related news coverage, or the advocacy campaign connected to it?
4. Hypotheses
H1. Policy pressure. Book bans are expected to increase after a restrictive state policy or an enforcement warning reaches a district. District enrolment, state, school year and other available district differences will be included in the comparison.
H2. Media and advocacy. Months with verified advocacy activity or heavier GDELT coverage will be followed by more reported bans. A local dispute may already have been underway before either form of attention appeared.
H3. Local review. Challenged books are expected to return to the shelf more often when librarians and local residents take part in the district’s decision.
H4. Political-contestation association. Ban incidence will be higher in politically contested settings than in stable settings with similar enrollment and demographic characteristics.


5. Data architecture
	Source
	Role
	Measures
	Period
	Rule

	PEN America
	Primary outcome
	Title-district events; district totals; state-mandated index
	2021-2025
	Preserve PEN categories and school-year definitions

	ALA OIF
	Triangulation
	Challenges, titles, source of challenges
	Through 2025
	Do not merge mechanically with PEN; definitions and coverage differ

	NCES CCD
	District denominator
	Enrollment, locale, staffing, district characteristics
	Annual
	Primary exposure denominator for count models

	Census ACS
	Context
	Population, age, race/ethnicity, income, education
	5-year estimates
	Use district or county geography with documented crosswalk

	MOM / LAFTC
	Organization signal
	Existing project records of chapters, actions, or locations
	As available
	Verify names, dates, geographic coverage, and collection process

	GDELT
	Big-data media layer
	News documents, events, themes, locations, dates
	Near real time
	Version query terms and aggregate to district/state-month

	Official policy records
	Policy exposure
	Effective dates, scope, penalties, injunctions
	2021-2025
	Code from enacted text and agency guidance



6. Unit of analysis and measures
Each row in the main event file will represent one reported restriction involving one book in one school district. A second file will group these records by district and month. Months with no reported bans will remain in the file rather than being removed. Statewide orders will be stored separately because they cannot always be matched to a confirmed book holding in every district. These orders will first be examined on their own and will be added to comparison runs only when clearly identified.
Main measure: the number of ban records reported for a district in each month. District enrolment will be included so that large and small districts can be compared.
Other results recorded: the number of different books affected, the type of restriction, how long it lasted when dates are available, whether the decision was reversed and whether the public objected.
Conditions compared: state policy pressure, confirmed activity by relevant organizations, the amount of related GDELT coverage, local political disputes, library staffing and the district’s process for reviewing book complaints.
Record checks: where each record came from, whether its date is exact or approximate, how well it matches the named district, whether it may be a duplicate and how confident the match is.
7. Analysis strategy
Initial checks. The first step is to see whether the yearly counts match PEN America’s published figures. The records will then be reviewed by state and district. Separate summaries will be prepared for titles listed more than once and for bans in relation to district enrolment. Restriction type, policy pressure and public objections will be recorded separately rather than combined into one figure.
Monthly ban counts. Poisson and negative binomial models will be tested. The final choice will depend on how widely the monthly counts vary and how often districts report no bans. District enrolment will be included in the model.
Differences by place. State and district terms will be added because districts within the same state share laws and other conditions. The calculation of uncertainty will also reflect this grouping.
Order of events. Dates of reported bans will be compared with the dates of related news coverage and advocacy activity. The results will not be described as causal unless the earlier trends and other requirements of the design are met.
District comparison. Districts with similar characteristics will be compared to see whether review procedures, librarian involvement or public objections were related to shorter restrictions or later reversals.
Repeat checks. The analysis will be run again using different definitions of a ban. It will also be repeated after removing unusually large ban events, keeping statewide orders separate, comparing the results with ALA records and allowing for differences in news coverage.
8. Social-media extension
Social-media material is not required for the first stage of the project. It may be added later if suitable access and ethical approval are available. Data would come from research services provided by the platforms or from a genuinely public feed. Private groups, login restrictions and rate limits would not be bypassed. Possible sources are Meta Content Library, TikTok Research Tools and the Bluesky firehose.
Posts will be counted by platform and week. A state or district label will be used only when the location can be supported by the available information.
Post identifiers or text will be kept only when the platform rules and ethical review permit it. If they do not, only totals and topic codes will be retained.
Usernames will be removed from reports. The analysis will not be used to build profiles of individual parents, students or minors.
The review will consider how much content appeared, what subjects were discussed, how links or messages spread and when the activity occurred. Sentiment scores will not be used as evidence of a person’s motives or of organized coordination.
9. Ethics, governance, and limitations
The main study will rely on public records about schools, districts and states. Names or other personal details about students, parents, librarians and people who filed complaints are not needed. Social-media material would be handled as a separate part of the project. Collection would begin only after the IRB position and the platform’s access rules had been confirmed.
Each file will have a record of its source, access terms and download date. Checksums will confirm that the original files have not changed. A data dictionary and change log will document the preparation of the working files.
PEN America and ALA report the cases they are able to identify. A ban that was not reported or covered by the news may therefore be missing.
The word “ban” is not used in exactly the same way by every source. Definitions may also change from one year to another.
A new policy and a rise in bans may both come from the same local dispute. A relationship between them would not show by itself that the policy caused the bans. Another unmeasured factor may be involved.
School-district boundaries do not always match county boundaries. Census information will be linked only after the geographic match has been checked. State averages may still hide differences among districts.
A result for a district does not mean that its residents held the same view, so no conclusions will be drawn about why a particular person challenged or defended a book.
10. Deliverables
The project will produce the following items:
A research proposal stating the questions and expected results, with an explanation of the data sources, ethical concerns and limits of the study.
A work plan showing the project stages, table layouts, data checks, statistical methods and the requirements for moving from one stage to the next.
A revised report containing findings that can be confirmed from the available records. Statistical tests that have not yet been completed will be identified as planned work.
A PowerPoint presentation explaining what is currently known, how the new study will be carried out, where the evidence remains limited and which decisions still need approval.
A set of supporting files prepared after the row-level records are obtained. These will include the source register, definitions for each field, cleaned tables, database queries, analysis code and the files used to produce the charts.
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