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Pre-emptive Censorship of Children’s Literature that is Sexual in Nature by Elementary
Librarians in the Middle East
Badria Hajjar
ABSTRACT
Pre-emptive censorship is leading elementary librarians to limit the direct access students
should have to certain ideas and information; especially literature that are sexual in nature.
This act of censorship raises the issue of the suppressing and manipulation of the educational
rights that all students should have when it comes to reading literature that are age
appropriate and published specifically for a certain age group. Research has shown that the
act of pre-emptive censorship is actually due to internal and external forces that influence
and lead to that behavior. Moreover, these internal and external forces may be from within
an educational organization such as teachers, librarians themselves, administration or from
outside of it such as parents, governments and society. This thesis aims to explore the internal
and external forces that influence this act of pre-emptive censorship, specifically for
literature that are sexual in nature and within the context of private international schools in
the Middle East. Addressing the gap in the literature, this study poses the following two
research questions: What are the internal forces that influence the decision of elementary
librarians at private schools in the Middle East, when it comes to pre-emptively censoring
children’s literature that are sexual in nature? What are the external forces that influence the
decision of elementary librarians at private schools in the Middle East, when it comes to preemptively censoring children’s literature that are sexual in nature? The above research
questions were addressed within the theoretical framework of Kurt Lewin’s (1947)
gatekeeping theory and the five levels of analysis associated with it. Furthermore, this study
followed a qualitative approach using the exploratory design and involved a semi-structured
questionnaire and interviews. Within the context of this study, results for the first research
question showed that schools are stronger influencers for the act of pre-emptive censorship
compared to personal librarian bias or opinion. Results for the second research question
showed that governments, parents and a society’s culture are known to be powerful external
forces that enable the act of pre-emptive censorship; where governments and parents
received the highest votes among participants. Other than exploring the internal and external
forces within the Middle East and being able to rate the forces according to their strengths,
an even greater issue was highlighted and reflected towards the end of this study, and it’s
the issue of social political power within educational systems. This reflection came as a result
of the extent of control and power that external forces have within the Middle East and their
control over what children may or may not be allowed exposure to.
Keywords: Children’ literature, Sexual in nature, Middle East, Internal forces, External
forces, Gatekeeping theory, Five levels of analysis, Pre-emptive censorship, Elementary
librarians
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Chapter One
Introduction
Children’s literature has evolved over time and the countless changes it has
endured, reflects the technological advances within the field of publishing as well as the
universal shift in perceptions about children along with their societal norms (Enriquez et
al., 2018). Furthermore, Hill and Harrington (2014), highlighted the fact that there has
been an increased access to representations of sex and sexuality within literature; this
explicit demonstration has allowed it to become a topic worth publishing for some authors,
hence producing topics of literature that are sexual in nature. This rise in controversial and
obscene topics within publishing has led some organizational institutes and social systems
to pursue acts of censorship, where they suppress the distribution and circulation of such
literary content (Al- Sharqi & Abbasi, 2015). In 2020, Kimmel and Hartsfield further
observed this notion of censorship and discussed a less obvious and researched form of it
and that is, pre-emptive censorship. They claimed that this form of censorship occurs when
educators or librarians avoid choosing certain literature due to the fear of the controversy it
may create or provoke from students, parents, or their community members (Kimmel &
Harstfield, 2020). Moreover, the general notion and act of censorship has expanded its
boundaries and has been adopted by kingdoms, dictatorships and powerful groups in order
to impose power and control over their school systems and people (Al-Sharqi & Abbasi,
2015). In fact, a 2014 report by UNESCO has indicated that Arab countries within the
Middle East have been accused of ongoing restrictions of freedom of expression and
censorship (Martin et al., 2016). Additionally, Rahimi (2015) focused this claim by
specifying the context of democratic and nondemocratic states, both found within the
Middle East; he claimed: “Censorship, in this sense, is not just about expurgating or
restricting the flow of information, but also about the strategic production of discourses
that exert discipline and order over networks of communication and the construction of
knowledge favorable to the stability of state power” (p. 358).
This leads us to the main purpose of this study, which is to examine pre-emptive
censorship by elementary librarians at private schools in the Middle East. Overall, this
exploratory study aims at discovering the internal and external forces leading to this form
of censorship when it comes to children’s literature that are sexual in nature.
1

1.1 Children’s Literature
Many years ago, it wasn’t acceptable to share false fantasies and tales with
children; in fact, stories were required to be realistic and children weren’t allowed to
escape to fantasy worlds, instead they were expected to be fully conscious of the miseries
of this world (Lindgren & Powell, 2017). In China, reading or listening to literature always
involved exemplary children as characters; such stories were meant to teach
submissiveness towards elders and encouraged children to mature into adults rather than be
“childlike” and play aimlessly (Chen, 2019). This approach was mainly because people
believed that if children understood how difficult the world was, they would better prepare
for it (Lindgren & Powell, 2017). Long ago, sharing “true stories” with children were
meant to instill loyalty, social conformity and familial devotion (Chen, 2019). Nowadays
that notion has shifted and the overall evolution of children’s literature took a major leap,
story narratives that were in the form of oral traditional tales evolved into children’s
literature accessible through paper and now further advanced through book apps (Enriquez
et al., 2018). These sorts of advances are requiring educators to profoundly think with
purpose about the potential that children’s literature may offer for children’s intellectual
and character growth (Enriquez et al., 2018). Though children’s literature has become the
bridge of knowledge for children and though it offers a wide platform to self- discovery, it
still gets tangled up with ethical considerations. This asymmetrical relationship between an
adult author and young reader is critical because there is this notion of “passing on”
information; furthermore, the form, content and values an author decides to write about are
all influenced by his/her culture and personal beliefs (Høyrup, 2015). Not only is the
author of any children’s literature held accountable when it comes to ethics but also the
illustrator. A word isn’t the only source used to create a mental picture but also images and
drawings, where you can see details within the facial expressions of characters and the
setting of a story (Pascolati, 2017). Furthermore, the literary works of authors and
illustrators may raise ethical concerns; when they tackle taboo topics such as race or
religion or works of literature that are sexual in nature and cover topics such as sexuality
and sex (Watson & Partridge, 2001).

2

1.2 Children’s Literature that are Sexual in Nature
Over the years, there has been an increase in interest of representations of sex and
sexuality; this explicit demonstration has allowed it to become a topic worth publishing for
some authors, hence producing topics of literature that are sexual in nature (Hill &
Harrington, 2014). McNair (2002) discusses this evolving transition and claims it dates
back to 1980 after the discovery of Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome, (AIDS). This
resulted in transforming what was once known to be a private practice into a public
discussion about sexual behavior and health education (McNair, 2002). This gradual shift
paved the road to the publishing of young adult novels and non-fiction books that were
sexual in nature; authors also began to acknowledge sex as a significant element in
literature (Agnew, 2001). Moreover, nudity began to be seen in children’s literature that
discuss sex; additionally, some authors and illustrators began to cautiously challenge the
norms by making sure that any representations of nudity within their work would be in the
context of a loving family (Watson & Partridge, 2001). The details present within the
illustrations of such literature breathe life into the characters making them more relatable,
believable and realistic (Pascolati, 2017). Per Holm Knudsen, a Danish writer, teacher and
psychotherapist, authored and illustrated a children’s literary work in 1975 titled How a
Baby is Made; his book became a topic of controversy due to its sexual graphic pictures
(Goorwich, 2015). This book describes the detailed process of how a child is conceived,
starting with the mother and the father and their act of intercourse; all the way to the
delivery room and the birth of the child, additionally it identifies the sexual parts of a male
and female as well as how they come together to “make love” (Knudsen, 1975). Another
published literature is Where Willy Went by Nicholas Allan, it discusses the journey of
Willy, a one out of 300 million sperms that live inside the character Mr. Brown. The story
goes on to describe Willies excitement to receive the big prize which is an egg (Book
Links, 2012). Other examples of children’s literature that are sexual in nature include the
story Who has What? By Robie Harris and illustrated by Nadine Bernard Westcott. This
story shows how a brother and sister become curious about their bodies and the differences
between them after getting ready for a day at the beach; furthermore, the illustrations
actually label the sexual parts of the human body (Book Links, 2012). The above examples
are simply three publications out of hundreds that are sexual in nature and that never make
the shelves of bookstores or school libraries (Kimmel & Harstfield, 2019). These sexually
3

descriptive books are published for elementary children and are written for that age group,
so why can’t they be found openly in school libraries or bookstores? The answer to that
goes back to the notion of censorship.

1.3 Censorship vs. Pre-emptive Censorship
The definition of the word ‘Censorship’ has been debated by some researchers.
According to Roberta Linder (2015), censorship is when some individuals or a group deem
a book as undesirable and thus suppress its production or distribution. On the other hand,
Al- Sharqi and Abbasi (2015) defined censorship in their article as the suppressing and
circulation of obscene material; they went on further to investigate the root of the word
‘obscene’ which comes from the Latin word ‘obscenus’ meaning "adverse, inauspicious,
ill-omened; also, abominable, disgusting, filthy, indecent" (Potter, 2013 as cited in AlSharqi & Abbasi, 2015, p.34). The American Library Association’s (ALA) website defines
censorship as “a change in the access status of material, based on the content of the work
and made by a governing authority or its representatives. Such changes include exclusion,
restriction, removal, or age/grade level changes” (ALA, 2016, para.5). Censorship takes on
many forms such as blacking out words, covering up illustrations and removing books
from libraries (Kimmel & Harstfield, 2020). Overall, the term censorship has not yet been
associated with one definition and has nowadays shifted and expanded its boundaries to
include political features related to kingdoms, dictatorships and powerful groups (AlSharqi & Abbasi, 2015). In 2020, Kimmel and Hartsfield discussed a less obvious form of
censorship and that is, pre-emptive censorship. They claimed that this form of censorship
occurs when educators or librarians avoid choosing certain literature due to the fear of the
controversy it may create or provoke from students, parents or their community members
(Kimmel & Harstfield, 2020). Susan Fanetti (2012) also delved into pre-emptive
censorship and defined it as the “self-censorship that publishers, librarians, schools,
teachers and book-sellers practice”; she went on to explain that it usually occurs so as to
avoid any challenging or controversial books. Moreover, this form of censorship is rarely
studied or even noticed; it occurs in schools and their libraries and it is leading to the
conscious restriction of information and ideas that should in reality be accessible to young
readers (Kimmel & Harstfield, 2019).

4

1.4 Elementary Librarians and the Internal and External Forces
Influencing Pre-emptive Censorship
According to Merriam- Webster dictionary, a librarian is a specialist that manages
or cares for a library; thus, a school librarian manages and cares for a school’s library and
an elementary school librarian manages and cares for an elementary department’s library.
The main purpose behind school libraries, is their role in providing resources and materials
to students in order to support the curricular mission of the school; moreover, they are
known to be important complementors to the school classroom (Rickman, 2010).
Librarians that manage elementary school libraries have a professional obligation to
develop and maintain age appropriate and diverse collections for that specific age group
(Allen, 2007). However, despite the profession of librarianship being centuries old, the
majority of library associations around the world still lack an ethical code (Foster &
McMenemy, 2012). Furthermore, librarians nowadays do not stand alone when it comes to
the process of selection at their school libraries; as Steele (2018) describes it “there are
multiple gatekeepers within the library that must grant approval before books and materials
can reach library shelves” (p. 235), meaning some librarians aren’t the sole decision
makers when it comes to purchasing literary work for their libraries.
Debra Whelan (2009) writes in her article about an author who published a teenage
literary work that is sexual in nature where it describes a twelve-year old’s experience
having sex with a teacher twice his age; the expectation was that his book would receive a
lot of backlash and complaints from parents and his community however he didn’t hear
anything. Though his book was receiving recognition and was on several booklists, the
author realized that his book wasn’t being bought by any school libraries (Moellendick,
2009). This author even received a letter from a school librarian claiming the book was
amazing but she didn’t add it to her library collections thinking it would cause controversy
(Whelan, 2009). Another author that experienced pre-emptive censorship by an elementary
librarian was Parton, where her book was pulled off of elementary shelves because of the
word “scrotum”; this led to an open debate that shed light on the issue of librarians
practicing pre-emptive censorship (Moellendick, 2009). So, the decisions related to what to
include and not to include within a library collection do not function in isolation, but rather
they’re connected within a larger system that involves other people or social systems
(Rumberger, 2019). Consequently, this overall notion and practice of pre-emptive
5

censorship by librarians can be studied through the lens of influential internal and external
forces. Steele (2018) defined internal forces as that which stems from within an
organization while external is everything outside of it; in the context of a library,
librarians, teachers and administrators are considered internal forces, while parents,
governments, society… etc. are considered external. Additionally, internal and external
forces are viewed as major powers within social settings; especially when it comes to the
notion of pre-emptive censorship and the kind of forces that may influence that behavior
within the context of school libraries (Farquhar & Carey, 2019). Furthermore, researchers
who observed the internal and external forces within the context of school libraries used
gatekeeping theory as their theoretical framework (see, e.g., Steele, 2018; Nye & Barco,
2012).

1.5 Gatekeeping Theory as a Theoretical Framework
With all the above in mind, this study aims to delve deeper and explore the internal
and external forces that contribute to the influencing of elementary librarians and their
decision to pre-emptively censor children’s literature that are sexual in nature. This
exploratory study will utilize Kurt Lewin’s (1947) gatekeeping theory; furthermore, this
theory was chosen for this study due to its nature of explicitly discussing internal and
external forces. Lewin (1947) himself described gatekeeping theory as a tool to monitor
and track channels of communication through organizations; which is exactly what this
research will be aiming to do. Moreover, this theory was examined by other researchers
within the context of librarians and censorship and thus it being relevant for this particular
study (see, e.g., Steele, 2018; Nye & Barco, 2012).
Elementary school librarians act as facilitators for elementary students and their
access to the knowledge of the world (Yitzhaki & Sharabi, 2005). Furthermore, elementary
children not only learn through their actions but also through the actions of characters they
read about in children’s literature; thus, the inclusion of diverse literature within an
elementary school library is a must in order to provide children with a platform to explore
the reality of the world they live in (Bulatowicz, 2017). With this in mind, pre-emptive
censorship of children’s literature by the hands of elementary librarians, limits this direct
access to ideas and information as well as denies elementary children their right to read
diverse and age-appropriate literature (Kimmel & Harstfield, 2020). Therefore, this form of
pre-emptive censorship by elementary librarians concerning children’s literature that are
6

sexual in nature, raises an issue regarding the educational rights that children have and the
oppression they are facing (Whelan, 2009). Numerous sources show that this act of preemptive censorship has a lot to do with community judgement as well as personal beliefs
(Rickman, 2010). Whelan (2009) posits that school librarians should never impose their
own ideologies on the children they work with. Moreover, in the publication “Free Access
to Libraries for Minors: An Interpretation of the Library Bill of Rights” by the American
Library Association (ALA), they state “libraries should not limit the selection and
development of library resources simply because minors will have access to them.
Institutional self-censorship diminishes the credibility of the library in the community, and
restricts access for all library users” (2008, as cited in Rickman, 2010, p. 2). Proving that
not only there is an expectation to address this issue but also a demand.

1.6 Rationale
All Librarians have an obligation to construct and build library collections that are
age appropriate and diverse in nature; their role is to provide students with literature that
represents the real world regardless of their beliefs and the society they live in
(Bulatowicz, 2017). Though these graphically illustrated and sexual in nature books are
specifically published for the elementary age group using age appropriate/friendly
language, they never make the shelves of elementary libraries because of pre-emptive
censorship (Kimmel & Harstfield, 2019). Additionally, this form of censorship that
librarians pursue is influenced by internal and external forces (Steele, 2018). This
obligation and responsibility of providing children with abundant and uncensored book
collections, may turn into a challenge when working within elementary libraries at private
international schools in the Middle East and dealing with books that are sexual in nature.
This is mainly a result of the shift that most private schools are taking towards an
“American” approach to education; this has recently proved to be problematic within the
Middle East, due to the claim that it borrows Western beliefs which are known to corrupt
Arab cultural values as well as instill a sense of moral or cultural panic; especially when it
comes to academic freedom versus Arab culture (Romanowski & Nasser, 2010). Martin et
al. (2016), described this educational reform process as a struggle the Middle East faces
with globalization. Though the Middle East is exposed to outside notions of nationalism,
modernization, secularism and international rules for behavior, most leaders within the
region still have greater control over what values to accept, reject or modify (Stein, 1991).
7

To gain this control over diversifying and educating their citizens, some governments have
redirected massive amounts of money into their educational institutes (Romanowski &
Nasser, 2010). Although Arab countries in the Middle East differ in several aspects such as
their educational systems, politics, economy and social customs, they all witness similar
characteristics such as governmental control over education, privatization of schools and
Western-style educational institutes (Rugh, 2002). Furthermore, Rugh (2002) noted that
the national government in the Arab world controls most curricula in private schools as
well as most teacher hires, however it does not control private schools fully. Thus,
examining this context for this study will allow an insight to whether or not the
government is an external force that may influence the act of pre-emptive censorship by
elementary librarians.
While researching this topic, I have noticed a gap in the literature when examining
pre-emptive censorship of books at the elementary level by the hands of librarians. In fact,
all research I have come across discuss librarian’s pre-emptive censorship of books for
high school students across several topics such as LGBTQ, race, religion, sex… but none
examine it at the elementary level and through a more specific and structured lens.
Additionally, when observing censorship through the two different age groups mentioned
above, several questions arise of whether young children are capable of making similar
systematic choices among certain positions, opinions and ideas as elder ones are (MacLeod,
1983). Furthermore, the studies I came across regarding the internal and external forces of
pre-emptive censorship were generalized to all controversial content and not specific to
one (e.g., Rickman, 2010; Steele, 2018). The relevance of focusing on sexual content is
due to its connection to morality in certain cultures; moreover, it goes against certain Arab
cultural traditions (Grigg, 1993; Martin et al., 2016). The rationale behind this study is to
address this gap in the literature when looking at the internal and external forces
influencing elementary librarian’s pre-emptive censorship, specifically for children’s
literature that are sexual in nature within the setting of private international schools in the
Middle East.

1.7 Significance
It is essential to explore, understand and identify the internal and external
influential forces that affect the decisions of elementary school librarians when it comes to
pre-emptive censorship, in order to address the issue of denying elementary students their
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right to read all kinds of children’s literature that are age- appropriate (Kimmel &
Harstfield, 2020). Furthermore, a study of this type is significant for both research and
practice within educational institutions. In terms of research it may add to the literature
more documentation of pre-emptive censorship, which is rarely addressed and studied
(Fanetti, 2012). It may also provide a wider platform for additional discovery in order to
explore whether or not the forces influencing this form of censorship may be controlled.
This research topic will create a stepping stone for more research when it comes to
sensitive children’s literature and pre-emptive censorship.
On the other hand, it also paves a road to self-awareness in terms of practice. In
fact, elementary librarians will be able to personally reflect, speak-out or be held
accountable when considering pre-emptive censorship within their libraries. As Bishop
states, professionals must “be aware of their own biases and preferences so that personal
prejudices do not inadvertently affect selection decisions” (2007, as cited in Rickman,
2010, p. 3). Additionally, such documentation would allow more investigation into the
quality of elementary librarians being hired as well as the kind of awareness that preservice librarians must receive before joining an educational institute. Moreover, it will
allow schools to reform their library policies in order to address this issue.

1.8 Research Questions
This thesis will attempt to answer the following research questions:
1) What are the internal forces that influence the decision of elementary librarians at
private schools in the Middle East, when it comes to pre-emptively censoring
children’s literature that are sexual in nature?
2) What are the external forces that influence the decision of elementary librarians at
private schools in the Middle East, when it comes to pre-emptively censoring
children’s literature that are sexual in nature?

1.9 Definition of Terms
For the purpose of this study the following definitions were adopted:
1) Children’s literature: literature that is read by or listened to and enjoyed by
children (Kutzer, 1981).
2) Sexual in nature: representations of sex and sexuality (Hill & Harrington,
2014).
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3) Pre-emptive censorship: self-censorship that publishers, librarians, schools,
teachers and book-sellers practice in order to avoid challenges and controversy
(Fanetti, 2012).
4) Elementary librarian: a specialist that manages or cares for an elementary
library (adapted from Merriam- Webster).
5) Gatekeeping theory: a theoretical framework developed by Kurt Lewin in 1947
that highlights the process of creating and selecting pieces of information that
spread to people. (Farquhar & Carey, 2019)
6) Internal forces: stemming from within an organization i.e. librarian, school
administration and teachers. (Steele, 2018).
7) External forces: everything outside of an organization that includes parents,
government and community. (Steele, 2018).

1.10 Thesis Division
This paper is divided into six main sections: an introduction which aims to provide
background knowledge to the context of this study, a literature review which delves deeper
into previous research on the theoretical framework incorporated as well as its relevance, a
methodology section which describes the methods of data collection used, a findings
section which shares the results of the collected data, a discussion section which
triangulates the results obtained and reflects on them and finally a conclusion which shares
the limitations of this study as well as provides recommendations and further reflections.
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Chapter Two
Literature Review
In order to delve deeper into this research a closer inspection of the central ideas
related to the gatekeeping theory, that was briefly introduced in the introduction, will be
presented. This literature review will closely examine the theoretical perspective of
gatekeeping theory developed by Kurt Lewin (1947) and later adopted by several
researchers for different purposes (Farquhar & Carey, 2019; Nye & Barco, 2012; Ojennus,
2019; Steele, 2018). This examination will then be focused within the context of librarians
and their role in pre-emptive censorship. Moreover, the emphasis within this theory will be
on the internal and external forces that influence elementary librarians’ decisions to preemptively censor children’s literature that are sexual in nature.
For the purpose of this study, the literature review will be divided into five
sections. The first section will provide more insight on Kurt Lewin’s theory and its
relationship to librarians and their role in pre-emptive censorship. The second will delve
into the notion of gatekeeping theory and the five levels of analysis when studying the
decision- making process librarians experience when deciding to pre-emptively censor.
The third and fourth sections will highlight the internal and external forces mentioned
within gatekeeping theory and their relation to pre-emptive censorship by Elementary
librarians. The final section will sum up the previously discussed research on the internal
and external forces that influence elementary librarians, when deciding to pre-emptively
censor children’s literature that are sexual in nature; additionally, relating it to the context
of the Middle East.

2.1 Gatekeeping Theory
“Librarians are the gatekeepers of information for the communities they serve” (Nye
& Barco, 2012, p.1). Steele (2017) claims that in order to construct an understanding of the
decision- making process that occurs during pre-emptive censorship at libraries, one must
investigate the framework of gatekeeping theory by Lewin (1947). Furthermore, to gradually
build the paradigm of gatekeeping theory, it is vital to understand the importance as well as
the roles of gatekeepers. Shoemaker and Vos (2009) highlighted that notion by claiming
that:
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“Gatekeepers determine what becomes a person’s social reality, a particular view of
the world. Although a single gatekeeping decision may itself seem trivial, both varied
messages and common messages emerge every day, making the gatekeeping process
complicated and highly significant.” (p.3).
The term gatekeeping theory originated in the 1947 work of Kurt Lewin, while he
was observing families and their food habits (Steele, 2018). Lewin (1947) analyzed the
process of food and how it passes through several channels before reaching our tables; he
even noted that each channel may be subdivided into sections. For example, the gardening
channel is built on the two sections of planting and harvesting and after plants are
harvested they go through gates which are controlled by gatekeepers, such as housewives
(Lewin, 1947). Upon arriving to the gate, food can either be accepted or rejected before
ending up on a family’s dinner table (Lewin, 1947). Though Lewin primarily wrote about
food habits, his overall purpose was to understand the ways in which psychologists can
affect widespread social change (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). Moreover, while analyzing
food habits, he discussed the fact that not all members of a society are equally important
when deciding what should be eaten and therefore, social change can only be accomplished
by focusing on those with the most control over food selection for the home setting
(Lewin, 1947). Lewin’s theory, since then has been adopted and used within many fields,
one of them being the field of mass communication research, more specifically the process
of story selection (Steele, 2018). In fact, Lewin (1947) himself even noted that gatekeeping
theory, “holds not only for food channels but also for the traveling of a news item through
certain communication channels in a group, for movement of goods, and the social
locomotion of individuals in many organizations” (p. 145). Farquhar and Carey (2019)
broadly defined the theory as the process of creating and selecting pieces of information
that spread to people on a daily basis. Paul Ojennus (2019) was one of many researchers
who connected the theory of gatekeeping to the process of book selection at libraries,
additionally he and others went further to frame the theory within the context of preemptive censorship at libraries (see, e.g., Steele, 2018; Nye & Barco, 2012). In order to use
gatekeeping theory within the lens of the decision- making process that occurs inside
elementary libraries in the Middle East, it is crucial to understand the fundamental
elements or concepts attached to the theory. Steele (2018) lists these elements as
12

“information messages, communication channels, gates, gatekeepers, positive and negative
forces, and internal and external forces” (p.233).
2.1.1 Information Messages and Communication Channels
Information messages are known to be any form of word; they may be spoken or
written and they may be found in books, letters, emails and social media (Steele, 2018).
Steele (2018) explains that information messages tend to be intentionally spread through
communication channels that eventually pass through gates, additionally these channels are
the pathways the information messages travel through from sender to receiver. Within the
context of Lewin’s (1947) food habits, he viewed the grocery store and garden as channels
that are connected to the kitchen channel; moreover, he distinguishes these channels from
the buying channel. In terms of school libraries, the process begins with the author creating
a message through the medium of a book and then having it travel to a publisher who
decides to publish the book, after that a librarian decides to order the book to add to the
school’s shelf collection; where students have access to it (Steele, 2018).The selection
process of books can be identified as a communication channel that must be traveled
before being accepted into the library’s collection.
2.1.2 Gates and Gatekeepers
The entrance to a channel leads to several sections that are known as gates and the
movement within the channels are controlled by gatekeepers which either allow the flow of
information messages or not (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). Steele (2018) summarizes this
notion clearly by claiming that:
“Gates are decision points along communication channels, which come in the form
of people, policies, or other forces. At each gate, information is either allowed to
continue to flow, or stop. The gate either opens to allow information to pass
through, or closes to restrict the information from spreading” (p.234)
Gate sections are directed or overseen by impartial rules or gatekeepers, which are known
to either be an individual or a group in power; they are responsible for deciding whether to
allow or obstruct the flow of communication (Lewin, 1947). When observing the context
of libraries, an essential gatekeeper is the librarian or the library representatives; they make
official decisions for what needs to be added to a library collection or what needs to be
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taken away (Steele, 2018). Moreover, Steele (2018) relates the number of gatekeepers
within a library context to the complexity of the organization and the community it serves.
Therefore, certain schools may allow several gatekeepers to take part in the decisionmaking process of book selection, such as teachers and school administrators; while other
schools may simply allow lone power to the librarian tending the school library.
2.1.3 Positive and Negative Forces
Though Lewin’s theory may seem to be solely dependent on the decision of
gatekeepers; an even greater aspect determines whether an item passes through the gate or
not, and it’s the notion of forces (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). This concept of forces stems
from the idea that there are positive and negative forces that influence whether or not
information flows through the gate; additionally, these forces influence a gatekeeper’s
decision (Steele, 2018). Lewin (1947) observed the notion of positive and negative forces
as he was tracking the movement of food from one section to another, moreover he
believed that people decide on the movement based on the forces that act directly on the
food. He stated that attractiveness of a food item can be seen as a positive force which may
encourage one to purchase it, whereas its high cost can be seen as a negative force that may
prevent its purchase (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). Furthermore, Lewin’s theory predicts that
forces vary in strength and the stronger force is what will determine whether or not
information messages continue flowing (Shoemaker et al., 2001). When relating this part
of Lewin’s theory to the context of a school library, one can conclude that there are
positive and negative forces that affect the decision- making process while attempting to
pre-emptively censor (Steele, 2018). Ojennus (2019) highlighted this perspective by
relating pre-emptive censorship at school libraries to these forces; moreover, he claimed
that literature items are less likely to be selected if they are perceived as controversial or
will likely be challenged. He related this issue to “forces at the gate” and claimed that
librarians would prefer to avoid challenged books because they may produce a negative
force (Ojennus, 2019). Furthermore, Steele (2018) built on this notion by claiming that:
“Personal views and beliefs, views and beliefs of the community, societal “norms,”
library policies, library resources, as well as a librarian’s fear of losing funding or
even their job are all forces that can play a positive or negative role in the final
decision. Pressure from parents, government officials, or others can also act as
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forces that can factor into gatekeeper decision-making during censorship attempts
at libraries.” (pp.235-236)

2.1.4 Internal and External Forces
The forces mentioned above that may play a positive or negative role in decision
making by gatekeepers, may also be classified as internal or external forces depending on
where they come from (Steele, 2018). Moreover, Steele (2018) identified and defined
internal forces as that which stems from within an organization while external is
everything outside of it; in the context of a library, librarians, teachers and administrators
are considered internal forces, while parents, governments, society… etc. are considered
external. Farquhar and Carey (2019) viewed internal and external forces as major powers
within social settings; especially when it comes to the notion of pre-emptive censorship
and the kind of forces that may influence that behavior.

2.2 Gatekeeping Theory and the Levels of Analysis
When attempting to understand the decision- making process that Elementary
librarians experience as gatekeepers and the forces that may influence their judgement, one
must delve deeper into the internal and external forces that act as hidden “expert powers”
within this process of pre-emptive censorship (Savolainen, 2020). Savolainen (2020)
studied this notion of “expert power” and believed that gatekeepers are often characterized
as actors with this power, moreover, this sort of power may also manifest itself within
organizations or outside of them and they play a major role in the flow of information
messages. In other words, though librarians being gatekeepers are known to be expert
powers in the decision- making process, internal and external forces may also intervene;
using this same power attributed to gatekeepers in order to inhibit or restrict information
(Savolainen, 2020). Shoemaker and Vos (2009) investigated this notion within gatekeeping
theory by applying five levels of analysis which they believe “order the world into a
hierarchy that can help us study communication and build theory” (p. 31). These levels of
analysis aid in viewing the world at the micro level of people and the macro level of
countries and continents as well as everything in between (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009).
Shoemaker et al. (2001) listed these five levels of analysis as “the individual level, the
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communication routines level, the organizational level, the social institution level, and the
social system level” (p.234).
For the purpose of this study these differentiated levels of analysis will help
analyze pre-emptive censorship attempts in elementary libraries when it comes to
children’s literature that are sexual in nature and they will be used as the frameworks for
data analysis within this study (Steele, 2017). Moreover, uncovering these five levels of
analysis will allow us to distinguish the internal forces from the external ones within the
context of the Middle East.
2.2.1 The Individual Level of Analysis
Barzilai- Nahon (2009) claimed that individual factors involve personal judgements
and they are crucial elements of gatekeeping theory. Other researchers considered personal
characteristics such as values and beliefs, attitudes, personality and life experiences as
elements that go under the individual level of analysis (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009; Steele,
2018). In other words, a gatekeeper’s moral and normative values may impact the
decision- making process due to their cognitive models of thinking (Barzilai- Nahon,
2009). Though researchers (Ojennus, 2019; Steele 2018) have observed and related this
level of analysis to the general concept of pre-emptive censorship and censorship at
libraries, it seems to also fit within the more specific context of this study regarding preemptive censorship of literature that are sexual in nature by elementary librarians. In fact,
Steele (2018) provided an example of a scenario where a “librarian lets their own personal
views and beliefs impact their decision regarding the inclusion of a book” (p. 237); in this
case pre-emptive censorship is taking place at the individual level of analysis and can also
be by the hands of an elementary librarian dealing with literature that are sexual in nature.
In other words, an elementary librarian might decide to avoid the selection of literature that
are sexual due to his/her own religious beliefs and because he/she views them self as
conservative; while a more liberal elementary librarian wouldn’t mind selecting it for their
library (Steele, 2018). Though the individual level of analysis occurs from within an
individual and acts as an internal force inside a school organization, it can also be a result
of external forces; such as pressure from parents (Steele, 2018). Therefore, in this case, an
elementary librarian might decide to pre-emptively censor a children’s book with sexual
content just to avoid potential conflict from parents. Hence, pre-emptive censorship at the
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individual level of analysis can be due to internal or external forces; depending on whether
they are from within the school organization or outside of it.
2.2.2 The Communication Routines Level of Analysis
Communication routines can be divided into two sections, organizational routines
and professional routines (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009; Steele, 2018). Within the context of
libraries, organizational routines are known to be the guidelines or routines set by a school
organization to allow a library to normally function; whereas professional routines are the
rules and guidelines of the overall profession of librarianship (Steele, 2018). Such routines
establish the working procedures of gatekeepers as well as the benchmarks for their
profession (Barzilai- Nahon, 2009). Steele (2018) went on further to highlight the
definition of routines as the day-to-day interactions within a library; moreover, she
described these day-to-day actions as implicit norms or uncodified policies, and they are
the natural way of doing things. When thinking about this level of analysis and its relation
to internal and external forces, one can conclude that organizational routines stem from
within a school organization thus they are internal forces; whereas professional routines
stem from outside a school organization and so can be classified as an external force.
2.2.3 The Organizational Level of Analysis
Organizational routine focuses on the common practices within an organization,
whereas organizational level of analysis focuses on the rules set by the members which
hire the gatekeepers (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). Researchers focus on this notion of power
because they believe it can shape an organization and allow it to select a successful
gatekeeper who can perfectly represent the interests of the organization; moreover, failure
to operate the gates properly will result in the firing or replacement of the gatekeeper
(Shoemaker & Vos, 2009; Savolainen, 2020). When observing this level of analysis within
the context of pre-emptive censorship at elementary libraries, one can conclude that
librarians may decide to pre-emptively censor out of the fear of losing their jobs (Steele,
2018). Steele (2018), provides a scenario of a case where a director or supervisor demands
the avoidance of controversial literature so as to avoid any conflict from external forces
such as parents or government officials. This may in turn pressure the librarian to follow
the decision out of fear of their supervisor firing them if they resist (Steele, 2017). To
determine the powerful members which may influence a librarian’s decision to preemptively censor, one must study the size and structure of the organization; if it is large
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then a team of people may be involved in the selection process of children’s literature and
if it is small then a single librarian may be responsible (Steele, 2018).
2.2.4 The Social Institution Level of Analysis
Though gatekeeping as an activity is shaped by the individual levels of analysis as
well as communication routines at the organizational level, one must also acknowledge
that “communication organizations exist within a social system alongside other social
institutions, many of which affect the gatekeeping process” (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009
p.76). Shoemaker and Vos (2009) gave several examples of social institutions within their
work; they listed media, religious and educational institutions, associations related to
professions, legal systems and the largest most powerful, governments. When observing
the context of pre-emptive censorship at schools within the public sector, governmental
control can be a major contributor due to their financial sponsoring using tax dollars;
additionally, librarians may decide to pre-emptively censor due to the external pressure of
losing funding from their government or donors (Steele, 2018). Furthermore, some
governmental institutions strategically redirect massive amounts of money into their
educational institutes in order to gain more control over their citizens (Romanowski &
Nasser, 2010). This sense of power that most leaders within governmental institutions have
is what controls academic freedom; especially ideas that they accept, reject or modify
(Stein, 1991). Martin et al. (2016) described this restriction of academic freedom as a form
of censorship. Rahimi (2015) took this broader notion of censorship and focused it more
within the context of democratic and nondemocratic states, both found within the Middle
East; he claimed: “Censorship, in this sense, is not just about expurgating or restricting the
flow of information, but also about the strategic production of discourses that exert
discipline and order over networks of communication and the construction of knowledge
favorable to the stability of state power” (p.358). Such social institutions are known to be
external forces that may influence pre-emptive censorship.
2.2.5 The Social System Level of Analysis
The final and highest level of analysis within Shoemaker and Vos’s (2009)
hierarchy is the social system level. Little empirical evidence exists on the effects of social
systems and that is mainly because scholars stand within their own systems, thus
struggling to analyze it objectively (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). Boyd- Barret (1995, as cited
in Shoemaker & Vos, 2009) claimed this system focuses more on the theoretical level
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rather than the practical or empirical and it includes aspects of social, cultural and
economic processes; all influencing gatekeeping theory. When closely observing the
context of elementary school libraries, a hypothetical scenario can be an elementary
librarian deciding to pre-emptively censor a book because it opposes the views of his/her
society or the natural “way of life” (Steele, 2018). Steele (2018), gave an example of a
librarian who would exclude literature related to the Islamic religion because the
community is predominantly Christian, this form of pre-emptive censorship would be at
the social systems level. Trying to examine gatekeeping theory using this level of analysis
may seem challenging, due to all the factors involved within this level; Shoemaker and
Vos (2009) wrote that, “Scholars who wish to explore how a social system shapes the
gatekeeping process should explain their logic in detail” (p.106). When observing the
context of this study, regarding pre-emptive censorship of children’s literature that are
sexual in nature, one can conclude that views and beliefs that are personal to an individual
differ from that which stem from societal views and beliefs (Steele, 2018). Thus, preemptive censorship which occurs due to personal opinion can be classified as an internal
force at the individual level of analysis while opinions due to societal beliefs are
considered external forces and are at the social system level of analysis.
Table A1 specifies and summarizes the above content within the context of this
study, regarding elementary librarians and the influential forces that lead to their act of preemptively censoring children’s literature that are sexual in nature. Moreover, these
influential factors have been divided into internal and external forces within the framework
of the five levels of analysis reflected in gatekeeping theory.
Table A1
Summary of the Internal and External Forces within the Five Levels of Analysis
Pre-emptive censorship at

Internal forces within

External forces outside

the five levels of analysis

school organization that

school organization that

lead to pre-emptive

lead to pre-emptive

censorship by elementary

censorship by elementary

librarians

librarians

Individual level

Personal value, belief,

Values and beliefs of

attitude, opinions of

parents or close community

elementary librarian.
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Communication Routines

Organization routines such

Professional routines such

as the day-to-day actions

as the rules, values and

and norms within an

guidelines of librarianship.

elementary library.
Organizational level

Policies, rules and
guidelines set by the school
organization regarding how
to deal with children’s
literature that are sexual in
nature. Elementary
librarians fear to oppose
these guidelines because it
can cost them their job.

Social Institutions level

Social institutions outside
the school organization
such as media, religious
and educational institutions,
professional associations,
legal systems and
governments.

Social Systems level

Societal views and beliefs
as well as the society’s
culture.

2.3 Internal Forces Influencing Pre-emptive Censorship by Elementary
Librarians
“Community pressures, personal interests, insecurities, commitment issues- all of
these are capable of leading well- meaning persons to ban books” (White, 1974 p. 8).
According to a study conducted by Whelan (2009) on the topic of pre-emptive censorship
by librarians, she noted that 29% of librarians pre-emptively censor controversial books
due to fear of administration, 25% fear of student criticism and 23% due to personal
objection of the content. These findings reflect the internal forces that come to play when
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attempting to understand the influential factors that lead librarians to pre-emptively censor.
This section will be delving deeper into the internal forces that affect the decision-making
process of elementary librarians, when dealing with children’s literature that are sexual in
nature. Additionally, for the purpose of this study it will be discussed within the
frameworks of the individual level of analysis, from the perspective of elementary
librarians as well as the organizational level of analysis from the perspective of school
administrators, teachers and other personnel within the organization.
2.3.1 The Individual Level of Analysis
When discussing pre-emptive censorship at the individual level of analysis, the
focus is on an elementary librarian’s personal characteristics and opinions. WollmanBonilla (1998), conducted a study to understand the personal criteria that would lead to the
decision of pre-emptive censorship at the elementary level; one of the personal reported
criteria was the belief that a book may frighten or corrupt a child by introducing them to
content they don’t know (Wollman- Bonilla, 1998). Rickman (2010) also discussed
personal factors and reported that school librarians tend to avoid choosing certain literature
so as to protect the reader from the content; she also shared that sexual content are one of
the top materials that tend to be challenged. Likewise, Hastie (2017) also studied the
notion of pre-emptive censorship by librarians and stated that sexual content as well as age
appropriateness were both clear criteria that would lead librarians to this form of
censorship. Consequently, the above reflect on the internal forces, at the individual level of
analysis, that influence pre-emptive censorship by elementary librarians when it comes to
literature that are sexual in nature.
2.3.2 The Organizational Level of Analysis
When discussing pre-emptive censorship at the organizational level of analysis, the
focus is on the rules and regulations set by the school organization and the members who
hire the elementary librarian as a gatekeeper (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). Maycock (2011)
examined issues of pre-emptive censorship by librarians and shared her concern regarding
librarians who avoid controversial material out of fear of confrontation from their superiors
or losing their jobs. She even went on to provide a narration of an interview with a
librarian:
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“There have been five titles removed from my school library this year for content.
The school director reserves herself the sole right to ban titles from the library
without further review or consultation…I can’t take further action on this issue
without risking my job” (Maycock, 2011 p.11).
Hastie (2017) also discussed pre-emptive censorship and reported that a cause
could be double-guessing what the institution might do or how it might react if a certain
book was used. Rickman (2010) even pointed out that most forms of pre-emptive
censorship by librarians, occurs by the hand of school administration and their mandates.
“Pressures from administrators to make sure that schools do not come under criticism
makes librarians more cautious” (Moellendick, 2009 p.72). Other accounts of librarian
censorship caused by the influence of members from a school organization such as school
board, principal and teachers were also reported by several researchers (Hastie, 2017;
Maycock, 2011; Moellendick, 2009; Rickman, 2010; White, 1974; Yitzhaki & Sharabi,
2005). Accordingly, the above reflect on the internal forces, at the organizational level of
analysis, that influence pre-emptive censorship by elementary librarians when it comes to
literature that are sexual in nature.

2.4 External Forces Influencing Pre-emptive Censorship by Elementary
Librarians
One of the reasons behind the rise in the act of pre-emptive censorship within
literature is due to parents interfering within school organizations and using their financial
contributions as an excuse (Yitzhaki & Sharabi, 2005). In fact, reports have shown that
70% of acts of pre-emptive censorship that occur by the hands of librarians are due to fear
of parents (Whelan, 2009; Yitzhaki & Sharabi, 2005). Moreover, Whelan (2009) noted that
87% of the literature that librarians decide to pre-emptively censor include sexual content.
Other reports also indicated that fear of the community and society is another factor
influencing pre-emptive censorship (Hartsfield & Kimmel, 2020; Rickman, 2010; Whelan
2009). These findings reflect the external forces that come to play when attempting to
understand the influential factors that lead librarians to pre-emptively censor. This section
will be delving deeper into the external forces that affect the decision-making process of
elementary librarians, when dealing with children’s literature that are sexual in nature.
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Additionally, for the purpose of this study it will be discussed within three frameworks: the
first, the individual level of analysis, from the perspective of the parents. The second, the
social institution level of analysis from the perspective of governments. The third, the
social systems level, from the perspective of society.
2.4.1 The Individual Level of Analysis
When examining pre-emptive censorship at the individual level of analysis; as an
external force within the context of this study, the emphasis would be on the views and
beliefs of parents or the community. In a study conducted by Kimmel and Hartsfield
(2019), it was noted that parental relationship was a major concern, where it was perceived
that parents employ an abundant amount of power over the choices and actions of
individuals within a school organization; whether teachers, librarians or school
administrators. Furthermore, Yitzhaki and Sharabi (2005) noted that parental complaint,
which prompts pre-emptive censorship by librarians regarding literature that are sexual in
nature, mainly stems from parents believing that such content violates their traditional and
moral values. In another account, within interviews that Hastie (2017) conducted, he
reported that pre-emptive censorship by librarians wasn’t due to specific external pressure
but rather fear of an anticipated challenge and the need to avoid that potential risk.
Whether it is based on fear of what parents or close community might think or the actual
pressure from parents and their beliefs, both are considered as external forces that may lead
librarians to act on pre-emptive censorship (Steele, 2018).
2.4.2 The Social Institution Level of Analysis
When examining the influences of pre-emptive censorship at the social institution
level of analysis; the external force that will be focused on within the context of this study,
is governments. Steele (2018) gave an example of the government of Singapore, when it
removed copies of three children’s literature promoting LGBTQ; additionally, gay sex is
illegal in Singapore and is punishable by up to two years in jail. This is one example of
governments acting as external forces when it comes to deciding to pre-emptively censor
edgy literature. Shihada (2013) shared another account of governmental influence, when
the novel Girls of Riyadh was banned from being published in Saudi Arabia due to
governmental belief that the author’s work undermines the foundations of Saudi literary
customs. Martin et al. (2016) reported that Arab governments have been accused of lacking
freedom of expression and supported that claim by sharing a 2014 report by UNESCO
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which states that there is an ongoing restriction when it comes to freedom of expression or
opinion; moreover, this form of restriction is known to influence the practice of preemptive censorship by school librarians. Abou-Zeid (2014) noted that governmental laws
in the Arab world regulating the import of certain literature in and out of countries varies;
though certain literature might be banned from local bookstores, they can still find their
way in the country through book fairs. In 2015, 10,000 books were confiscated from a
book fair in Riyadh for having blasphemous content; moreover, government countries such
as United Arab Emirates and Qatar both promote censorship of literature deemed
inappropriate and include sexual content (Martin et al., 2016). The above reflect a few
examples on the major role national governments play as an external force which
influences individuals within organizations, mainly schools and universities (Rugh, 2002).
In other words, such restrictions and control from governments can be considered as an
external force that may influence the decision-making process of librarians; especially
when dealing with children’s literature that are sexual in nature (Steele, 2018).
2.4.3 The Social System Level of Analysis
When examining the influences of pre-emptive censorship at the social system
level of analysis; the external force that will be focused on within the context of this study,
is the culture and belief system of a society. The motivations to pre-emptively censor
literature are driven by several external forces, however the most frequently mentioned is
society and cultural values of a country (Bar-Tal et al., 2017; Hartsfield & Kimmel, 2020;
Kimmel & Hartsfield, 2019; Martin et al., 2016; Rickman, 2010). In fact, Whelan (2009)
reported in her study that 28% of librarians pre-emptively censor due to fear of the
backlash that may stem from their society and its cultural traditions. When Shihada (2013)
mentioned the banning of the novel Girls of Riyadh, governmental control was the social
system which implemented the decision; however, the novel in general caused a major
explosion within the country of Saudi Arabia in itself because it targeted taboo issues
within that Arabian society. Social systems are the highest part of the hierarchy within
gatekeeping theory due to the fact that many factors are involved and they influence the
other levels of analysis (Steele, 2018). In Coley’s (2002) study, he reported that the fear
that librarians experience with regards to the perceptions of their society has been
attributed to the majority percent of pre-emptive censorship within his research. Bar-Tal et
al. (2017) delved deeper into this notion of distress and claimed that librarians fear that
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controversial content might go against the dominant ideology of society or might distort
their nation’s positive image towards the international community. A participant from
Rickman’s (2010) study claimed that “Avoiding a possible challenge is actually implied by
the fact that I sometimes let my perception of community values determine purchase of
materials” (p.14). Another account made by a participant in Kimmel and Hartsfield’s
(2019) study stated that “It becomes important to understand the different cultures and
family beliefs before teaching something or doing something a certain way in school”
(p.342). The above information and examples reflect on the crucial role a social system
plays, as an external force, that may influence librarian’s decision to pre-emptively censor
children’s literature that are sexual in nature.

2.5 Elementary Librarian’s Pre-emptive Censorship of Sexual Literature
in the Middle East
In a more critical view of the internal and external forces influencing pre-emptive
censorship by elementary librarians, the focus of this section is to highlight the above
within the context of the Middle East. As previously mentioned, pre-emptive censorship
may occur at one or many of the levels of analysis within gatekeeping theory and no
studies, to the best of my knowledge, were done within this context. Though the Middle
East shares some outside notions of modernization and international rules for behavior,
most leaders within the region still have countless control over what principles to
acknowledge, refuse or revise (Stein, 1991). Moreover, the privatization of Arab education
and the Western influence within the curriculums offered at international private schools
has led Gulf states to hire more expatriate teachers (Rugh, 2002). This influx of expatriates
in the Arab world has led to some cultural tension, due to the need to preserve ethnic and
national community (Martin et al., 2016). Additionally, this modern shift in education in
the Middle East, specifically at private schools has proved to clash with society’s
perspective of traditions; especially when it comes to academic freedom versus Arab
customs (Romanowski & Nasser, 2010). Accordingly, this governmental display of power
and concern to hold on to Arab culture and traditions, might indicate that external forces in
the Middle East may be leading to pre-emptive censorship. In other words, both external
forces of government and culture, which may be found at the social institution and social
systems level, may influence pre-emptive censorship by elementary librarians when
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dealing with literature that are sexual in nature. No direct research has reported this exact
finding yet, hence this study being crucial to address the gap in literature regarding
external forces. In relation to the internal forces found within a school organization, no
study has been done within the context of private schools in the Middle East. Thus,
observing elementary librarians at the individual level of analysis as well as at the
organizational level is crucial to understand the extent that internal forces may play when it
comes to influencing the act of pre-emptive censorship.
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Chapter Three
Methodology
The purpose of this study is to examine pre-emptive censorship of children’s
literature that are sexual in nature, by elementary librarians at private schools in the Middle
East. Overall, this thesis explores the two research questions posed below regarding the
internal and external forces leading to this form of censorship using the theoretical
framework of the five levels of analysis within gatekeeping theory.
1) What are the internal forces that influence the decision of elementary librarians at
private schools in the Middle East, when it comes to pre-emptively censoring
children’s literature that are sexual in nature?
2) What are the external forces that influence the decision of elementary librarians at
private schools in the Middle East, when it comes to pre-emptively censoring
children’s literature that are sexual in nature?
This chapter is divided into five sections, the first will discuss the methodological
approach adopted for this study as well as the research design. The second section provides
a description of the context of this study as well as justification for the population sample
that was selected. The third section depicts the data collection tools as well as how they
were used to support credibility and transferability. The fourth section presents the process
that was used for data analysis. The final section presents the ethical considerations that
were taken for this study.

3.1 Methodological Approach and Research Design
In order to address the research questions guiding this study, a qualitative research
approach following the exploratory design was utilized; moreover, the method involved a
semi-structured questionnaire and interview (Hunter et al., 2019). Traditionally, there are
two major approaches to research methodologies; they are known as qualitative and
quantitative methods (Cohen et al., 2013). When considering quantitative research,
accessing information about the world is through numerical quantification of data, whereas
qualitative research is more about understanding the dynamic and holistic nature of
humans (Kalu & Bwalya, 2017). Therefore, the qualitative methodological approach
leaning towards social scientific inquiry was chosen because this study involves people i.e.
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elementary librarians and their interactions within real-life environments (Lapan et al.,
2012). Moreover, this study focuses on the attitudes towards understanding the experiences
they go through as humans who are part of the social world; which eventually leads to their
act of pre-emptive censorship (Cohen et al., 2013). Due to the nature of this study and the
research questions associated with it, an exploratory design model was followed. This
design model is meant to highlight and uncover new information on topics that have
limited research; moreover Stebbins (2001), views exploratory research as a systematic
process that enhances understanding of generalizations within the area of social or
psychological life. Hence, the relevance of this design in exploring the internal and
external forces that influence the act of pre-emptive censorship by elementary librarians,
within a more focused context of the Middle East and children’s literature that are sexual
in nature.

3.2 Context and Population Sample
This research was conducted with a population of elementary school librarians who
work at private international schools around the Middle East; due to the nature of this
exploratory study, the target population only had three major characteristics which were:
currently working in an elementary library, the library must be in a private school and the
private school must be located in any part of the Middle East. Furthermore, the data
collection for this study occurred throughout the school year; where three weeks were
given to participants to complete a five to ten minute online semi-structured questionnaire
and accordingly participants, who consented, sat for a 15-minute semi-structured
interview. The private schools where these librarians work were chosen through purposeful
sampling and snowball sampling. Generally, purposeful sampling is known to provide
access for researchers through means of professional networks; while snowball sampling is
known to involve informants that will help create a chain of referral (Cohen et al., 2013).
These forms of sampling discussed above were pertinent for the nature of this study for
two reasons, the first was due to the difficult access of the sample population i.e.
elementary librarians within private schools in the Middle East and the second was due to
the sensitive nature of asking about children’s literature that are sexual in nature (Cohen et
al., 2013). Though this study is qualitative in nature, the targeted population was around 25
elementary librarians; this sample size was chosen because each school represented a
sample participant (i.e. n=1) and thus a bit of oversampling was necessary in order to
28

address potential respondent mortality where some participants will fail to participate
(Cohen et al., 2013).

3.3 Data Collection Tools, Credibility and Transferability
In order to explore and gain more insight into the internal and external forces
influencing pre-emptive censorship of literature that are sexual in nature, data collection
was at the individual level and the observational level. However, due to the current world
wide Covid- 19 pandemic and the shift to online learning at schools, this study did not
involve any face to face interaction; instead all data collection was obtained through virtual
means. More than 25 private schools across the Middle East were contacted via email in
order to request permission to have their elementary librarians take part in this study; the
email included a description of the study as well as the link to the online questionnaire that
was meant to be forwarded to the librarian. Once a confirmation from the school was
approved, the employed elementary librarian was forwarded the email to complete the
online semi-structured questionnaire using Microsoft forms. This questionnaire consisted
of 15 questions that entailed twelve multiple choice, one Likert scale and two open-ended
questions. See Appendix A to access the questionnaire. Moreover, participants, who’ve
consented, were asked to sit for a semi-structured 15-minute virtual interview via an online
platform of their choice; additionally, these interviews were intended to be recorded and
transcribed upon the approval of the participants, however none consented. See Appendix
B for the sample of interview questions. Observational field notes were also collected from
the schools’ websites; gathered data were related to the biographies of the librarians as well
as the school’s mission and vision. These data collection tools were chosen because they
are aligned with the nature of this exploratory study and are able to address the research
questions posed. The semi-structured questionnaire was able to provide useful feedback
stemming from the context of the Middle East (Lapan et al., 2012). Moreover, the
questionnaire resulted in the delivery of data that showed certain constant factors, which
were later coded and analyzed for this exploratory paper (Cohen et al., 2013). The use of
semi-structured interviews was mainly because they provide a more focused approach
towards qualitative exploratory research as well as aid in uncovering details that are not
visible within the questionnaire alone (Hunter et al., 2019). Furthermore, this form of
interviewing i.e. semi-structured, for the participants was meant to assist in the
identification of similarities and differences across individual responders (Lapan et al.,
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2012). The observational field notes were able to provide additional data on the librarians,
school culture and environment of the various schools and how their missions and visions
are aligned with their respective country. The wording and structure of a questionnaire, in
general, is paramount for any study and thus to ensure success one must pilot beforehand;
this act of piloting will check for clarity, eliminate ambiguities as well as provide feedback
for improvement (Cohen et al., 2013). Regarding this research, the two data collection
tools were previously piloted on two colleagues with an educational background in
education and teaching at the elementary level; this helped ensure that the designed
instruments will provide the desired information due to several similarities in the
background of the participants (Lapan et al., 2012). Moreover, the feedback provided
indicated that the tools were clear, straight to the point and are formed with no bias
questions. A third tool was also utilized and that is the collection of observational field
notes where data was also collected from the schools’ websites.
When observing the trustworthiness of a qualitative study, the focus is on
credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability and reflexibility (Korstjens &
Moser, 2018). Regarding the nature of this exploratory qualitative study, the emphasis was
on credibility and transferability. Credibility is known as the confidence and truthfulness of
the research; moreover, it is meant to establish whether or not the findings represent
reasonable information and is interpreted correctly according to the views of the
participants (Anney, 2014). Within the context of this study, credibility was established
through the means of triangulation (Korstjens & Moser, 2018; Lapan et al., 2012).
Triangulation is a technique that attempts to better explain the complexity of human
behavior by studying it from more than one viewpoint (Cohen et al., 2013). This study
triangulated data obtained from four sources; literature, observational field notes,
questionnaire and interview. The usage of these various methodological tools for this
exploratory research provided the opportunity to obtain ample information; which in turn
aided in lessening any form of bias as well as enhancing the credibility of the study (Kalu
& Bwalya, 2017). On the other hand, transferability reflects on the notion that results
within a study maybe generalized to other samples from the same population, in other
words the understanding of how the findings from the study may be transferred to another
context (Lapan et al., 2012). Moreover, transferability revolves around the idea that once a
researcher provides a ‘thick description’ of the participants and the research process in
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general, it will allow the reader to evaluate whether the findings are transferable to their
own setting (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). Due to the nature of this study, the findings may
be seen as transferable to other contexts i.e. countries outside the Middle East as well as
across other situations and individuals such as teachers or high school librarians.
Additionally, the ‘thick description’ within this study involved extra demographics
collected on the background of participants as well as the detailed description of other
aspects of this study such as the theoretical framework and context. Thus, future
generalizations and in-depth understanding can be attained at various levels depending on
the phenomenon being investigated (Kalu & Bwalya, 2017). Furthermore, dependability
and confirmability were also obtained through the use of an audit trail where the set of
notes that were taken regarding the decisions made throughout the research process were
shared with an auditor not taking part in this study and who is an expert in research
(Korstjens & Moser, 2018). This audit trail included personal coding notes, raw data and
reflective thoughts; however, kept the aspect of confidentiality.

3.4 Process of Data Analysis
Qualitative data analysis requires “organizing, describing, understanding,
accounting for, and explaining data, making sense of data in terms of the participants’
definitions of the situation (of which the researcher is one), noting patterns, themes,
categories and regularities…” (Cohen et al., 2013 p.643). With regards to the data analysis
process for this qualitative exploratory design, a thematic analysis was used as well as
deductive coding. Thematic analysis was chosen because, by nature, an exploratory study
aims to explore and describe the experiences of the participants; moreover, it allows
participant statements to be used in the form of generalizations which serves the
exploratory aspect of this design (Hunter et al., 2019). Deductive coding also allows the
data collected to be classified by assigning codes to the various categories or themes within
the theoretical framework chosen for this study; additionally, codes allow the data to be
sorted and organized (Lapan et al., 2012). Due to the importance of tracking the internal
and external forces derived from the framework of gatekeeping theory and posed in the
research questions of this study; both were traced and marked throughout the data
collection process using color coding, where internal forces were highlighted in yellow
while external in green. Moreover, the internal and external forces were categorized into
themes according to their relation to the five levels of analysis within gatekeeping theory
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i.e. “the individual level, communication routines level, organizational level, the social
institution level, and the social systems level” (Shoemaker et al., 2001 p.234). For the
purpose and relevance of this study the internal forces were divided into two thematic
levels: the individual level of analysis, from the perspective of elementary librarians as
well as the organizational level of analysis from the perspective of school administrators,
teachers and other personnel within the organization. On the other hand, the external forces
were divided into three thematic levels: the first, the individual level of analysis, from the
perspective of the parents and community; the second, the social institution level of
analysis from the perspective of governments; the third, the social systems level, from the
perspective of society and culture. The below Table B2 summarizes the above
description of the process:
Table B2
Summary of the Color Codes
Internal forces

External forces

Individual level- elementary librarian

Individual level- parents, community

Organizational level- administration,

Social institution level- governments

teachers, other school personnel
Social systems level- society and culture

3.5 Ethical Considerations
To ensure no risk partakes any of the participants and to safeguard their well-being
throughout the research process, several ethical considerations were considered (Kalu &
Bwalya, 2017). With regards to this study, other than consented access from the school
institutions, approval for this research was also obtained from the institutional review
board (IRB); moreover, the role of IRB was to protect participants by confirming their
informed consent (Lapan et al., 2012). Additionally, other ethical considerations were the
removal of participant names i.e. anonymity and the option to opt out or withdraw from the
study at any time. School representatives contacted also acted as mediators to the
elementary librarians who wished to keep their names and emails hidden; in other words,
the school representatives forwarded the questionnaire link to their librarian rather than
providing me with their direct email (Cohen et al., 2013). Participants also received
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adequate information about the research study before being asked to consent to answering
any questions; not only did this allow for informed consent but also for the principle
respect for autonomy (Kalu & Bwalya, 2017). Overall, ethical considerations within this
study as well as quality research were evident with the portrayal of credibility,
transferability, confirmability, dependability and reflexivity (Kalu & Bwalya, 2017).
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Chapter Four
Findings
The examination of the findings of this study related to pre-emptive censorship of
children’s literature that are sexual in nature, by elementary librarians at private schools in
the Middle East, highlights the tangled complexity of the job of librarianship. This report
explored the two research questions posed regarding the internal and external forces
leading to this form of censorship using the theoretical framework of the five levels of
analysis within gatekeeping theory. Overall the findings highlighted the multiple
gatekeepers that are involved with this act of censorship as well as the internal and external
forces that coerce and pressure elementary librarians to withhold certain literature that are
sexual in nature from students. All this comes within the context of the Middle East and its
unique battle with modernization of its schooling systems all while trying to maintain their
cultural and traditional roots.
This chapter will be divided into four sections, the first will share the demographics
and response rate of the targeted population as well as other statistics related to the
participants. The second section will report on more specific statistics related to the
gatekeepers involved as well as the participants’ views on sexual literature and children’s
reading rights. The third section will depict the internal forces that were shared by the
participants at the individual level of analysis as well as the organizational level of
analysis. The fourth section will present the external forces that were shared by the
participants at the individual level of analysis, social institutional level of analysis and the
social systems level.

4.1 Demographics
Due to the Middle East involving several countries and in order to identify the
variety in the data obtained per country, it was crucial to have participants identify which
part of the Middle East they are currently living in and working. Out of the targeted 25
participants, only 19 took part in the questionnaire, resulting in a 76% response rate; this
came as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and the measures several schools needed to
take once campuses were shut down and learning shifted completely to online means. Due
to such closures, several schools let go of their elementary librarians for budgeting
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purposes and this in turn resulted in the difficulty to achieve the targeted population. Out
of the 19 participants: five were from Lebanon, three from the United Arab Emirates, three
from Saudi Arabia, two from Bahrain, one from Kuwait, one from Qatar, one from Oman,
one from Egypt, one from Jordan and one from Cyprus. Figure 1 summarizes all the above.
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Figure 1
Bar Graph Depicting the Number of Participants within Different Countries in the Middle
East
In order to attain a thick description of the participants, other statistics were
obtained such as their age group, years of employment, school culture and whether a
library policy exists within their school. The below figures summarize the above criteria.

Age Range
1
5%

1
5%

9
48%
8
42%

under 25

26-35

36-45

Figure 1.1
Pie Chart Depicting the Age Range of Participants
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Years of Employment
4
21%

5
27%

5
26%

1-5 years

5
26%

6-10 years

11-15 years

More than 16 years

Figure 1.2
Pie Chart Depicting the Years of Employment

School Culture
Liberal

4

Moderate

13

Conservative

2

Figure 1.3
Bar Graph Depicting the School Culture

Library Policy
Not Sure
No

2
5

Yes

12

Figure 1.4
Bar Graph Depicting the Existence of a Library Policy
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Though the targeted population of 25 participants was not acquired, the response
rate came from a variety of countries across the Middle East, providing an adequate
diversity and representation of the context of this study; Figure 1 shows this variation.
Furthermore, the detailed statistics provided above in Figures 1.1, 1.2, 1.3 and 1.4 will
allow researchers to delve into other contributing factors that may or may not influence
pre-emptive censorship if controlled; this thick description will provide room for
transferability as well. Here is a specific example from this study:
One participant ranging from 36-45 years of age and with 6-10 years of experience
is currently employed in the Gulf at a school with a moderate culture; moreover,
this participant’s school has a library policy in place. This participant believes that
children have the right to read all literature that is meant for their age group and is
age appropriate. Additionally, this participant even noted taboo and controversial
topics as literature that elementary children can be exposed to such as war, religion,
addiction, transgender, sexual reproduction and homosexuality. Though this
participant holds such beliefs, she noted that she would still pre-emptively censor
books that are sexual in nature from her library due to internal and external
pressures stemming from within her organization and outside of it.
In this case another researcher may want to study whether working at a school
outside of the Middle East; with no library policy and is more liberal in its culture would
bare similar results. In other words, would a liberal school culture in a country outside of
the Middle East that doesn’t have a library policy in place still lead a participant with such
beliefs to pre-emptively censor? If the above-mentioned aspects were controlled, would
internal and external pressures still exist? These are some questions that other researchers
may pose or want to study after reviewing the results of this report.

4.2 Other Influencing Gatekeepers and Participant Views on Children’s
Literature that are Sexual in Nature
In order to identify any influencing gatekeepers that may or may not have some
sort of involvement in the profession of librarianship, it was necessary to address this
notion in the questionnaire. Participants were asked two questions, the first was to select
the various members (if any) that take part in the responsibility of reviewing and selecting
books for the elementary library; the second was to select the various members (if any) that

37

take part in the responsibility of approving and purchasing books for the elementary
library. The members mentioned ranged from the librarian themselves to the coordinator,
principal, teacher…etc. After understanding the extent of control the librarian has in
his/her library, it was essential to address the elephant in the room of whether they would
purchase sexual literature for their school library or not; moreover, they were given two
detailed examples of book titles that are deemed sexual in nature in order to provide an
adequate understanding of what is meant by the term ‘sexual in nature’. The book titles
shared in the questionnaire were Where Willy Went by Nicholas Allan and How a Baby is
Made by Per Holm Knudsen, these detailed examples may be found in questions nine and
ten of the questionnaire attached in Appendix A. Additionally, to continue understanding
the views of the participants regarding children’s reading rights, they were also asked
whether they believe children have the right to read all age appropriate literature published
for their age group and they were also asked to select what controversial topics they
believe elementary students can be exposed to. Both questions were asked in order to delve
deeper into the beliefs of the participants as well as their attitudes when it comes to
debatable opinions related to their field of librarianship.
This section will be divided into two sub-sections aligned with the summaries
provided above. The first sub-section will report on the responses provided by the
participants when asked about other gatekeepers. The second sub-section will share
statistics related to participant views on children’s reading rights and sexual literature as
well as what controversial topics they believe elementary students can be exposed to.
4.2.1 Influential Gatekeepers within the Field of Librarianship
Librarians nowadays do not stand alone when it comes to the process of selection at
their school libraries; as Steele (2018) describes it “there are multiple gatekeepers within
the library that must grant approval before books and materials can reach library shelves”
(p. 235), meaning some librarians aren’t the sole decision makers when it comes to
purchasing literary work for their libraries. This notion needed to be examined throughout
this study and thus participants were asked two questions related to the involvement of
other members in the decision-making processes within their libraries. When participants
were asked about the responsibility of reviewing and selecting books for their elementary
library, only 7 out of the 19 participants claimed they were the only ones responsible for
this process. The data also showed that when participants were asked about the reviewing
38

and selecting process within their elementary library, 12 out of the 19 participants claimed
it was their responsibility alongside other gatekeepers; the gatekeepers selected were
teachers, the head of the elementary division, coordinator, principal and students.
Furthermore, among these 12 participants one even noted that her job of reviewing and
selecting also involved the Ministry of Education of the Gulf country she is working in as
well as a censorship and purchasing department within the school. Figures 2 and 2.1
portray details of the above-mentioned data.

Revision and Selection Process
Librarian and Other Gatekeepers

12

Librarian Alone

7

Figure 2
Bar Graph Depicting the Members Responsible for Selecting and Reviewing Books

Breakdown of Gatekeepers that Share
Responsibility alongside Librarian
Education Ministry, Censorship &…
Students
Principal
Head of Division
Teachers
Coordinator

1
1
2
2
8
9

Figure 2.1
Bar Graph Depicting the Breakdown of the Gatekeepers that Share the Responsibility with
the Librarian
Note: The above are selections out of the 12 participants from Figure 2. Ex: 8 participants out
of 12 chose teachers.
On the other hand, when participants were asked about the approving and
purchasing process at their elementary library, figure 2.2 shows how the number of
librarians alone responsible for this process dropped from 7 to 4 participants out of 19
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compared to the revision and selection process shown in figure 2. Furthermore, 7 out of 19
participants reported that the approving and purchasing process is shared by them and
other gatekeepers; the gatekeepers selected were the purchasing department, coordinator,
principal, superintendent and school director; the breakdown may be found in figure 2.3.
The remaining 8 participants out of the 19 claimed that other gatekeepers alone are
responsible for the approving and purchasing of books for their elementary library.
Additionally, the reported gatekeepers were all administrative members such as the
coordinator, principal, vice principal, assistant principal, head of division, school director
and members of the school board; figure 2.4 demonstrates the breakdown.

Approving and Purchasing Process
Other Gatekeepers Alone

8

Librarian and Other Gatekeepers

7

Librarian Alone

4

Figure 2.2
Bar Graph Depicting the Members Responsible for Approving and Purchasing Book

Breakdown of Gatekeepers that Share
Responsibility alongside Librarian
Director
Principal
Superintendent
Coordinator
Purchasing Department

1
4

1

2

1

Figure 2.3
Bar Graph Depicting the Breakdown of the Gatekeepers that Share the Responsibility with
the Librarian
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Breakdown of Gatekeepers that are Fully
Responsible on their Own
Assisstant principal

1

Vice Principal

1

Director

1

Head of Division

2

Coordinator

2

Board Members

2

Principal

5

Figure 2.4
Bar Graph Depicting the Breakdown of the Gatekeepers that are Fully Responsible on
their Own
Note: The above are selections out of the 8 participants from Figure 2.2. Ex: 5 participants
out of 8 chose principal.
As Shoemaker and Vos (2009) highlighted, “Gatekeepers determine what becomes
a person’s social reality, a particular view of the world. Although a single gatekeeping
decision may itself seem trivial, both varied messages and common messages emerge every
day, making the gatekeeping process complicated and highly significant.” (p.3). As shown
in the data above, most decisions related to what to include and not to include within a library
collection do not function in isolation, but rather they’re connected within a larger system
that may sometimes involve other people or social systems (Rumberger, 2019). This
involvement of other gatekeepers sheds some light on the potential internal forces that
pressure elementary librarians into the act of pre-emptive censorship. More details into these
internal forces and the extent of their influence will be shared in the next section of this
chapter.
4.2.2 Participant Views on Elementary Children’s Reading Rights and Literature
that are Sexual in Nature
A claim in the publication “Free Access to Libraries for Minors: An Interpretation
of the Library Bill of Rights” by the American Library Association (ALA), states that
“libraries should not limit the selection and development of library resources simply
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because minors will have access to them. Institutional self-censorship diminishes the
credibility of the library in the community, and restricts access for all library users” (2008,
as cited in Rickman, 2010, p. 2). As seen above, the ALA discourages librarians from
limiting their selection of certain books simply because minors will have access to them; in
fact, the overall claim made above reprimands self-censorship due to its effect on the
credibility of a library. In order to delve deeper into what was mentioned above as well as
the beliefs of the participants and their attitudes towards controversial opinions related to
their field of librarianship, participants were asked whether or not they would purchase two
different children’s books that are known to be graphic and sexual in nature, Where Willy
Went by Nicholas Allen and How a Baby is Made by Per Holm Knudsen. Participants were
provided a brief summary of each book in two different questions along with the targeted
age group. Results showed that 95% of participants, meaning 18 out of 19, would not
purchase Where Willy Went nor How a Baby is Made. Only one participant claimed to
maybe introducing the book Where Willy Went to students age 11 and not younger,
moreover the participant felt like it was necessary to see the book before fully deciding.
Additionally, the same participant had similar feelings regarding the book How a Baby is
Made and felt like it was essential to see the book however also claimed that a book of
such topic is too early to be introduced to children aged 6-12.
After understanding the views of participants towards books that are sexual in
nature, the next step was to explore their opinions regarding children’s rights to read all
age appropriate literature for their age group. This exploration came as a result of the
various studies made by other researchers claiming that librarians have a professional
obligation to build library collections that are age appropriate and diverse in nature; as well
as to provide students with literature that represents the real world regardless of their
beliefs and the society they live in (See Allen, 2007; Bulatowicz, 2017; Kimmel &
Harstfield, 2019; Hartsfield & Kimmel, 2020). Thus, participants were asked whether they
believe that children have a right to read all sorts of literature published for their age group;
results showed that 53% of participants or 10 out of 19 believed that children have that
right while 47% or 9 out of 19 believed otherwise, figure 3 depicts the above results.
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Do Children have the Right to Read all
Literature for their Age Group?

9
47%

10
53%

Yes

No

Figure 3
Pie Chart Depicting Participant Views on Children’s Right to Read all Literature for their
Age Group
This led to the further analysis of what the participants believed were topics of
literature that elementary students can be exposed to. Question 13 of the questionnaire,
found in Appendix A, presented participants with 8 options of topics of literature; where
they were allowed to choose more than one. The options were sexual in nature involving
reproduction and puberty, homosexuality involving same gender families, LGBTQ
involving transgender or sexual orientation, addiction involving drugs or alcohol, war and
displacement involving refugees, religion involving the various religions of the world,
none of the above and other. These topics of literature were chosen due to their nature of
being known as controversial or taboo; moreover, this question builds on the notion of
children’s reading rights as well as whether children have a right to be exposed to such
topics. The results may be found in figure 3.1 below.
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Topics of Literature
War and displacement involving refugees

13

Religion involving the various religions of the
world

12

Addiction involving drugs or alcohol

6

Other

4

None of the above

4

Sexual in nature involving reproduction and
puberty
Homosexuality involving same gender
families
LGBTQ involving transgender or sexual
orientation

4
3
2

Figure 3.1
Bar Graph Depicting the Topics of Literature Participants Believe Elementary Students
can be Exposed to

The most popular topic of children’s literature that was voted by participants was
war and displacement involving refugees. In fact, it was shown that the 13 participants
who selected this topic currently live and work across one of the ten Middle Eastern
countries represented in this study. The same goes for the second most popular topic of
religion involving the various religions of the world; all 12 participants live and work in
one of the ten Middle Eastern countries represented in this research as well. These two
results may lead to the conclusion that purchasing books with such topics of war or
religion for an elementary library is far more acceptable and appropriate than topics that
are sexual in nature; especially within the context of the Middle East. When it came to
topics that are sexual in nature or touch upon sexuality and sexual orientation, the number
of votes dropped. This sheds some light on the possible personal bias that participants
might feel towards such topics; particularly within the Middle East. Furthermore, four
participants believed that all the topics presented above are inappropriate and unacceptable
to be shared with elementary students; while four others explained their views further by
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selecting the ‘other’ option. Among the four participants who shared their views, one
claimed that some of the above topics need adult supervision; while another claimed that
all are important however the context of the country may stand in the way especially due to
cultural sensitivities. Another participant who voted for all topics, except LGBTQ
involving transgender or sexual orientation, claimed that the topics he/she chose depend on
the way they are being delivered as well as the age of the student.
A problematic revelation associated with the above results shows a form of
contradiction between participant answers from figures 3 and 3.1. When participants were
asked about children’s right to read all literature for their age group, 10 out of 19 or 53%
voted yes, however two out of these ten voted none of the above in figure 3.1; three only
voted for the top two topics of religion and war and one participant voted for the top three.
In fact, only two participants out of the ten supported the exposure of all topics and another
two supported with the condition of adult supervision or country context. This means that
out of the 10 participants who believed that children have a right to be exposed to all
literature that is published for their age group, only four actually support that claim with no
bias towards taboo topics; whereas the other six contradict their views by either
disapproving all the taboo topics or only selecting the ones they deem as acceptable such
as war and religion.
All the above data provide pathways which lead us to the two golden questions
which were posed for this research. What are the internal and external forces that lead
elementary librarians to this form of censorship when it comes to literature that are sexual
in nature within the context of the Middle East. Through the above data, we have seen
personal bias from the librarians themselves, multiple gatekeepers which are also involved
in the selection, revision, approval and purchasing of children’s books for the library, as
well as a high percentage of librarians who would avoid selecting books that are sexual in
nature such as Where Willy Went by Nicholas Allen and How a Baby is Made by Per Holm
Knudsen. These chunks of data will be looked into deeply using the theoretical framework
of gatekeeping theory and the five levels of analysis. Moreover, they will be classified as
either being internal or external forces that are leading to the act of pre-emptive censorship.
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4.3 The Internal Forces Leading Participants to Pre-emptively Censor
As Kurt Lewin describes in his gatekeeping theory, the forces that may influence the
decision-making process of gatekeepers may also be classified as internal or external forces
depending on where they come from (Steele, 2018). Furthermore, Steele (2018) identified
and defined internal forces as that which stems from within an organization; additionally,
she contextualized this theory within libraries and claimed that librarians, teachers and
administrators are all considered internal forces. Moreover, Shoemaker and Vos (2009)
delved deeper into the notion of gatekeeping theory and the forces associated with it and
applied five levels of analysis which they believe “order the world into a hierarchy that can
help us study communication and build theory” (p. 31). These levels of analysis aid in
viewing the world at the micro level of people and the macro level of countries and
continents as well as everything in between (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). Within the context
of this study the internal forces were studied within two levels, the individual level and the
organizational level. Moreover, participants were asked to complete a Likert scale where
they were asked to select the extent to which various forces may influence their decision to
avoid selecting or purchasing children’s literature that are sexual in nature. Participants had
four rating options: not influential, slightly influential, significantly influential and strongly
influential; these results were later categorized into the levels of analysis as well as into the
categories of being internal or external forces.
4.3.1 Findings from the Individual Level of Analysis
Regarding the individual level of analysis, participants had to rate the extent they
believed their personal religious views over a child’s innocence may influence their decision
to pre-emptively censor, or to avoid selecting, children’s literature that are considered sexual
in nature. Within the context of the Middle East, 37% of participants or seven participants
felt that their religious views do not influence their decision whereas 26% or five, felt that it
strongly influences and another 26% felt that it slightly influences their decision to preemptively censor sexual literature.
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Personal Religious Concern for Innocence
Strongly
influential, 5, 26%

Significantly
influential, 2, 11%

Not influential, 7,
37%

Slightly influential,
5, 26%

Figure 4
Pie Chart Depicting the Extent Personal Religious Concern Over Child Innocence has on
Pre-emptive Censorship of Sexual Books
When participants were asked to rate whether a personal concern that sexual books
may affect the character and conduct of young children, influences their decision, results
showed that five participants out of 19 or 27% felt such concern was not influential. On the
other hand, another five felt it was strongly influential; another five significantly and four
felt it slightly influential towards their decision to pre-emptively censor sexual literature.

Personal Concern for Character and Conduct
Strongly
influential, 5, 26%

Not influential, 5,
27%

Slightly influential,
4, 21%

Significantly
influential, 5, 26%

Figure 4.1
Pie Chart Depicting the Extent Personal Concern for Children’s Character and Conduct
has on Pre-emptive Censorship of Sexual Books
4.3.2 Findings from the Organizational Level of Analysis
When observing any influences at the organizational level of analysis, the focus is
on the rules set by the organization. Within the context of this study, this level of analysis
involves members who work within the school organization who may pressure elementary
librarians to pre-emptively censor children’s literature that are sexual in nature. Participants
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were asked to rate the extent they believed possible complaints from school members such
as teachers, administrators or students may influence their decision to avoid selecting or
purchasing children’s literature that are sexual in nature. Results showed that all participants
felt it was influential to a certain extent; where 53% or 10 participants felt it significantly
influential, 26% strongly influential and 21% slightly influential. In other words, more than
half of the participants in this study felt that they would prefer avoiding sexual literature so
as to avoid any possible complaints from within their organization; moreover, the
participants who felt it strongly and significantly influential were from all ten Middle Eastern
countries represented in this study.

Possible Complaints from School Personnel
Slightly influential,
4, 21%

Strongly
influential, 5, 26%

Significantly
influential, 10,
53%

Figure 4.2
Pie Chart Depicting the Extent Possible Complaints from School Personnel has on Preemptive Censorship of Sexual Books

4.4 The External Forces Leading Participants to Pre-emptively Censor
Steele (2018) identified and defined external forces as that which stems from outside
of an organization; in the context of this study of elementary school libraries, parents,
governments and society’s culture were considered as external forces that may influence the
act of pre-emptive censorship. Moreover, following Shoemaker and Vos’s (2009) hierarchy,
the above were classified into being at the individual level of analysis, the social institutions
level and the social systems level (Steele, 2018).
4.4.1 Findings from the Individual Level of Analysis
When observing pre-emptive censorship at the individual level of analysis; as an
external force within the context of this study, the emphasis would be on the views and
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beliefs of parents or the community. Moreover, Hastie (2017), reported that pre-emptive
censorship by librarians isn’t necessarily due to actual external pressure but rather fear of an
anticipated challenge and the need to avoid that potential risk. Thus, participants were asked
to rate the extent they believed possible complaints from parents and possible complaints
from members of their community may influence their decision to avoid selecting or
purchasing children’s literature that are sexual in nature. Results showed that all participants
felt a possible parental complaint would influence their decision to a certain extent; where
63% of participants, or 12 out of 19, felt it was strongly influential and 21% felt it was
significantly influential. Additionally, eight Middle Eastern countries out of the ten
represented felt it was strongly influential while another two felt it was significantly
influential.

Possible Complaint from Parents
Slightly influential
3
16%
Significantly
influential
4
21%

Strongly influential
12
63%

Figure 5
Pie Chart Depicting the Extent Possible Parental Complain has on Pre-emptive
Censorship of Sexual Books
Participants were also asked to rate the extent they believed possible complaints
from their community members may influence their decision to avoid selecting or
purchasing children’s literature that are sexual in nature. Results in figure 5.1 show that
37% of participants, or seven out of 19, felt possible community complaint is significantly
influential to their decision to avoid sexual literature; additionally, 32% felt it was strongly
influential.
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Possible Complaint from Community
Not influential, 1,
5%
Strongly
influential, 6, 32%

Slightly
influential, 5, 26%

Significantly
influential, 7, 37%

Figure 5.1
Pie Chart Depicting the Extent Possible Community Complain has on Pre-emptive
Censorship of Sexual Books
4.4.2 Findings from the Social Institution Level of Analysis
When examining the influences of pre-emptive censorship at the social institution
level of analysis; the external force that was focused on within the context of this study,
was governments. Martin et al. (2016) reported that Arab governments have been accused
of lacking freedom of expression and imposing restrictions known to influence the practice
of pre-emptive censorship by school librarians. Additionally, government countries within
the Gulf are known to promote censorship of literature deemed inappropriate and include
sexual content (Martin et al., 2016). Thus, participants were asked to rate the extent they
believed possible complaints reaching government institutions, of the country they work
and live in, may influence their decision to avoid selecting or purchasing children’s
literature that are sexual in nature for their libraries. Results showed that 79% of
participants, or 15 out of 19, felt a possible complaint reaching the government strongly
influences their decision to avoid children’s literature that are sexual. Additionally, nine
out of the ten Middle Eastern countries represented selected a rating of strongly influential
while only one selected slightly. Such high results portray the extent governmental
pressure has on elementary librarians working at private schools in the Middle East.
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Possible Complaint Reaching Government
Not influential, 1,
5%

Slightly influential,
3, 16%

Strongly
influential, 15, 79%

Figure 5.2
Pie Chart Depicting the Extent Possible Complaint Reaching the Government has on Preemptive Censorship of Sexual Books
4.4.3 Findings from the Social Systems Level of Analysis
When observing the influences of pre-emptive censorship at the social system level
of analysis; the external force that was focused on within the context of this study, was the
culture and belief system of a society. The motivations to pre-emptively censor literature
are driven by several external forces, however the most frequently mentioned is society
and cultural values of a country (Bar-Tal et al., 2017; Hartsfield & Kimmel, 2020; Kimmel
& Hartsfield, 2019; Martin et al., 2016; Rickman, 2010). Social systems are the highest
part of the hierarchy within gatekeeping theory due to the fact that many factors are
involved and they influence the other levels of analysis (Steele, 2018). Therefore,
participants were asked to rate the extent they believed the values and traditions of the
society they are from or currently live in, may influence their decision to avoid selecting or
purchasing children’s literature that are sexual in nature for their libraries. Results showed
that 42% of participants, or eight out of 19, felt that the traditions and beliefs of the society
they are in or work in strongly influences their decision to avoid sexual literature.
Additionally, 32%, or six out of 19 participants, felt it to be significantly influential; while
21% or four participants felt it to be slightly influential.
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Values and Traditions of Society
Not influential, 1,
5%
Slightly influential,
4, 21%

Strongly
influential, 8, 42%

Significantly
influential, 6, 32%

Figure 5.3
Pie Chart Depicting the Extent the Values and Traditions of the Society one is in has on
Pre-emptive Censorship of Sexual Books
All the above findings represent aspects of internal and external forces across
different levels of analysis. Additionally, the above findings seem to mirror many
information and data shared by other researchers regarding the topic of pre-emptive
censorship. The next chapter will highlight and discuss the findings obtained from this
study with relation to previous research. Additionally, the next chapter will triangulate the
data obtained from the questionnaire and interviews alongside claims made in previous
research literature.
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Chapter Five
Discussion
In a 2018 publication, Steele discusses the several forces which she believes may
influence the decision- making process of a gatekeeper when it comes to censoring
attempts at libraries. Her claim states that:
“Personal views and beliefs, views and beliefs of the community, societal “norms,”
library policies, library resources, as well as a librarian’s fear of losing funding or
even their job are all forces that can play a positive or negative role in the final
decision. Pressure from parents, government officials, or others can also act as
forces” (pp.235-236)
Ojennus (2019) also spoke of ‘forces at the gate’ and claimed that librarians would prefer
to avoid challenged books because they may produce negative forces; especially if they’re
perceived as. In addition to the above researchers, several others also delved into Kurt
Lewin’s gatekeeping theory and spoke of forces that may be positive or negative, internal
or external (Farquhar & Carey, 2019; Lewin, 1947; Nye & Barco, 2012; Savolainen, 2020;
Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). All this previous research prompted the use of gatekeeping
theory within this study and allowed the data results to be categorized and arranged as
either internal or external forces according to the theory.
Once the methodological tools explored and reported on the internal and external
forces, it was revealed that the internal and external forces that exist also vary in strength
and the stronger forces are what determine whether or not pre-emptive censorship takes
place. In other words, results showed that many internal and external forces influence
elementary librarians’ decision to pre-emptively censor children’s literature that are sexual
in nature, however some forces are considered stronger than others and these forces seem
to be consistent across the Middle East. This revelation is in fact consistent with claims
made by other researchers; where they spoke of “expert powers” and their key influence in
the intervention or inhibition of information (Lewin, 1947; Savolainen, 2020; Shoemaker
& Vos, 2009; Steele, 2018). In the context of elementary libraries and the decision to pre-
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emptively censor, these expert powers are considered as the stronger forces and the results
of this study actually show that these stronger forces are what influence pre-emptive
censorship of sexual literature.
This chapter will be divided into three sections. The first and second sections will
address the below research questions:
1) What are the internal forces that influence the decision of elementary librarians at
private schools in the Middle East, when it comes to pre-emptively censoring
children’s literature that are sexual in nature?
2) What are the external forces that influence the decision of elementary librarians at
private schools in the Middle East, when it comes to pre-emptively censoring
children’s literature that are sexual in nature?
While the third section will compare the internal and external forces in order to highlight
the expert powers, or stronger forces, that lead elementary librarians at private schools to
pre-emptively censor sexual literature in the Middle East.

5.1 The Internal Forces Influencing Elementary Librarians in the Middle
East to Pre-emptively Censor Children’s Literature that are Sexual in
Nature
Shoemaker and Vos (2009) list five levels of analysis which order the world into a
hierarchy; these levels of analysis allow the internal and external forces to be viewed at the
micro level of people and the macro level of countries as well as everything in between
(Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). This section will be divided into two sub-sections according to
the individual level of analysis and the organizational level of analysis. The results of both
levels will be discussed with relation to previous research as well as supported by personal
interview narratives.
5.1.1 The Internal Forces at the Individual Level of Analysis
A study conducted by Wollman- Bonilla (1998) revealed that pre-emptive
censorship at the elementary level by librarians may be influenced by personal beliefs.
Other researchers also delved into the notion of personal beliefs and gave examples such as
protecting a child’s conduct and character from becoming corrupt or selecting what is
believed to be aligned with their own religious or moral principles (Barzilai- Nahon, 2009;
Rickman, 2010; Steele 2018; Wollman- Bonilla, 1998). Within the context of the Middle
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East, the results of this study showed that a majority of participants, 12 out of 19 or 63%,
actually believe that their own religious beliefs do influence their decision to a certain
extent. A break- down of this result in figure 4 shows that the extent ranges from strongly
influential to slightly influential. Likewise, when asked whether a personal concern that
sexual books may affect the character and conduct of young children, a majority also
reported that it is influential to a certain extent. In fact, figure 4.1 shows that five felt it was
strongly influential; another five significantly and four felt it slightly influential, only five
participants deemed it as not influential at all. Moreover, in four separate interviews
conducted with participants, only two actually spoke of personal convictions as an
influencer to pre-emptively censor. The first participant, ML, described the act as a way of
protecting children or hiding certain information from them until they are ready. She also
added that adults in general have a responsibility to decide on behalf of children who are
considered young and unable to decide for themselves; especially when it comes to
controversial content. She described the overall job of controlling and monitoring a school
library as a double-edged sword where any wrong decision may harm a child. The second
participant, DL, bluntly claimed that any books that have pictures that are sexual or include
any form of nudity, she would never purchase and her opinion stems from what she
personally believes to be a risk that can result in kids having bad memories or experiences
with such books. She did however add that some librarians may be better equipped with
handling such books and she is not against others purchasing as long as they are
responsible and knowledgeable on how to use them. These findings are aligned with
previous research that indicates personal convictions do influence pre-emptive censorship
of sexual literature in elementary school libraries (Barzilai- Nahon, 2009; Rickman, 2010;
Steele 2018; Wollman- Bonilla, 1998). Thus, one can conclude from this exploration that
religious concern and moral concern are both internal forces at the individual level of
analysis that influence elementary librarians to pre-emptively censor.
A further reflection on the above conclusion makes it difficult to associate the
results to the context of the Middle East and that is due to two reasons. First, as Shoemaker
and Vos (2009), as well as other researchers reported, this level of analysis is considered at
the micro level of a person; it involves personal experiences and characteristics aligned
with one’s personality and background (Barzilai- Nahon, 2009; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009;
Steele 2018). Thus, one cannot relate personal opinion to a country because a country is
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made up of several individuals which have unique opinions, experiences and backgrounds.
This reflection is also aligned with another factor also mentioned before by Rugh (2002)
and that is the influx of expatriates that work at private schools in the Middle East. While
conducting this study, I noticed that most participants were not local or native to the
country they were working in; in fact, their profiles on their school pages mention them as
either American, British or European. This realization allows me to conclude that though
personal convictions are internal forces that influence pre-emptive censorship at the
elementary level, it does not mean that these forces are associated with the demographic or
geographical location of the Middle East; especially when observing International private
schools in the region.
5.1.2 The Internal Forces at the Organizational Level of Analysis
A study conducted by Maycock (2011) portrays the issue of pre-emptive censorship
of controversial content by librarians out of fear of confrontation from their superiors or
losing their jobs. She even shared a narrative from an interview she conducted where a
librarian claimed that the school director at her school assumes the role of banning book
titles without revision or consultation; she added that she can’t take any action without
jeopardizing her job (Maycock, 2011 p.11). This notion of pre-emptively censoring due to
fear of confrontation from school administration or personnel was observed by many other
researchers (Hastie, 2017; Maycock, 2011; Moellendick, 2009; Rickman, 2010; White,
1974; Yitzhaki & Sharabi, 2005).
Additionally, results from this study were completely aligned with the above claims
made by other researchers. In fact, more than half of the participants of this study felt that
they would prefer avoiding sexual literature so as to avoid any possible complaints from
within their organization. Figure 4.2 shows that all participants felt it was influential to a
certain extent; where 53% felt it significantly influential, 26% strongly influential and 21%
slightly influential; moreover, the participants who felt it strongly and significantly
influential were from all ten Middle Eastern countries represented in this study. Moreover,
traces of organizational influence were also evident and consistent in the four interviews
conducted; where some held the opinion of the administration highly when it comes to
sensitive literature, while others just avoid it so as to avoid any work conflict.
The first interviewee, RL, claimed that it is important to listen to whatever the
school community, such as teachers and administrators, have to say. She claimed that their
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opinions are always considered especially when it comes to sensitive material. The second
interviewee, DL, also had similar views where she highlighted the importance of listening
to the school community; she added that she trusts them and they trust her and thus she
believes they would never influence her in the wrong direction, however if they say ‘no’ to
a certain book, then it’s a ‘no’ for sure. The third interviewee, ML, briefly mentioned that
in the questionnaire she claimed she would not purchase the story book Where Willy Went
by Nicholas Allen for her elementary school library, and that is because it is not fully her
call. In other words, other gatekeepers are involved in the purchasing process at her school
and she knows that they would not agree to such books, she did however claim that if it
was her sole decision then she would definitely purchase it; she found it funny and
educational. Additionally, she claimed that in some schools the librarian is just the
mediator between the school and the supplier and they can’t really decide on what books to
purchase. The final interviewee, NJ, had a different perspective completely, where she
claimed that she’s always cautious with any kind of book she is considering to purchase.
She continued to explain that she reads all books so as to monitor their content in case
anything is controversial; she added that she doesn’t want anyone to approach her or
reprimand her for her decisions. Additionally, she shared a personal experience where she
found a fictional book to be funny but her school administration rejected it because they
saw it as inappropriate. She further explained that she would avoid children’s literature that
are sexual in nature in order to avoid any criticism or comment about her line of work. She
added that she doesn’t mind some of these sexual books as long as they’re used correctly,
however fear of how the school community might react always comes in the way. She
ended her interview with me by claiming that she believes all librarians suffer from this
issue because they each have their own personal bias or opinion and it’s hard for librarians
to do what they think is right when everything and everyone around them claims it is
wrong.
Participants were also given an open- ended question box in the questionnaire
where they were allowed a platform to share any personal experience relevant to the topic
of this study. One participant claimed that her school administration required her to rip out
pages of a biography of a girl who was considered courageous and influential for coming
out as a homosexual. She also shared that a similar issue happened at another school with a
story that talks about two princesses wanting to marry each other.
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The findings for this section are aligned with previous research that indicates
school organizations do influence pre-emptive censorship of sexual literature in elementary
libraries (Hastie, 2017; Maycock, 2011; Moellendick, 2009; Rickman, 2010; White, 1974;
Yitzhaki & Sharabi, 2005). Thus, one can conclude from this exploration that possible
complaint or interference from school personnel or administration are also internal forces
at the organizational level of analysis that influence elementary librarians to pre-emptively
censor.
A further reflection on the above conclusion allows me to believe that private
schools in the Middle East do in fact interfere with the decision- making process, whether
directly through various school gatekeepers or indirectly through influential pressures. As
seen in figures 2.1, 2.3 and 2.4, many administrative gatekeepers take part in the selection,
approval and purchasing of books in the Middle East within the context of the private
schools in this study. However, some questions to be posed here are, why would these
gatekeepers prevent such books or interfere with the work of their librarian? Are they
under any internal or external pressures or influences? These questions may be addressed
in a sister study where school personnel and administrators are the participants; the study
may be a continuation of this one where gatekeeping theory and the five levels of analysis
are also utilized in order to better understand why their influence is significant in private
schools in the Middle East.
To conclude this section of the chapter, the first research question has been
addressed; where the above discussion proves that internal forces do in fact exist when it
comes to influencing elementary librarians in the Middle East to pre-emptively censor
children’s literature that are sexual in nature. These forces exist at the individual level of
analysis, where personal convictions and opinions prompt pre-emptive censorship as well
as at the organizational level, where direct or indirect pressures from the school community
prompt elementary librarians to pre-emptively censor. The above are the internal forces
that were explored within the context of this study.
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5.2 The External Forces Influencing Elementary Librarians in the
Middle East to Pre-emptively Censor Children’s Literature that are
Sexual in Nature
In continuation with addressing the research questions of this study, the external
forces will be addressed according to the levels of analysis described by Shoemaker and
Vos (2009). This section will be divided into three sub-sections according to the individual
level of analysis, the social institution level of analysis and the social systems level of
analysis. The results of these levels will be discussed with relation to previous research as
well as supported by personal interview narratives.
5.2.1 The External Forces at the Individual Level of Analysis
In a study conducted by Steele (2018), she notes the pressures from parents and
close community as external forces at the individual level of analysis. Other reports made
by other researchers also suggest that 70% of acts of pre-emptive censorship by librarians
occur due to fear of parents (Whelan, 2009; Yitzhaki & Sharabi, 2005). Additionally,
Whelan (2009) claimed that 87% of the literature that librarians decide to pre-emptively
censor include sexual content. Another study by Kimmel and Hartsfield (2019), portrays
parents as fundamental influencers over the choices and actions of individuals within a
school organization; whether teachers, librarians or school administrators. These several
claims that parents and close community influence pre-emptive censorship are in fact
aligned with the results of this study. In fact, all participants felt a possible parental
complaint would influence their decision to a certain extent; where 63% of participants, or
12 out of 19, felt it was strongly influential and 21% felt it was significantly influential.
Additionally, eight Middle Eastern countries out of the ten represented felt it was strongly
influential while another two felt it was significantly influential. Moreover, parental
influence was also evident and consistent with the four participants I interviewed; as well
as with participant comments in the questionnaire.
Interviewee RL, stated that parents are always considered when purchasing books
and she always thinks about whether they would accept certain topics or not. She claimed
that if sexual books were taken home by kids, parents might misunderstand or object; she
added that there has to be some sort of explanation before anything is sent home.
Interviewee ML also discussed parents by claiming that they view schools as a place that
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doesn’t harm their kids and thus sensitive topics are avoided. She gave an example by
stating that some books are kept but controversial pages are torn out so as to avoid any
potential conflict. She continued to compare her experience as a librarian before being a
parent and after; she shared that when she was single she was very open to accepting all
views with no judgment and taking decisions accordingly. However, after becoming a
mother her perceptions changed and she tends to put herself in the shoes of parents and the
fear they may have towards such topics. She also mentioned an incident that occurred in
her home country in the Middle East four years ago, she described how a story book that
talks about a princess wanting to marry another princess was circulating at a school and
parents caused such an outburst that “all hell broke loose”. She also claimed that another
controversy that parents may object to is a map that would say Israel instead of Palestine.
She added that her home country is a special case because controversial topics aren’t only
related to the LGBTQ community and sexual literature but also to political parties and
religions. Interviewee NJ described another kind of experience where she claimed she
would avoid children’s literature that are sexual in order to avoid any complaint from a
parent. She added that parents actually email her warning her of books that are bad or she
should look out for such as girls liking other girls. She stated that parents interfere a lot in
her job and the school administration prioritizes them over her. Interviewee DL, shared her
perspective by claiming she would intentionally involve parents if she feels like their child
is facing a problem that is sensitive. She added that she would never put such controversial
books in children’s hands; instead she would recommend them to parents.
With regards to the questionnaire, surprisingly three participants shared personal
experiences relevant to parents and their influence on pre-emptive censorship. One
participant shared that while studying the profession of librarianship in the US, she was
always taught that her place or position is in the place of parents; she added that with her
experience in public schools there, librarians were always required to think about what
parents may or may not allow their children to read. She claimed that any controversial
books such as the ones that discuss sex, would be found in public libraries instead. She
also added that when she purchases any controversial books for her library, she always
keeps them separate in her office where they may be found in the school library catalog
and may be requested by parents. Another account made by another participant may be
found directly quoted below:
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“Parents have returned books to me with pages cut out because they had cartoon
stick figures of a teenage boy giving a teenage girl a peck on the cheek. My
administration only cares what happens in my library when a parent comes in to
complain.”
The final report made by a participant about parental influence stated a specific personal
incident where parents came to school to complain about a page found in one of the Dork
Diary stories being sent home. The group of parents were criticizing a page that showed a
main character’s father kissing a mystery woman who turns out to be the mother of this
main character. This librarian called the parents to the school and asked them whether or
not such incidents of parents kissing each other happens in their households. Apparently,
the parents agreed that this is found in their homes but advised the librarian to explain to
kids that this is ‘haram’ or prohibited if it’s between two people that aren’t married.
To reflect on the above findings, it seems that parents are strong influencers when it
comes to pre-emptive censorship of sexual literature at private schools in the Middle East.
The high percentages shared in figure 5, the interview narratives and the personal
participant experiences clearly show that parents are external forces that may directly or
indirectly pressure and influence librarians’ decision- making process. All aligning with
what previous researchers have reported (Hastie, 2017; Kimmel and Hartsfield, 2019);
Steele, 2018; Whelan, 2009; Yitzhaki & Sharabi, 2005). The focus of this section is to
highlight the context of private schools in the Middle East and how parents within this
region play a major role as external influential forces. However, one cannot say with full
confidence that these results properly represent all private schools in the Middle East due
to the limited number of participants from each country being represented. Moreover,
going back to the notion of the influx of expatriates mentioned by Rugh (2002), one can
also assume that the cultural background of the student body is not necessarily purely
Middle Eastern and may include a variety of families from different backgrounds.
5.2.2 The External Forces at the Social Institutions Level of Analysis
Romanowski and Nasser (2010) are one of many researchers who spoke of
governmental institutions as influencers when it comes to maintaining control over their
citizens; though they were discussing the context of the Middle East, other researchers
were able to generalize this notion to their own studies (Abou-Zeid, 2014; Martin et al.,
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2016; Romanowski & Nasser, 2010; Rugh, 2002; Steele, 2018; Stein, 1991).
Governmental institutes assume the role of controlling academic freedom and thus decide
what ideas should be accepted, rejected or modified (Stein, 1991). Additionally, when it
comes to children’s literature, governmental laws in the Arab world regulate the import of
certain literature in and out of their countries; though certain literature might be banned
from local bookstores, they can still find their way into the country through book fairs
(Abou-Zeid, 2014). Additionally, government countries within the Gulf are known to
promote censorship of literature deemed inappropriate and include sexual content (Martin
et al., 2016). Results from this study are definitely aligned with the literature that claims
that governments influence pre-emptive censorship and act as an external force at the
social institution level. In fact, this was the highest percentage recorded in the study; where
79% of participants, or 15 out of 19, felt a possible complaint reaching the government
strongly influences their decision to avoid children’s literature that are sexual.
Additionally, nine out of the ten Middle Eastern countries represented selected a rating of
strongly influential while only one selected slightly. Such high results portray the extent
governmental pressure has on elementary librarians working at private schools in the
Middle East.
Three interview accounts and two personal participant comments from the
questionnaire were also aligned with the above literature and results. Interviewee RL
claimed that the government is always considered because in general it represents the
acceptable behavior and morals of the overall society. Interviewee ML, also made a similar
statement by saying that we need to respect society and if a librarian does decide to go
against society in any way or by following what they believe in instead, the ministry of
education of her country does interfere or make an issue out of it. She added that such
incidents may damage the reputation of the school and thus school administrations tend to
avoid such conflicts by avoiding such books. She also spoke of the censorship process of
her country and shared that all shipments coming from book suppliers abroad are vetted
and checked on; what is viewed as irrelevant or unsuitable, is simply removed. Interviewee
NJ on the other hand, claimed that the government in her country does not get involved
unless a complaint is filed by a parent or a community member or another school; she
added that she’s very cautious when it comes to book purchasing. Another comment
shared by a participant from the questionnaire is directly quoted below:
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“We have bi-annual inspections by our governing authority as to our compliance
with school advisory policies, including what materials I have on the shelves. The
person doing the inspection may or may not be an educator, is almost always a
woman, and seems to have a list of specific books they are looking for, even though
the list seems to be more dependent on the inspector than any set of predetermined
or vetted guidelines.”
In the second account from the questionnaire, a different participant narrated that the
Ministry of Education in her country of employment stresses on certain topics that must be
available at the school library and prohibits any books related to sex, war, politics or
anything that is seen as having a potential negative impact, even if slight.
To reflect on the above results and accounts, it seems that governments in the
Middle East have a drastic impact and influence when it comes to pre-emptive censorship
of sexual literature in elementary libraries at private schools. The high percentages shared
in figure 5.2, the interview narratives and the personal participant experiences clearly show
that governments are external forces that may directly or indirectly pressure and influence
librarians’ decision- making process. Additionally, it is worth noting again that all Middle
Eastern countries represented in this study had their governments marked as influential
where nine out of ten received the highest rating of strongly influential and only one as
slightly. Moreover, the above narratives and personal comments stem from four different
countries in the Middle East; thus, allowing one to associate extreme governmental control
to the region.
Previous research done by Rugh (2002) discusses how Arab education is becoming
more privatized and how Western influence is starting to be seen within the curriculums
offered at international private schools; he added that this direction in the educational
system is leading to the employment of more expatriate teachers. Martin et al. (2016) later
made another connection, related to Rugh’s claim, where he points out that the influx of
expatriates in the Arab World is leading to cultural tension due to the need to preserve
ethnic and national identity. Arab News (2012) reported on studies that have shown that
the Gulf region is in fact home to 12.5 to 15 million expatriates; where in a country like
UAE, 80% of the population is formed of expatriates and in Kuwait 63%. The news page
also reported that approximately 11% are known to be Arabs, 52% Indians, 10% Pakistanis
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and 3% Westerners; the news article further claimed that this influx is risking the erosion
of the country’s social values (Arab News, 2012). With all this in mind, it seems that
governmental control at private schools are one direct way to ensure the preservation of
cultural and moral values; though the above percentages are representative of the Gulf
region, Rugh (2002) shared that all Middle Eastern countries witness similar characteristics
such as governmental control over education, privatization of schools and Western-style
educational institutes. His claim was also witnessed within the data collection process of
this study, where all the schools that responded were private schools that incorporate
Western-style education as well as programs within their institutes. Accordingly, this
governmental display of power and concern to hold on to Arab culture and traditions,
seems to indicate that it is a strong external force in the Middle East and it is influencing
elementary librarians to pre-emptively censor.
5.2.3 The External Forces at the Social Systems Level of Analysis
Steele (2018) closely observed the context of school libraries in her study and
shared an example of a librarian who would exclude literature related to the Islamic
religion because his/her society is predominantly Christian. This form of pre-emptive
censorship would be at the social systems level because literary content was intentionally
excluded for opposing the natural way of society’s life (Steele, 2018). Additionally, preemptive censorship at this level of analysis, related to society and cultural values, was
addressed by several researchers across various studies (Bar-Tal et al., 2017; Coley, 2002;
Hartsfield & Kimmel, 2020; Kimmel & Hartsfield, 2019; Martin et al., 2016; Steele, 2018;
Rickman, 2010; Whelan, 2009). In a study conducted by Coley in 2002, he reported that
the fear that librarians experience with regards to the perceptions of their society has been
attributed to the majority percent of pre-emptive censorship within his research (Coley,
2002). With regards to this study, 18 out of 19 participants felt that the values and
traditions of the society they are from or currently live in influences their decision to preemptively censor to a certain extent, where eight rated it as a strong influencer; six as
significant and four as slight. This shows that a society’s culture plays a major role in preemptive censorship whether strongly or slightly.
Social systems are the highest part of the hierarchy within gatekeeping theory due
to the fact that many factors are involved and they influence the other levels of analysis
(Steele, 2018). This was evident in the interview accounts conducted with four different
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participants, where the term ‘society’ was mentioned when discussing parents, school
community, outside community and governments. In fact, interviewee RL mentioned
society the most where she claimed that it all goes back to how a country and its associated
cultural traditions are. When asked a follow up question about why she believes such
books are being authored and published internationally, when they are known to be
controversial worldwide, she answered that the target audience is culture specific. She
added that a society depends on its country and the morals and social behaviors associated
with it; she further claimed that in countries where such books are published, maybe
children are already exposed to such topics and maybe it is seen as acceptable compared to
our Middle Eastern region. Interviewee ML also highlighted the importance of always
considering the society one lives in, and its atmosphere of what is deemed as acceptable
and what isn’t. She was also asked the same follow up question as interviewee RL and her
response was along the lines of a conspiracy where she puts blame on a “New World
Order”. She explained that statement by claiming that, people in the Middle East are
known to be followers for all that happens in the US; moreover, it’s a new way to pressure
people into accepting new things and keep them worried and occupied with daily life,
rather than bigger world issues. Interviewee NJ on the other hand, shared that her country
and society are known to be religious and conservative and thus she and the school are
cautious not to include unacceptable things; especially sexual in nature. The last
interviewee, DL, claimed that all decisions are made with the student body in mind and
thus it is necessary to follow a country’s outside society. Another participant from the
questionnaire shared similar insight as DL by claiming that after working for 18 years in
her current gulf country, her experience has taught her that it is necessary to keep the
students’ culture in mind. Cultural sensitivity was also remarked by a different participant
in another question in the questionnaire.
To reflect on the above results and accounts, it seems that the social systems level
related to a society’s culture and traditions, plays a major role in pre-emptive censorship.
Though some participants may not directly indicate so, the unconscious connections they
make between society and parental opinion, or society and student background or
governmental views all suggest and validate what was remarked by Steele (2018),
regarding social systems influencing other levels of analysis. Another example of the
above was seen in an account made by a participant in Kimmel and Hartsfield’s (2019)
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study stating that from their experience “It becomes important to understand the different
cultures and family beliefs before teaching something or doing something a certain way in
school” (p.342). This direct quote also indicates, just as the narratives of this study, that
cultures are connected to their people and schools cannot function in isolation but rather
are required to mirror the needs of their society. Bar-Tal et al. (2017) explains this notion
by claiming that it all revolves around the fear librarians feel that such controversial
content might go against the dominant ideology of their society or might distort their
nation’s positive image towards the international community. However, as Shoemaker and
Vos (2009) state, it is very difficult to gather proper evidence on the effects of social
systems and that is mainly because scholars stand within their own systems, thus
struggling to analyze it objectively. Same can be said regarding participants; when they are
asked about any influential forces, how can they claim parents or their governments as
influential forces without thinking about their overall society and culture. It seems to all be
connected together; rather than a hierarchy where social systems are at the top, as Steele
(2018) suggests, it is more of a chain that starts with the social system level and ends with
the individual level.
To conclude this section of the chapter, the second research question has been
addressed; where the above discussion proves that external forces do in fact exist when it
comes to influencing elementary librarians in the Middle East to pre-emptively censor
children’s literature that are sexual in nature. These forces exist at the individual level of
analysis; where possible parental complaints prompt pre-emptive censorship as well as at
the social institution level; where possible complaints reaching the government prompts
elementary librarians to pre-emptively censor and lastly, at the social systems level; where
a society’s cultural beliefs are motivators to avoid sexual literature. The above are the
external forces that were explored within the context of this study.

5.3 A Comparison of the Internal and External Forces Influencing Preemptive Censorship in the Middle East
After sorting through the results of this study’s questionnaire alongside the
interview accounts, it is safe to suggest that what was claimed in the literature regarding
forces differing in their strength is in fact true (Lewin, 1947; Savolainen, 2020; Shoemaker
et al., 2001; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). This notion of ‘expert power’ was studied by
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Savolainen (2020) where he claimed that gatekeepers are often characterized as actors with
this sort of power, additionally, this sort of power may also manifest itself within
organizations or outside of them and they play a major role in the flow of information
messages. In other words, though librarians being gatekeepers are known to be expert
powers in the decision- making process, internal and external forces may also intervene;
using this same power attributed to gatekeepers in order to inhibit or restrict information
(Savolainen, 2020). An example of that can be found in the work of Shahida (2013), where
she mentioned the banning of the novel Girls of Riyadh in Saudi Arabia; though
governmental control was the strong social system that implemented that decision, the
novel in general caused a major explosion within the country in itself because it targeted
taboo issues within that Arabian society. Thus, the outburst from people within that society
and their concern over the novel’s effect on their Arab youth as well as its controversial
content is what led the government to act and ban the book; this case shows how the social
system or the society’s culture is in fact the stronger force and motivator that led to the act
of censorship.
Similar conclusions can be made within this research by observing the
questionnaire of this study, as well as the interview narratives; both supply ample
information that can allow the internal and external forces discussed above to be further
organized according to their strength. Below is a table that portrays the categorization of
the internal and external forces according to the highest votes in each category.
Table C3
A Comparison of the Internal and External Forces According to the Highest Recorded
Votes in Each Category
Force and its Level of Analysis

Rate of Influence

Highest Recorded
Votes

External force: Social Institution level-

Strongly

Governments

influential

External force: Individual level- Parents

Strongly

15/19 or 79%
12/19 or 63%

influential
Internal force: Organizational level-

Significantly

School admin/ personnel

influential
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10/19 or 53%

External force: Social Systems level-

Strongly

8/19 or 42%

Society and culture

influential

External force: Individual level-

Significantly

Community

influential

Internal force: Individual level- Personal

Not influential

7/19 or 37%

Internal force: Individual level- Personal

Not influential

5/19 or 26%

concern for morals

Strongly

5/19 or 26%

influential

5/19 or 26%

7/19 or 37%

religious concern

Significantly
influential
As seen in Table C3, the highest recorded vote was an external force at the social
institution level; where 15 participants out of 19, or 79%, voted that a potential complaint
reaching their government is in fact a strong influencer for their decision to avoid sexual
literature at their elementary library. The second highest record was also an external force
however at the individual level of analysis; where 12 participants out of 19, or 63%, voted
that a potential complaint from a parent is a strong influencer for their decision to avoid
sexual literature at their elementary library. The third highest record was an internal force
at the organizational level of analysis; where 10 participants out of 19, or 53%, voted that a
possible complaint from school admin or personnel is a significant influencer to their act of
pre-emptive censorship. On the other hand, the highest recorded vote for the internal force
at the individual level shows that seven out of 19 participants, or 37%, feel that their
personal religious views are not influential forces and do not affect their decision when it
comes to sexual literature. This indicates that the internal force of personal convictions at
the individual level of analysis are known to be weak forces within the Middle East, where
other stronger forces are known to influence decision- making instead.
One can conclude from the above that the strongest forces within the Middle East
that influence elementary librarians to pre-emptively censor sexual literature are in fact
external forces; where governments are ranked first and then parents. The only internal
force that can be considered strong and a motivator that influences pre-emptive censorship
of sexual literature is the internal force at the organizational level of analysis i.e. school
administration and personnel, however it comes second to external forces.
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Chapter Six
Conclusion
Though the above results clearly portray the opinions of 19 elementary librarians
working across the Middle East, I cannot believe with certainty that their understanding of
the various levels of analysis is as distinct as mine. Through the in-depth study of
gatekeeping theory and the five levels of analysis, I am able to view each entity within
each level of analysis separately and as a distinct influencer; however, participants may
rate their schools as strong influencers when in reality they may be thinking of the parents
or the society. This was evident in the interviews conducted and in the open comment
section from the questionnaire, where participants would merge one level with another. For
example, a school reacting to a controversial book and requiring the librarian to rip out its
pages; in this case the school’s reaction is a result of parental interference and uproar so
would this experience lead a librarian to mark the school as a stronger influencer to preemptively censor or the parents? One is an internal force and the other is external; one is at
the organizational level and the other is at the individual level. This reflection has allowed
me to conclude that this study has some other limitations.

6.1 Limitations
The first limitation in this study is the small sample size. One can definitely agree
that 19 participants from 10 various Middle Eastern countries is not properly representative
of the private school population in the Middle East. This limited sample size is due to
several reasons the first being the struggle to find schools that haven’t fired their
elementary librarian due to the shift to online learning because of COVID-19. The second
reason was the struggle to gain approval to participate due to the sensitive nature of the
topic. Many schools responded claiming their librarian isn’t comfortable discussing this
topic or the school board does not want the school involved in any way. Another reason for
the limited sample size is the general lack of stability within the region, where some
countries across the Middle East were witnessing some form of instability whether due to
politics, the economy or the weather. Other than the overall sample size as a limitation, the
number of participants who consented to be interviewed was very minimal. Reflections on
the results of this study have led me to believe that there should be more focus on
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conducting as many semi-structured interviews as possible so as to ensure that participants
are able to view each level of analysis and each force separately. As mentioned above,
throughout the interview process and throughout the analysis of the open comment section
from the questionnaire, it was evident that participants kept on merging the different levels
of analysis; where for example, parents and society were spoken of as one. Another
limitation is the assumption that the Middle East consists of only Middle Eastern Arabs. As
previously highlighted by Arab News (2012), the Gulf region in itself is home to 12.5 to 15
million expatriates where a majority are from countries such as India, Pakistan and
Philippines; so, when parents decide to complain at a school, we cannot assume that these
parents are Arabs or Middle Eastern.

6.2 Recommendations
Though this study was able to explore the internal and external forces influencing
pre-emptive censorship by elementary librarians in the Middle East when it comes to
literature that are sexual in nature, some recommendations need to be shared. The first
recommendation is that more research be conducted on the ethnography of the Middle East
with relation to its educational institutes and student population. This influx of expatriates,
especially at international private schools within the region, makes it difficult to associate
context within any study. In other words, it is difficult to claim that this study or any
similar study is specific to the Middle East when some countries in the region do not have
a lot of nationals or locals or even Arabs. Another recommendation is that more research
be conducted on gatekeeping theory and the five levels of analysis within the field of
education. This is necessary in order to better understand the flow of information and all
the influences that may obstruct that flow whether internally or externally.

6.3 Reflections
This research study identified the internal and external forces that influence the act
of pre-emptive censorship by librarians at schools. Not only did the results portray the
several gatekeepers who are involved, but also the variations in strengths of those
gatekeepers and how the stronger ones are what influence the most. Additionally, this
study shed some light on an even greater issue related to children’s literature which shows
that schools and education in general are country or culture specific. In other words, a
country’s social and political foundations are what determine the books children may or
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may not be allowed exposure to. This notion contradicts the recent trends in educational
curriculums which push towards the ideology of global citizenship, a citizen that identifies
with the world, accepts others and engages in global issues (Akkari & Maleq, 2020). If
our country’s society and government are embedded into our education and they determine
what they believe one is allowed to be exposed to, then this means that a person’s
perceptions of the world are limited and only encompass what their society deems as
acceptable. This was addressed by Hughes (2020) where he spoke of the contradictory
nature of private international schools. He claims that such schools display a celebration of
global diversity but also a local action and respect towards state citizenship; moreover, he
emphasizes the troublesome construct of such schools and how much importance is placed
on the local community; this in turn portrays a gap between the ideology of global
citizenship and its practice (Hughes, 2020). This was also seen within the results of this
study in figure 3.1; where participants at these private international schools would avoid
literature that are political related to war or refugees or even religion, and even more so
controversial literature related to homosexuality, sexual in nature or addiction. The
question I would like to end here is why are we taught in our universities and educational
programs about a utopian kind of education where the goal is to get students to become
global citizens, that have a right to all age-appropriate knowledge and a right to read all
age-appropriate literature; when in reality many social factors prohibit the attainment of
this goal? This all may seem off topic on our actual issue of pre-emptive censorship of
children’s books that discuss sex and display nudity. However, if we cannot openly accept
that our educational systems are bias in themselves and are influenced by many forces,
most of which are external, then we can never claim to have educational systems that work
on creating citizens that are tolerant and global. The contrary, our educational systems are
producing citizens that match the specific views and morals of its associated country. What
started off as an exploration of internal and external forces, is definitely a motivator to
further study the social systems aspect of education. Moreover, this study has ignited my
interest in the social political nature of educational systems around the world and how their
control over their schooling systems seems to be a larger play in a global war of power.
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Appendix
Appendix A
Link for the online questionnaire:
https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=6BqymfEoUmryRmhVTakafmYp2u_7s5PmXBALdC247lUQjNSOFNTQ1FMVURDSE81V
kJYWDdNOFBSVS4u
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Appendix B
Interview questions:
1) What are your thoughts on librarians avoiding the purchase of certain titles because
of their themes such as children’s literature that are sexual in nature?
2) Do you believe external pressures such as parents, governmental laws or even
society culture, influence librarian decisions when it comes to selecting and
purchasing controversial literature? Explain
3) Do you believe internal pressures coming from the school organization, such as
administration or teachers or even the personal views of the librarian, influence the
decisions of selecting and purchasing controversial literature? Explain
4) What are some reasons that would lead you, personally, to avoid purchasing certain
literature for your library?
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