
[music]
Leah Gregory: Hi. Welcome to Can't Shelve This, the podcast where we hammer home the importance of school libraries. I'm Leah Gregory, and I'm joined by my co-host, Janette Derucki.
Janette Derucki: Hey, everybody.
Leah: And our producer, Ola Gronski.
Ola Gronski: Hi, everyone.
Leah: Happy New Year. I can't believe it.
Janette Derucki: Happy New Year. Yeah, it's our second New Year episode.
Leah: It is. I am not a Happy New Year kind of person. After Christmas, I go into a funk, and I don't really emerge until spring. [laughs]
Ola Gronski: It's that winter is cute and fun during the holiday season. Then once those are done, it's just a deep depression. [laughs]
Leah: Yes.
Janette: Well, and there's not really anything major that-- I guess there's Valentine's Day in February, but I feel like the winter is just long. You're just waiting for the next break or big event, right?
Ola: I feel like I've been hearing a lot of people talk about how the calendar should shift and the New Year should start in March. Like, let's just scale it around.
Leah: We should start it, and we should just totally go embrace back-to-school mentality because I always am very energized in the fall for back-to-school. I'm ready for a new school year, and then--
Ola: So if Leah had it, the New Year would start August 1st? That would be the new January?
Leah: No, more like September 1st because I personally think that starting in August is too early, but that's just me.
Ola: It is too early.
Janette: What I wonder is, would we just really find a reason to dislike the New Year, no matter when it started?
Ola: Probably.
Janette: [laughs]
Leah: Potentially, but the gray, nasty cold weather does not help the New Year.
Janette: True. Very true.
Leah: The New Year does not have-- I mean, if it was on a beautiful fall day, maybe we could all get behind it a little bit more.
Janette: So we  just need to live in Australia.
Leah: Yes, that could be it.
Janette: That's what you're saying. Southern hemisphere.
Leah: Except for it's the hottest day of the year then in Australia, and I wouldn't like that either.
Ola: I'd take cold over hot.
Janette: I would take cold over that. It's always interesting to me to see all the Christmas pictures or holiday pictures that are all like people are in summer wear, and I'm like--
Leah: They're wearing their board shorts and, yeah, bikinis and all that.
Ola: Yeah, that's how I take my Christmas photos, in my bikini. [laughs]
Janette: I mean, maybe you should start. Mind over matter.
Leah: I don't like to be hot. That is a huge thing. I do not like to be hot and sweaty, so I do not love summer.
Janette: Well that’s why I'm wondering why you're wishing me the sweatiest New Year ever. I don't want to start the New Year sweaty.
Leah: Maybe sunny, not sweaty.
Janette: Okay.
Leah: I do not want more summer. I do not want more summer, but I would be happy with perpetual 75 degrees, nice and sunny, an occasional rain, and then snow on Christmas, and that's it.
Janette: [chuckles] "Occasional rain."
Ola: All I'm asking for from the Chicagoland area is for a longer fall. We get fall for two weeks, and it's the best. It is either 60s and sunny, 70s and breezy and cloudy. That's what I want. Can we bottle it up and extend it further?
Leah: Down here, it's the opposite. It's spring that's like that. So we either are freezing to death or it's 100 degrees. We very rarely get a chunk of really nice spring weather.
Ola: Bummer.
Janette: That is a bummer.
Leah: That is a bummer.
Janette: I just feel like both of those seasons. Summer feels endless. Winter feels endless. Spring and fall, so short now. Those are my favorite times of year, those transitions. Because like you, I want 70 degrees, sunny. I want it to be like 45 in the morning when I get up, and then get warmer through the day, and then cool off again at night.
Leah: Crisp again at night.
Ola: Yeah, I want it to be cool at night so I can keep my windows open, but still snuggle under my comforter.
Janette: Love it. I love it.
Ola: All right, guys, I'm going to go do that now. Bye.
Leah: Okay, bye.
[laughter]
Leah: It's been nice talking to you. I do have to give a quick shout-out to Ellen. If she is listening, we want to wish Ellen a very happy retirement. Ellen was the former Associate Director and Membership Director at Illinois Heartland Library System. She finished up in the previous year, but this is our first podcast episode since she left, and she does like to listen. We miss you, Ellen, but we're surviving without you, which is what you would want to hear if you were retiring from a job that you gave so much of your life to. You don't want to hear like, "Oh my God, you have to come back. It's falling all apart."
She has been involved with libraries for a very long time and with the systems for-- I think it was at least 34 years. So she takes with her a lot of institutional knowledge that we're going to miss a lot.
Janette: Yeah, we're going to miss her voice and her leadership for sure. Thanks to Ellen for all she has done for everyone. I know for me, I came in at the very tail end of her career, but she's made a big impact on me, and I appreciate that. I'm so grateful.
Ola: And the podcast. She's been such a huge supporter. She's been-
Leah: She has.
Janette: She has.
Ola: -our number one fan since the beginning, and she always has the kindest things to say. Thank you, Ellen.
Janette: Ellen, if you're out there, we love you.
Ola: I hope she keeps listening in retirement.
[laughter]
Leah: Yes, I think she will keep listening.
Janette: I hope so.
Leah: I bought her a gift. It was a set of pins, and one of the pins said best librarian ever. I'm like, "You're definitely a lifelong librarian." Librarians are like doctors. They don't ever stop being the thing.
Janette: So that, I mean, I wanted to congratulate Leah on her new position. With Ellen's retirement, Leah has taken a new role at Heartland. Would you like to share with our listeners what you're doing?
Leah: I have. I'm the Director of Membership and Outreach. I'm very excited about all of that.
Ola: I'm excited about you having a shorter title for our episode descriptions.
[laughter]
Leah: It's still kind of long, though, I think, but it's not as long as it was before. Also, after almost four years, I still cannot spell liaison right on the first try.
[laughter]
Ola: Thank God they didn't throw you a curveball in this new one.
Leah: Yes.
Janette: I always love when Leah and I are presenting together. We have the title slide, or we're introducing ourselves, and it's the bio slide. It's our names, pictures of us. Then my title is Data Analyst. Very short.
Leah: I love the title.
Janette: Leah's is like, school library liaison, blah, blah, blah, membership coordinator. I'm like, "How many more things are you going to put on there?" It's three lines long, and mine's one. It always looks like I don't do anything, which, I mean, I guess, of the two of us, Leah does do way more than I do.
Leah: No, that's not true. I feel like the difference is, everything I do is listed in that title. [laughs] Your title just does not list a lot of the things that you do. I do have a shorter new title now. I have a new office, which I'm-- It's very big. It's very big, and I joke that I can move my entire family in there. That's how big it is. It has storage for days. I'm very excited about that.
Ola: What are you going to hoard in your drawers?
Leah: I don't know, but you know what I do have that I'm really super excited about is moveable whiteboards on the wall.
Ola: Ooh.
Janette: Ooh, that's fancy.
Leah: I am a huge color coding-- and I like goals and objectives out where I can see them. I just bought a fresh new pack of whiteboard markers. I'm very excited.
Ola: Ooh, there's nothing better than cracking open a new pack of Expos.
Leah: Yes.
Janette: Right.
Leah: Before our guest gets here, I do want to say how excited I am to be speaking to Amanda Jones today. 
Janette: Yes.
Leah: Janette added a note, like how many guests is it now that have their own Wikipedia page?
[laughter]
Ola: It's okay. I'll just start making Wikipedia pages for all of our guests.
Janette: Please do.
Leah: I think they deserve a Wikipedia page if they come on our podcast. They definitely do.
Janette: I feel like, is this a goal we need to have, like more people with Wikipedia pages, or is it just--
Ola: Or does the podcast need a Wikipedia page?
Janette: Maybe.
Leah: I think the podcast needs a Wikipedia page.
Ola: This is feeling very meta to me right now because I'm currently reading a book called This is for Everyone, and it's about the beginning of the World Wide Web. He talks about how Wikipedia started and the collaboration and crowdsourcing of all of that. You guys are blowing my mind right now.
Janette: Do you remember when Wikipedia was like, "Don't go there, it's a terrible source, it's so unreliable?”
Ola: Yes, all the time.
Leah: Yes.
Janette: Now it's like you're having to untrain all of that. People still will tell me, "You can't look at Wikipedia, it's a terrible--" I'm like, "No, no, no. It's better now. It's better."
Leah: No, it's not.
Janette: They don't know why it's better, but it is.
Leah: I used to always open my lessons about research, you know, I use Wikipedia almost every day. The first place I go if I don't know something, or if I don't know anything about a topic, is Wikipedia, because it does give an overview.
Ola: It’s where I do all my true crime deep dives.
Janette: It is also a good source of entertainment because when something funny happens to a celebrity, the first thing you can count on is their Wikipedia page is going to be updated with some nonsense.
Ola: Have I told you guys my bizarre Wikipedia story?
Janette: I don't think so.
Leah: Oh no, fill us in.
Ola: So one time, my sister's friend was reading a Sarah J. Maas book and went to her Wikipedia page to just read up about her randomly. And she sends my sister a screenshot and goes, "Isn't that you and Ola?" It turns out, for a hot minute, I do have screenshots as proof, Sarah J. Maas’s Wikipedia photo was a photo of me and my sister with her at a book signing in-
Janette: That's awesome.
Leah: That is unbelievable.
Ola: -2015.
Leah: Somebody just went out and found that picture?
Ola: Well, we did have a book Tumblr, a sister book Tumblr for a while.
Janette: As one does.
Ola: It was probably pulled from that. That was the first time I went into the back end of Wikipedia because I was like, "Who put this here?" Of all the photos, and especially, ACOTAR is so huge. They're being optioned for movies and shows. I was like, "Of all the things, you found this from Tumblr in the 2010s? Me with purple hair and bangs, full fringe?"
Leah: [laughs] Oh, I wish I could see this. Okay, send me the screenshot.
Ola: I'll have to send it to you.
Leah: I want to see it.
Janette: Tumblr is having a resurgence. I'm just going to tell you, if you're not aware of that, it's making--
Ola: I know it 's not the same, but I know it's there.
Janette: It's not. You're right. It's not.
Leah: I was addicted to-
Ola: I loved Tumblr.
Leah: -Tumblr for a short period of time. I probably should not venture back in there because I spent way too much time on Tumblr.
Ola: It was just the perfect blend of aesthetic art things, funny jokes, so much fandom on there.
Leah: I loved it for the fandom. All the things I loved had people that were very, very active, going out to find more content that I couldn't be bothered to go find on my own. It was great.
Janette: It was very entertaining. It was the best place to find all that stuff aggregated before Pinterest really took off. Pinterest has always, to me at least, been more crafty, but I know a lot of people don't use it that way.
Leah: Well, you know, there’s going to be a wedding in my family soon. And I had not really been a huge Pinterest user, but I am now because-
Ola: You have to be.
Leah: -a lot of wedding planning gets done on Pinterest. The title of the Pinterest channel that we're adding all these things to, we just named it Ick because I don't know why. That's what the name-
Ola: That's funny.
Leah: -happens.
Janette: Anyway. All right. Should we get ready for our guest?
Leah: We should get ready for our guest. Today, we're joined by school librarian, author, and activist Amanda Jones.
Amanda Jones: Hi, everybody.
Leah: Thank you so much for being here today. Before we get started, we have a little icebreaker that we ask everybody. Do you consider yourself more of a print reader, an audiobook reader, or an e-book reader?
Amanda: I'm an e-book reader. It's just easier for me. Audiobooks, because I have a language processing disorder, which is similar to dyslexia, and I have severe ADHD, I cannot listen to an audiobook. After five minutes, I'm completely not paying attention anymore.
Janette: That would be really challenging. Yeah, absolutely. In my past life, I was an audiologist. I have all these thoughts in my head right now. As soon as you said that, I was like, "Oh yeah, that's not going to work out for you."
Leah: [laughs]
Amanda: But I travel a lot. So when I travel, it's easier for me to have books downloaded on my phone.
Leah: I have books on my phone because I have it with me everywhere I go.
Janette: I love it. E-books are the best.
Amanda: I will say I am the narrator of my own book for the audiobook, so I did get to record that.
Leah: Now, wase that difficult to do?
Amanda: Yes.
Leah: Total tangent here. That seems like that would be hard to do.
Amanda: It wasn't that it was hard, hard. It was five eight-hour days where I was just talking for eight hours. It is a little hard. I don't enunciate. I had to enunciate everything. [laughs]
Leah: I would find that hard to do.
Janette: I will say when I read Amanda's book, I listened to it as I was reading. It is very impactful to hear your story in your own words.
Leah: I love that.
Janette: I appreciate you doing that. It is really interesting to think about what that process must be like.
Leah: I've often wondered. [laughs]
Amanda: It was hard, but it was fun. I had to drink a lot of hot water. In one ear was the director. Then, in the other ear was the director that was in California. So I was taking direction in the studio and in my ear, if there's someone. But they did a really great job of directing me. It was easy in that I just showed up. [laughs]
Janette: If you would mind sharing with our listeners a little bit of what your book is about, what's in it. Then I have some questions about how difficult it must have been for you to recount some of that.
Amanda: My book, it's marketed as a memoir. I guess it is a memoir. I've been targeted by white Christian nationalists for speaking out in defense of my public library here in Louisiana. I'm actually in a lawsuit with several of these people that have targeted me.
The book, it tells the history of how I became a librarian and why libraries are important. But it also talks about library policies and procedures for the average person who might not know about the way a library runs. It goes into book banning at the local level and the harassment, things that librarians face or that I faced as a local librarian. Then I zoomed out and talked about censorship across the United States as well as a whole to other librarians and different public libraries.
Yeah, it basically covers why I am the way I am, but also the struggle that we've had in Louisiana with book censorship and how I chose to fight back. That's basically what it is. Then I got to write an afterward when the paperback was released. That was even more fun to give a little update.
Janette: Congrats on that coming out in paperback. That's a huge deal, right?
Amanda: Yes. I was not sure it was going to be in paperback because it just depends on how it sells.
Janette: That's amazing, honestly.
Leah: That's great, yes.
Janette: Because you do talk to a lot of authors who are like, sometimes you don't earn out. You're just happy that your work is out in the world, and that's the reward you get, right?
Leah: That's the reward. There's no financial payoff sometimes. [laughs]
Amanda: No. I just was like, "Oh, I have an ISBN now." That's what I was excited about.
Janette: I love that.
Amanda: I was like, "I have an ISBN," and author Kerry O'Malley, she printed it and framed it for me. I have an ISBN. I was excited about that. The fact that I got to also record the audiobook, and now someone has purchased the film rights to it.
Janette: Nice.
Leah: Oh, that's nice.
Amanda: It's really done a lot better than I ever even hoped for.
Janette: That's amazing.
Amanda: And I’ll take those royalty checks. [laughs]
Leah: Absolutely.
Janette: Yes. That's amazing. I didn't realize that the film rights had been purchased. Congrats on that. Hopefully, that does get developed because I think it's a really compelling story. I think that what happened to you, while it's very unfortunate, and I'm sorry for all that you have gone through, it is a lesson for a lot of people. I think it does apply to other areas as well, not just libraries, right?
Amanda: Yeah. For people who don't know, I have been just horrifically harassed in my small town community where I grew up, and I still live and still work. I just happen to be a librarian that's been a target, but there are other people that have been targets: journalists, museum curators, public educator-- I'm a public school educator, but teachers, anybody who's holding knowledge or teaching children that get caught up in, I hate to call it a culture war because it shouldn't be a culture war. Anything that the far right deems controversial, and people in those jobs tend to be targeted and harassed if they speak up about it.
Janette: I was in a media literacy webinar recently, and someone said that critical thinking is now considered a woke mindset. I thought, "Don't you want people to think critically?" I think to your point of the culture war, things are getting roped into that type of arena that wouldn't necessarily have been there 10, 15, 20 years ago.
Amanda: Even school counselors are being targeted. School counselors that are nurses. Nurses are being targeted as well because they have to give out information about vaccines and immunizations and things. They've been targeted. Counselors. It's woke to see a counselor now, apparently. [laughs]
Leah: Culture wars, unfortunately, is the right term for it because it is a battle. I feel like we're in the fight of our lives. I hope this is the fight of our lives. I hope it doesn't get worse than this. I was talking to someone today about coming on this podcast. I was like, "Oh, I'm really nervous to talk to Amanda Jones." She goes, "Oh, I think you'll be fine because she's a librarian. She's just been through a lot of BS." I'm like, "Yes-
Janette: You're not wrong.
Leah: -that's a good description."
Amanda: I have been through a lot of BS, and I still-- It's been three and a half years since they first started targeting me, and I'm still being harassed. At this point, I'm like, "What are you going to do? You tried to drag me down and do your best, and it didn't take." They can keep trying. I just keep showing them up or trying to, at least.
Janette: Kudos to you for continuing to fight, too, because I know you've continued to speak out on behalf of your public library and attend your local control board meetings, where you're speaking out in support of the public library. That's so important, but it's got to be hard to do given all that you've already gone through.
Amanda: It's very hard. And I've been traveling a lot, so sometimes I have to miss them, and I really hate having to miss the meetings. I'm the founder of our public library alliance, though. Our alliance meets ahead of time, and we discuss strategies on who's going to say what and which agenda items. The last two meetings that I spoke at, I was pretty testy. I yelled. I never try to yell. I always try to speak evenly. But our parish president had been instrumental in unjustly firing our public library director, and I was mad. That went a little viral on the internet of me going, "No, I'm still talking. It is my three minutes."
Janette: I think I did see that clip. Full disclosure.
Amanda: I tried not to be too heated, but I was so mad. I attend everyone that I'm in town to attend, which is most of them. But I'm still worried about my safety because they know I'm coming. I'm an easy target if someone's looking to do harm to me.
Leah: That is scary. That's the part that I think many librarians, I think, have had their reputations attacked. But when you become the face of that, I feel like your physical safety has got to be on your mind. That's really terrifying.
Amanda: It is. I have a friend now that follows me home, and I have a friend that calls me, and we stay on the phone the whole time, because I often go by myself and have to drive through wooded rural roads that are uninhabited. I have had people follow me.
Janette: That's scary.
Amanda: I'm pretty good at noticing.
Janette: I'm so sorry.
Leah: I am sorry. The things that you never thought, nobody in a million years, 10 years ago, would think of a librarian being the target of something like that, but here we are, and it's a nightmare.
Amanda: Here we are. All I did was get up at my public library, where I've grown up my entire life in this community, library cardholder since I was five. All I did was talk about how we already have policies and procedures. I didn't even talk about any particular books. I just said we already have policies and procedures in place, and this is all a waste of our time. Apparently, that was controversial.
Janette: I think what's interesting to me and what a lot of people talk about is the fact that you were speaking up for a public library, and you're a school librarian. Can you talk about a little bit, maybe how that touched your role as a school librarian?
Amanda: So my situation is unique, that I was defending the public librarian. I just happen to be a school librarian. But immediately after, I went and spoke at the public library, and I didn't say where I worked, but the people that started targeting and harassing me were posting everywhere where I worked, and that they were going to come up to my school. My death threat, the very first one I got,  included where I worked. One of the men that harasses me has posted my online address twice, where I live and where I work, and all of that.
I think it's very important that, as school librarians, we go and speak out for our public libraries, and that, in turn, hopefully, the public librarians will speak at the school board meetings when it's time, because I can say things at a public library, Board of Control meeting, as a citizen with free speech, that I cannot say to my school board, who hires and fires me. I would have to be a little more restrained in that aspect.
Janette: That's a good point.
Amanda: That's where I really talk about, I always like to point out that ALA has a one-voice ecosystem initiative to where the archivists and the special collections and the school, we all work together. Hopefully, academic librarians would come to bat for me, and I go to bat for them, and so we all work together. Then, of course, the biggest group of people you get in is the residents, because there's way more residents than librarians. You hook in the residents to help. They try to get me fired all the time. My senator's legislative aide used to try a lot. She hadn't in a while, so I guess she got tired of it.
Janette: It wasn't working.
Amanda: It wasn't working. It didn't take. Because I'm in my 25th year, so it didn't take, but I'm not doing anything wrong. I'm not doing anything. I love parents and believe in parental rights. I'm a parent myself, and so I have nothing to hide from parents. I welcome them to call me or email me, and let's have a discussion about anything, but I'm not going to put up with harassment.
Janette: It crosses the line, right?
Amanda: Yes.
Janette: I would say, for the most part, librarians, the work that we're doing, the law is on our side. We have policies. We have procedures. We follow the rule. We are a whole profession of rule followers. As long as you're following what is set forth, you have no reason to be ashamed or back down when someone challenges that.
Amanda: My collection development policy was created by the district, so I'm just following the district policy.
Leah: Exactly.
Janette: Don't they hate when you come at them with that? "It's the district policy." "Oh."
Amanda: It's the district policy, and I don't know what to tell you. I haven't had any-- except for the people that are friends and family or work with, the people that have initially targeted and harassed me. They generally don't have kids at my school, and the parents of the actual children at my school love me. It's whatever. I don't know what to tell them.
Leah: Obviously, we'd love for them to stop, but I love that you're like, "I'm still here, and I'm still speaking out." That is extremely brave and also really badass.
[laughter]
Janette: No, I would agree. We keep telling people all the time, "You have to keep fighting the good fight." It does get tiring, right? I'm sure there have been times-
Leah: It does get tiring.
Janette: -in your journey where you are exhausted.
Amanda: The past three and a half years since this all started for me, there has not been a single day where I have not gone to bed exhausted and wished that I could change some things, but I was dealt what I was dealt. People say sometimes it's brave and courageous. To me, I'm just upholding the professional standards that I agreed to when I went to library school and when I took this job. The town where I live in is very religious. So I was raised Southern Baptist. And I was raised, according to my community, that we should all love each other, love thy neighbor as thyself, champion the underdog.
But also, we were raised in our community to be very patriotic and love the Constitution and uphold the Constitution. So when these people come in and say, "Oh, she's woke," whatever, I'm doing what they raised me to do. I don't know what else to tell them. I'm loving thy neighbor. I'm championing the underdog. I am sticking to the First Amendment, and I am defending it from people outside and within. I'm just doing what I'm supposed to. That's what I think.
Janette: Agreed. I agree.
Leah: Can we talk a little bit about where things stand with your legal battles?
Amanda: Yeah. So for people who don't know, the very two initial men who targeted me, they both created memes about me. One man created a meme that said I advocate the teaching of a sex act, a certain sex act, to 11-year-olds. Another man put a picture of me with a target around my face and said that I give pornography and erotica to 6-year-olds. Neither one of those things are true. But they also said that I was advocating for a book I had never even heard of.
Janette: Interesting.
Amanda: They were like, "She did go and defend that book." I was like, "I'd never even heard of that book." I still haven't even read it. I don't even know if we have it in our library. And so I sued them. What was going around in the community was that it was a lawsuit for me to put pornography in the libraries because, you know, they had to play it like that.
Janette: Oh, boy. The rumor mill just goes, right? People run with stuff. It gets all kinds of twisted.
Leah: And the sad truth is they just repeat it without having a shred of truth behind it.
Amanda: Exactly.
Janette: No proof, no evidence.
Amanda: They're like, "We're parents fighting against this librarian who's trying to put these materials in libraries." I'm like, "No, sir, you're in a defamation lawsuit because you said things untrue about me." And it was dismissed immediately. Back in 2022, the lawsuit was dismissed immediately. The judge was like, "Oh, it's just their opinion that you give kids porn and that you teach children sex acts." Then my attorney at the time was like, "You know, Amanda, this is an uphill battle you're not going to win." But I was like, "This is not fair. This is so not fair." So I got a different attorney. [laughs]
Janette: I was going to say, it sets a precedent, right?
Leah: As a teacher and an educator and working with children, this is your bread and butter. Your reputation is everything.
Amanda: That's my career and my reputation. An I went from, in 2021, I got named librarian of the year by School Library Journal. My school board was parading me around. One of my school board members was parading me around. She's no longer on our school board. And she was crying. "You're the best thing that's ever happened to our community." Then you fast forward a year later, and she's dropped me. Then she starts piling, contributing to it. And so I just was thinking, "None of this is fair." I got a different attorney.
Long story short, it went all the way up to Louisiana Supreme Court and it went back down to the First Circuit Court of Appeals. And they determined, all three judges ruled in my favor and said I have the right to a trial. So after three and a half years, it finally got said that I have a right to a trial. So I will be hopefully having a trial with one man. But when that happened, one of the defendants reached out to my attorney, and we agreed to settle. I settled with him for $1 and an apology, which is what I asked for in the beginning. That's all I ever sued for anyway. I was not going to accept any other money from those people because it's not about money. It's about doing the right thing.
He did issue a very public videotaped apology that is on my website, librarianjones.com. And I got my dollar, and it's framed in my living room. That's down, one down. Then the other guy, who knows? I don't know. It's so slow. The system is so slow.
Leah: It is so slow, yes.
Janette: It is slow. Now, I did watch the apology. I want to know, how did it feel to watch that the first time? Where were you when you found out about it? Can you walk us through what that must have been like? Because like you said, really, all you're trying to do is save your reputation and your job and do the right thing and stop them from setting this precedent where they can just drag librarians through the mud everywhere they go.
Amanda: So I was at home. I was sitting on my couch. My attorney sent it to me. She said, "How do you feel? Are you okay with this apology?" The physical reaction, I wasn't prepared for. I had a panic attack.
Janette: Oh.
Amanda: Yeah. I was just panicking. Then I was like, he actually recorded it. I didn't think he was going to do it. [laughs]
Janette: Oh.
Amanda: Yeah, I didn't think he was going to do it because all he had to do was apologize and give me a dollar. But he could have done that three and a half years ago. And he had posted five or six times, I have all the screenshots where he had posted, "I'm not giving that beepity-beep anything," whatever. So part of me was like, "I'm going to post this all over with the little screenshots of him saying he's never going to apologize."
So part  of me was like that. Part of me was crying. I had a physical reaction, but overall, I was just so relieved. I'm like, "Thank God, he finally, after three and a half years, admitted he was wrong, and he apologized." So now, I'm done with him. I don't want to have anything to do with him. I'm not going to talk about him or to him. Not that I ever did.
Leah: He's taken up enough of your life.
Amanda: Yeah, he took a lot. I don't think of him anymore, which, before, I used to only because I'm like, "Okay, I've got this trial." I don't think of him anymore. Unless I'm asked in an interview, I don't think about him. It's a lot of relief. Also, three and a half years, I fought for it.
Janette: It's a long time.
Amanda: Then I get the apology, and I'm like, "Okay, so I guess that's it." There was no fanfare. It was like, "I got the apology."
Janette: I was like, "Does it feel anticlimactic in some ways?"
Amanda: It's so anticlimactic.
Leah: I wonder if it's a little bit like when you almost have a car accident, and you stay calm through it, but then you kind of fall apart. I feel like you might have experienced, like that's maybe where the panic came from.
Amanda: It was a little panic.
Janette: It's stress.
Amanda: I had seen the video a week before it was posted online. Part of the settlement was that he had to post it on certain platforms, on social media. And so I didn't know he was posting it. He posted it before we had signed and submitted to the courts, so I wasn't expecting it. Everybody started sending me, and I was like, "Oh." So then I was happy. Then it went viral, and it was seen over a half million times just off my social media. So then it was like vindication.
Janette: That's good. I'm glad.
Leah: Yes. I can tell you all the librarians I know are like, "Yes."
Amanda: They were so happy. But I don't know what this says about the fact that I saw people start bashing him. I know EveryLibrary had posted it, and I love EveryLibrary. They had asked me first. They were like, "Are you okay?" I'm like, "Yeah, it’s okay." The comments were so mean and hateful to him, though, that I was like, "Well, this is kind of what they did to me, so I'm not okay with this either."
Janette: So you’re touching on the difficult part of social media is the pile-on. I think that is 100% what happened to you. I've heard you speak a couple of times prior to today about your book and when that was coming out and your personal battles. It sounds like that's 100% what they were doing, just trying to rally everyone behind them against you. Now you do have mixed feelings, I'm sure-
Amanda: I did, yeah.
Janette: -about seeing that happen to someone else.
Amanda: Because here’s this man who never thought of me and my family. He never thought of my child. Not once. He probably still doesn't. But I, through every one of my actions, he has children, and I thought of them. I thought of them and what are they going to see about their father online? So I was very conscious in the past three and a half years. I have never written or spoken or said anything hateful, untrue, or derogatory against him other than that I'm mad at what he's done to me.
And I feel good about that. I can hold my head up high, but I did feel really bad for him. Then my friends were like, "Why are you feeling bad for him? Because he never thought about you." I'm like, "Yeah, but that's what makes me-
Leah: That's the difference.
Amanda: -a different person than you."
Janette: That is the difference.
Amanda: I don't think anybody should be piled on. And so I wavered in between, like, "Do I ask EveryLibrary to take it down?" At the end of the day, I was like, "No," because he never took his down.
Janette: True.
Amanda: And I didn't post it. Whatever.
Leah: Actions have consequences.
Amanda: Yeah, actions have consequences, and I wasn't allowing a pile-on on my social media. I was just, "Thank you so much for your support." So, you know, that’s that.
Leah: I just have so much respect for your perseverance through all of this.
Amanda: That is, my mother has said she went through several versions of The Strong-Willed Child, that awful, awful James Dobson book.
Janette: [laughs]
Amanda: She went through several versions of The Strong-Willed Child, and she just knew that I was just strong-willed, and I'm very stubborn, and I'm very petty. I will be in this through the long haul, and I will keep going until I'm satisfied with the outcome. We'll see.
Leah: That's great to hear. We work with so many school librarians who do get into skirmishes, not nearly as deep or as long-lasting as yours, but it's just so hard to keep going. Like, you want to fight the good fight, but at some point, they're like, "I've got a life. I've got kids. I've still got to be at soccer practice or whatever." It seems like it takes over your entire life.
Amanda: It does.
Leah: On behalf of all of the librarians, we appreciate your perseverance.
Amanda: People don't realize it's taken over for three and a half years. Because they won the first two or three rounds in court. They would mock and celebrate, and they're like, "Ha ha." It's horrible. The whole community is cheering them on. I'm like, "What the crap?" I will say, when I did win, I made sure to thank everybody, but I didn't go on a ha-ha-ha tour like they did.
I just feel like right at the very beginning, when I started all this, my attorney, the one I have now, has researched, and she said mine is the only case that she could find of a school librarian suing for defamation against someone in this current climate with these current accusations against librarians of school and public libraries. To me, that's a huge responsibility that I have to see it through. It’s so much more--  it's not about me anymore. It's about the libraries and setting a precedent for other librarians. I'm trying my best to set a precedent so that-- I do want to see it go out, play out in court. I don't want him to settle. I want it to play out in court so that it sets the precedent, so that maybe it'll protect other people in the future.
Janette: But how does that feel? That's a heavy mantle to carry.
Amanda: Yeah, it's a heavy load. But I also look at other librarians just within my own community that can't speak out. To me, I feel like, "Okay, well, I'm fighting for them, too." So that kind of alleviates the load because I know it's not just me. I have a ton of people behind me. I'm blessed beyond measure with the supporters. Essentially, I'm trying to stop books from being banned and censored, and the books that are usually banned and censored are books written by the LGBTQ+ community and people of color. Both of those communities have historically been marginalized in the United States or in a lot of places. They are going to have to fight for the rest of their lives just to have-
Janette: So true.
Amanda: -equal footing. I don't have to fight for that. So what if I'm in a 10-year battle? I'm not in a historically marginalized group that has to do this for the rest of my life.
Leah: That's powerful.
Janette: I feel like this entire episode is just going to be Leah and I expressing our gratitude for your willingness to do that. Like you said, some people can't. I respect that. There are limitations. Like you said, people are already fighting on so many fronts. Maybe this is one that they just are like, "I got to let this one go."
Leah: "I can't take this on."
Janette: But, I mean, I am so grateful to people like you who are willing to continue fighting for it and speaking up and speaking out and doing that type of work because without you, our profession would be in jeopardy.
Amanda: Well, thank you. My therapist told me I had to start saying thank you. Thank you.
[laughter]
Janette: It's got to be hard to hear compliments all the time.
Amanda: It's very hard. I was never one for compliments anyway, but my therapist was like, "You have to start saying--" I'm very big about people that are in this, self care and therapy. I'm learning to say thank you. I just really feel strongly that you should use your power and privilege for purpose, which is a quote from Samira Ahmed that I have tattooed on my wrist.
Janette: Oh, I love it.
Amanda: P cubed, because I heard Samira Ahmed say that we should use our power and privilege for purpose. Growing up, I always listened to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., his "What is your life's blueprint?" speech. He talks about whatever you set out to do in life, whether you're the garbage man or the postal worker or a teacher or whatever, I don't remember all the professions he names, do it as if God Almighty, I just remember his voice, do it as if God Almighty Himself has sent you down to do this job to the best of your ability.
And I feel like this is my calling, and so I'm going to do it to the best of my ability, or otherwise, I should retire. When that happens, and I get tired, I will retire because I want to be the best I can be. I think our kids deserve it, my personal child and our community's kids.
Leah: They definitely do. That's a good segue because my next question is, are your students aware of your activism and what you have been through?
Amanda: It's really weird. My students are 9, 10, and 11. They're in 5th and 6th grade. So for the most part, no. And I definitely do not, let me say, I do not talk about intellectual freedom, censorship. I don't talk about that with the kids. I never have mentioned to them that I have a book.
Janette: Have any of them figured it out on their own, though?
Amanda: Yes.
Janette: Do they come to you and ask you about your book?
Amanda: Yes, especially because the local Barnes & Noble had a giant display.
[laughter]
Janette: Can't avoid it then.
Amanda: Then our local indie bookstore, which I love our local indie book, they also had a large display. So a lot of kids are like, "We see you in the bookstore." And I'll just say, "Yeah, I wrote a book that is for adults." That's what I say. Then their eyes get big, and I go, "No, it's not like--"
Leah: "It's not an adult book. It's for adults." [laughs]
Amanda: I tell them, I say, "It's about boring library stuff that you probably wouldn't be interested in.” I have had some students that have read it, though. That they approached me and they said, "Ms. Jones, I read your book." I'll say, "Oh,--" Well, first thing I ask, "Do your parents know you've read?" All the time, "Yes." "Yes, ma'am, my mom said, or my dad said, 'I could read it.'" I'm like, "Um, okay," because I do say the F-word in it. Okay, this is funny, one kid even said to me, he whispered to me, "I won't tell anybody that you wrote the F-word in it."
[laughter]
Janette: I love it. “Shh, our secret."
Amanda: Yes. I was like, "Thank you, buddy, thank you," but a lot of these kids-- I have almost 60 students at the school that I teach this year that are grand-students. So I taught their parents.
Janette: Oh, wow.
Amanda: I've taught at the school for 25 years, and I was born and raised here. I'm either related or I taught or I grew up with most of the kids and their parents, but I still don't talk about it. I'm just like, "Yes, I wrote a book. Thank you." One kid, even today, she came in, I'm friends with her aunt, and she came in, "Ms. Jones, when do I get to see the documentary you're in?" I'm like, "Oh, well, let me talk to your Aunt Courtney about that. We're not going to talk about it at school," I said, "But I'll talk to your Aunt Courtney, and I'll let her know that you're interested so that you can see it." It comes up. I just try to push--
Leah: Try not to make it like a big deal.
Amanda: Yeah. Because I'm in the local news a lot too.
Leah: Yes, I can imagine.
Amanda: My face is always in the local news. They're like, "Ms. Jones, we saw you on the news." "Okay." I just kind of segue into something else, because they are 9, 10, and 11. They're too young.
Leah: Yeah.
Janette: They're just curious.
Amanda: They are.
Janette: You understand why they're asking.
Leah: But also, they won't fully grasp all the complexities of it. They're like, "Yes, my teacher wrote a book, that's cool" kind of thing.
Amanda: Yeah, they don't get the complexity of it. I have been told in no uncertain terms that, that is my private life and this is my school work life, and those two things are separate. They have to be. I don't begrudge anybody in my school system that has asked me not to. I know that it's my First Amendment right. I know my rights, and I know what I can and can't talk about. I'm not going to push it because I'm not here to be an activist for 9-, 10-, 11-year-olds. I'm their school librarian. We're talking about school librarian stuff.
Janette: [laughs] “Would you like me to read you our collection development policy?” That'll put you to sleep right away.
Amanda: Like they would love that, right? No, we read The Legend of Rock, Paper, Scissors, and then we had a battle, and then we checked out books. It's not-- we're researching a World Book. We're not talking about any of that.
Janette: You're a librarian. You do what librarians do.
Leah: We talk about doing what librarians do is its own form of activism because you are there making an impact on those kids every day, and that's going to have far-reaching effects.
Janette: So true.
Amanda: I think it's a huge responsibility to me, the knowledge that every kid in my town will have me for their school librarian, because we're the only middle school.
Janette: Oh, wow.
Amanda: Everybody will have me in our community, and that really pisses people off that don't like me.
Janette: [laughs]
Amanda: At the same time, again, I'm not doing anything. I'm just doing my regular school librarian--, what I've always done. I do hope that the kids that have me know that they can feel safe and loved at least those two years that they have me. That's a huge responsibility because I know that there's a Human Rights Coalition study that said, so many kids feel unsafe at schools, but 9 out of 10 kids that were surveyed feel safe in a school library. So I just want to provide a safe environment where they can learn and grow and feel comfortable being who they are and asking for resources. I'm just trying to do the best I can.
Janette: Well, it's a good reminder that-- You're going through all of these things and you're fighting this fight, like you said, in your personal life, but in your school library, you're still fighting all the same battles and trying to accomplish all the same goals that everyone out there is trying to accomplish. You're trying to make kids feel safe, welcomed, educated,--
Leah: Literate.
Janette: --share the love of reading, literacy, all of the things.
We talk a lot about building reading cultures and safe spaces and welcoming environments and how the social-emotional aspects of the library really are pervasive right now, to the point we've talked about a couple times with mental health and self-care being so important for students and for staff.
Amanda: I've noticed the past few years, it's becoming increasingly obvious that kids today don't-- I don't know if it's the social media. I don't know what the deal is. They cannot--, I don't even know how to word it.
Leah: They are not okay.
Amanda: They're not okay. They’re not okay. They miss a math problem. I'm like, "It's okay, we can--" They cry and have a meltdown.
Janette: "Making mistakes is okay." Right?
Amanda: There's a lot of that. There's a lot of interpersonal skills that I've noticed missing in the past few years. I tend to think it's because of social media and the new interactions that they have. But the kids are not okay. We're facing a crisis in this country.
Leah: We are.
Amanda: They're not okay. In turn, the teachers are not okay having to deal with a lot of the things that we're trying to help them with. It's just--
Janette: In that same media literacy webinar I mentioned earlier, one of the things they were talking about was a research study that has been done about media literacy education and how politically motivated and how volatile it is. They were talking about how a lot of times too educators face items that they are trying to help students understand and navigate from an information perspective that they are also themselves not personally prepared to handle.
The example that was given was a fifth grader sharing a Snapchat where they were doing a striptease. The people on the call were like, "What?" They were like, "No." The fifth grader very carefully explained to the educator that this is common, this is an expectation. It's basically like their version of sharing explicit pictures. I was like, "In fifth grade?" That's wild.
Amanda: Yeah, I did a huge internet safety lesson with the kids, all 700 of the kids. What the kids were telling me that they see online was horrific. I ended up writing an article about it for School Library Journal, it's called The Dangers Are In Their Hands or something, about how these kids face all of these things that they see, and they don't know how to deal with it. They don't know how to block. They are so much smarter than us with the parental controls. Then they try to get me fired for doing that, so I couldn't even teach the kids how to be safe online without trying to be fired. I'm like, "Really? They're complaining about me trying to keep the kids safe?" Make it make sense.
Janette: They need to be prepared. They need the skills.
Amanda: Yeah.
Leah: Yes, they do. And who better to teach it than a media literacy expert?
Janette: Right. Let me ask you this from a professional standpoint because we're all librarians. How much of this do you think is parents also being uncomfortable, one, with the topic, but two, with their own media literacy skills or their own digital literacy skills?
Amanda: Every day I open up Facebook when I get home, and I see a lot of people in my community sharing information that is not true. And they are all adults, but you go back to-- There's a complete and total attack on librarians, school and public. What do school librarians do? We teach media literacy. They don't even want us to teach internet safety and what are we looking at on the internet, is it a trusted source? They don't even want us teaching that. They want to destroy public education and libraries and librarians and undermine-- It's just going to get worse if you have no one teaching the kids, if the parents don't know it to teach it, and I'm not saying the parents are dumb, it's just social media exploded.
Leah: It did.
Amanda: Not everybody has the tools and goes to webinars like we do and knows what to look for.
Janette: I totally agree. They were talking about the different communities or audiences that are vulnerable for it. They said adults in general have a hard time, they want to feel like they are smarter than their students, but kids, they adapt and they learn technology way faster than we do.
Leah: It's true.
Janette: It's just the way it is. They were talking about the elderly, how they are way behind it. They are the most likely to be taken by misinformation, disinformation, they will succumb to all of that way faster because not only do they not understand always how to decide or determine whether something is true, but they are also struggling with the platform itself. They maybe don't know-- I think about all the wrong ways.
My in-laws who are in their 80s have shared things with me, and I was like, "Do you realize you did this?" It's a real thing that happens. The skill building has to continue throughout your entire life. If you're going to go after librarians, school librarians and public librarians as you're not experts and we don't want to listen to you, where are you going to learn that?
Amanda: Well, they don't want us to learn it.
Leah: Yeah, they're chipping away at the last line of defense, but they don't realize it.
Janette: True.
Leah: Let's transition to The Librarians documentary.
Janette: Yeah, you mentioned that. We've seen it. It's excellent.
Leah: How did you join the project?
Amanda: It was really-- It was strange. I knew my friends Becky and Carolyn were involved with something, but they wouldn't tell me. They're very discreet. They weren’t like, “We’re doing this documentary.”
Janette: Like, "You're doing something."
Amanda: Yes. I knew they were doing something. Somebody had told me that there were cameras going around at a Texas Library Association back in 2021 or 2022, whatever it was. So I knew something was happening. I also knew, like, three years ago, Maria Cuomo Cole had followed me, was following me on Twitter. I knew Maria Cuomo Cole does documentaries. I was like, "Hmm," but nobody ever asked me. I was like, okay, well, I guess it's happening. I just can't wait for it to come out. I can't wait to see it, whoever's in it, and support it.
Well, I ended up getting-- I want to say Becky Calzada, I think it was Becky that messaged me, "Hey, I want to connect you with this filmmaker, these filmmakers, and just will you hear them out?" or something like that. I was like, "Sure." I had a little Zoom with Kim A. Snyder, who is the director, and Janique Robillard, who is the producer. I was going to say no because they were like, "We're doing a documentary and blah, blah, blah." I was fully prepared to say no. I was just tired.
Janette: Well, you've been a little bit busy. I mean, just a little bit.
[laughter]
Amanda: Yes. I was tired, and actually, I had already been followed around for quite some time for another documentary, but it's a European release, so it's not being played in the US. It was European. I knew what it was going to encompass, being mic'd up, filmed in my home. I knew all of that, so that's why I was going to say no, but they showed me a sizzle, and they showed me two clips. They showed me a clip of Martha Hickson crying, which broke my heart because she's the most-- the staunchest school librarian from New Jersey ever. That broke my heart, but they also showed me a clip of my friend Nancy Jo in Texas crying.
Nancy Jo is a queer librarian, and she's very open about it. So I thought if Nancy Jo can be brave enough to speak her truth on this, and she's in a historically marginalized group, I can do this for Nancy Jo and help. So they got me once they showed me Nancy Jo. I was like, "I'm in." They came here, and they followed me around, and they recorded, they interviewed my family. My mom and dad are in it. Kim and Janique, they were nominated for their short film for an Academy Award last year, Death by Numbers.
Janette: I'm not surprised.
Amanda: Yeah, it's really well done.
Janette: The artistry and the symbolism in The Librarians is amazing. I was not expecting that.
Leah: We're all really hoping for an Oscar nomination.
Amanda: It's making a lot of lists.
Leah: Then it will come to more places, because it's really hard to see sometimes right now, like, it's not near where I live at all.
Amanda: And It's going to be streamed on PBS in the spring,-
Leah: Oh.
Amanda: -January, February, I want to say maybe early February. Late January, early February, it'll be streamed on PBS. But with the attacks on PBS, that's also an uncertainty. Every time it's won-- It's won 14 different film festival awards. We're heading into awards season with the bigger-- not film festival awards but other awards. Just for it to be in the press to get people to see it and know it's coming on PBS, I think, will help because the more people that see it, that helps the message. It helps people to understand what is happening in our libraries and schools.
Janette: I agree. The first time I saw it, it was at the Illinois Library Association Conference in October. Janique was actually there for the Q&A. She was amazing, answered a lot of questions that sounded really fascinating. I think it was great. The one thing that struck me that she shared was how it's for the public, like, this is a documentary that is for people to watch. I feel like I've seen a lot of interest on the library side, but I want to know what are they hoping that the public is going to gain from watching this?
Amanda: We've talked about that. We hope that what the public gets out of it, or at least what I hope the public gets out of it, is that, A, don't believe everything you see on social media.
Janette: Amen.
Amanda: B, remember why we love libraries and why libraries are important and what we stand to lose if these attacks continue. Then also, they've put out a guide, an engagement guide, an impact campaign guide with PEN America of what you can do to help your own library, because a lot of people are like, "We see this happening in our library," in whatever state, "we don't know how to help." So it's kind of a call to action as well. Just awareness.
Janette: I love that because it's easy to feel powerless, like, "I know that there's this thing happening and that this is a problem, but I don't know what to do about it."
Leah: I think a lot of people are paralyzed by it. One thing I do want to bring up, is in the documentary, there's a theme of soft censorship about many of the cases and the situations. Was this something that you discussed during the production? Was this something that you intended to emphasize?
Janette: I think we noticed it because we're librarians.
Leah: Yes.
Janette: I was like, "Oh."
Leah: But it's a huge thing.
Janette: It's touched on a lot.
Amanda: The soft censorship, as far as my part of the documentary, soft censorship hasn't really affected me because I'm pretty stubborn, like, you're going to follow the policy and I'm not going to not order something because I'm going to follow my collection development policy, no one is going to intimidate me, but there were librarians that are in the documentary from Texas and Florida that can be arrested. There are now laws about sexually explicit materials. Let me just say, no one's putting sexually explicit materials in school libraries, but some of these laws, like an art history teacher shows the statue of David or the Sistine Chapel, all of a sudden they can be arrested for showing nudity.
I think they wanted to point out the absurdity of that in the documentary about how--, "No, we're not giving children porn," but when you start saying community standards, well, if your community is homophobic, you know, but yes, they wanted to show how soft censorship can affect. One of the librarians in the film even talks about-- She just questioned something at her school, and she got pulled from being a school librarian.
Janette: Yeah.
Leah: That leads into our next theme here. How can school librarians especially start building a support community for themselves from scratch?
Amanda: If you're from scratch, do like I did, because when I stepped into the role of school librarian, I'm the only one in my school, it's just me. I am super obnoxious in that I emailed every librarian in the district, "Hi, my name is Amanda, we're going to be friends." I just kind of like, "We have to work together, let's all help each other." I started by doing that. I also made a very conscious effort to join librarian groups online on social media because there is negative but there's some positives to social media in that you can build up a professional learning network.
I made a conscious decision to follow librarians that exhibited best practice like K.C. Boyd in Washington DC or Courtney Pentland in Nebraska, or Andrea Trudeau in Illinois. I started following librarians who were showing best practice and positive examples of what to do in the library. Then I was like, I'm going to force my friendship on them and then now we’re friends.
Janette: Shout out to K.C. Boyd who has been on this podcast.
Leah: Yes.
Janette: She's amazing.
Leah: Yes.
Amanda: She is, yes.
Janette: I can see why you would want to attach yourself to her star.
Amanda: K.C. has been one of my biggest supporters right from the get-go, the very first second I was targeted, and K.C. put me in touch with John Chrastka from EveryLibrary from the get-go. And  John put me in touch with certain people who are now the reason why I have my attorney that I have. So I credit K.C. not only with support but my attorney. K.C., she actually moderated, or we did a Q&A at a bookstore in DC. And she bought me these boxing gloves that I have in the house. I want to tell you, if there's anybody in this world that I would drop whatever I'm doing, it's like time to ride at dawn, it would be K.C. Boyd. I love her.
Janette: That's amazing.
Amanda: I will never be able to repay her for everything she has done for me just as a librarian but as a friend as well. Sorry, that was K.C. love fest.
Janette: No, I'm here for it, because we loved having her. She's another one of those people that I will thank endlessly for the way that they champion librarianship.
Amanda: She is. I learned a lot of my activism from her because I saw her have to defend DC Public Libraries back in 2020 and 2021. I took a lot of tips from her just watching her and listening to her and seeing what she's done. You can see it in what I do. It's basically I learned from the best.
Leah: So what about librarians who are scared right now? What advice would you have for them?
Amanda: I would say it's okay and it's normal to be scared. I mean, who wants to be called a groomer and a pedophile in their community on social media? Nobody. But what I will say to librarians is this. You became a school librarian hopefully for the right reasons, to teach kids research and find Homerun books. But what they have to realize is that they didn't sign a contract saying they were only there for the white, straight, cisgender children. They're there for everybody. Every one of those kids' parents pay taxes, contribute to the community. Every single one of your students deserves to feel seen and loved and reflected on the shelves in your classroom or in your school library.
That doesn't mean you put porn in the libraries, because people are like, "She wants access to every book." No, I don't want kids to have access to every book, but I'll use my library as an example, a fifth and sixth grade library, they should be able to see stories that reflect them and their families on the shelves that are age-relevant, that have been professionally reviewed for their age group. And so, if you can't do that, you shouldn't be a school librarian. I mean, you just shouldn't.
Leah: I 100% agree.
Janette: Yeah.
Leah: I remember my very first day of library school, the professor the very first day said that if you cannot bring yourself to support every child in a school, no matter their background or makeup or culture or beliefs, then you should not be here trying to be a school librarian. That just stuck with me. It's been a very long time now, but I think about it every day almost.
Janette: I don't know if people really think about the fact that librarians every day put their own beliefs and values aside to support the values and rights of everyone, like, it doesn't matter what your personal core values or beliefs, what religion you follow, any of that, but we all follow this core tenet that you have a right to access to information, to learn about all types of things, and that everyone should be able to access materials that are about them and the life they live.
Amanda: I've actually told a former student, who's in her 30s, who is in library school, she actually said to me, "I don't believe in certain things, whatever," and I said, "Baby, you need to get—” because I call them all “baby” even though they're like 35.
[laughter]
Amanda: I'm like, "You need to-- This is not the profession for you because you can't bring your personal belief-- You're there for every kid, you're there for every kid," and she's like, "Well, I don't believe it, same-sex marriage," is what she said. And I said, "Well, it doesn't matter that you don't believe in it, you have students that have two moms and two dads, and so it doesn't matter what you believe, you're there to provide comfort and safety and resources for the same-sex couples as well," She didn't like that, but yeah.
Janette: That reminds me of, I think it was a Martha Hickson quote in the documentary where someone on a board made a comment about how she would like to talk to her about why fifth graders don't need access to materials that have genitalia, and she's like, "I would like to remind them that fifth graders have [bleep]. It was the best quote. I laughed out loud. I was like, yes, we talk to librarians who have parents challenging anatomy texts.
Amanda: Well, challenging books about menstrual cycles, and they're like, "That's for the parents to teach the kids," and I'm like, "That's great if you're a parent that does," but we have a lot of kids whose parents don't.
Leah: Whose parents will never do it.
Amanda: I have taught fifth graders who started their first menstrual cycle who had panic meltdowns because they thought they were bleeding to death. Sorry, this went too--
Janette: No, you're fine.
Leah: No, you are 100%-- I have had sixth graders who are like, "What is happening?" Because they have never been instructed or told about it.
Janette: I sat next to a lovely person at lunch at the school board convention we were at last November. She was actually from an organization that teaches sex education to schools in Illinois. She was talking about how there is this movement to remove information and that parents want to teach it. She's like, "But you forget that parents need access to that information to be able to teach it," like, you still need books and things to do it.
Leah: I will never understand anybody who thinks that the way to combat society's ills or problems is to never discuss them. I'm like, "The only way to deal with them is to bring them out in the open and make sure that everybody understands the true facts behind it" because I just--
Amanda: Oh, yeah, because some of the things that I hear the kids say in passing, out at the recess grounds, I'm like, "Ooh, that’s not--"
Leah: "That is wrong."
[laughter]
Janette: This is like the episode we did with Mychal Threets, where I was like, "Maybe we need a parenting podcast." I do think that sometimes it's like, I don't know if parents are aware of all the things their children are aware of. I have grown children, so I'm 100% sure there were things they were going through that they did not talk to me about, that I probably wish or thought they would, but they went to each other or they went to their friends. One of my daughters I know listens to this podcast, but I'm not going to call her out.
I'll call out her sister who was the one, the child who always asked me all of the real sensitive questions in the car when you can't get away from it. It was like questions about sexuality, questions about gay people, questions about all types of lifestyles. We had to talk about these things. I was like, "Okay, at least I know you're asking me, albeit in the car." But how many of those conversations did I not have?
Leah: The talk with my kids was-- I sat in the hallway, and each kid sat in the room listening so that we didn't have to look at each other while we talked about it because you have to talk about it.
Janette: However you get through it.
Leah: You can decide how you're going to do it, but you do have to talk about it.
Amanda: My daughter, she would die if she knew I was talking about this, but when she became a certain age, there was a class at the local women's hospital. So we went, but she had so many more questions after it that, where did I go? I went to the library, and I got her age-appropriate books about what she was asking for, that were written age-appropriately for her age, to know about because I wanted to provide her accurate information. And I knew I was such a baby, I would probably not be able to tell her all the things.
Janette: It's also easier, I think, for me, as a parent, to look at that resource and say, "Here, let's look at this together." It feels less lecture-y or like I'm trying to teach you. I think it's almost easier for them to digest sometimes because then they also know "If I need more information about this, I can go back to this book. I don't have to ask my mom or my dad or my grandmother" or whoever your trusted adult is to help you through that again.
Amanda: Exactly. Because who wants to ask?
Janette: No. It's uncomfortable for a reason, right?
Leah: Yes. Exactly. Hence the not being able to look at each other.
Amanda: Yeah. I’d rather them, if they're afraid to ask an adult, I'd rather them get accurate, age-appropriate, age-relevant information than Google it.
Janette: Agree.
Leah: Right. And that’s why they need it available and they need it in the catalog and they need to know where to find it in their library so that they don't have to ask.
Amanda: That's the whole point, though. When you're talking about book bans and censorship, none of these people actually want to really protect children, because if they really wanted to protect children, we'd start with the social media, we wouldn't start with the libraries. We would start with the online developers. We wouldn't start with your local friendly school librarians.
Janette: That is so true. It's such a great point.
Amanda: They don't want to protect the children. It's not about protecting children from anything. It's about power and control.
Janette: Control of information.
Leah: It is about power and control. And the kids are caught in the crossfire, unfortunately.
Amanda: Yes. It's very sad. It's also very sad because all of these people that are pushing censorship to "protect the children" are setting horrific examples of how to act for the very children that they say they're wanting to protect.
Janette: Agree.
Amanda: I look at these people that are screaming at librarians, calling them groomers and pedophiles. They go online and they just trash their children's teachers and librarians and they talk to us like we're dirt. I'm thinking, "That is such a horrible example to set for children because you wouldn't want anybody to treat your child that way," but apparently, it's okay for them to act that way, which is why in a lot of my activism work that I've been doing, there are things that I want to say and do that I will not because I know that the kids are watching.
I come from a place, I actually want to protect the children, so I'm trying to set a better example than these people that are calling me names and targeting and harassing me have ever done.
Leah: Good for you. That's a very hard thing to do, I think.
Janette: It's the high road, right?
Leah: It is hard to take the high road.
Janette: Taking the high road is not always easy.
Amanda: The high road stinks, okay?
Leah: It does sometimes.
Janette: I mean, the view is great, but it does stink.
[laughter]
Leah: Okay, let's go on to what tips do you have for librarians or I think we can say people who want to advocate for their libraries or for the profession of librarianship?
Amanda: First of all, I say vote all the time. People are like, "Ha-ha-ha-ha." No, really vote. Our library almost lost its budget because of a tax that only passed by 161 votes in my area. So we could have lost all five branches of our public library because of apathy. So you have to vote. But I tell people, you have to watch the agendas. All of the library boards and school boards post agendas in advance.
Follow along. You need to attend these meetings if there's anything questionable happening. You don't have to attend in person, you can watch online, but you have to stay involved, and you have to pay attention because it's when you don't pay attention, is when they slip these things in. If you're already a person that's paying attention-- Activism looks different. My mom goes to public library board meetings, and she's never spoken. She's never gotten up and spoken, but she will wear the color shirt that all the supporters are wearing in the crowd.
She's a body in the crowd wearing the right color that signals she's there for the library. At a lot of these meetings, you can fill out cards saying you don't want to speak but you oppose this policy or you are for this policy. They especially do that in the legislature. Every time you see an email, a campaign that says, "Fill out this email to tell your legislature," I'm here to tell you they listen.
In the Louisiana legislature, there was nine anti-library bills. We sent, through Louisiana Citizens Against Censorship, who I'm a founding member, we sent 44,000 emails. We got all of the residents to send these emails. There's all these email campaigns and letter-writing campaigns that are happening in all your local communities. You've got to find the organizations and sign onto it because eight of those bills failed. They specifically said in the legislative sessions, "We're not voting to pass these laws because we got so many emails saying to vote against it." So they do listen. I know it seems like they don't, but call, send those emails. We've got to stand up in any way that we can.
Leah: 100%.
Janette: It's hard to feel like your tiny voice makes a big difference, but I think it is important to understand how it adds to, or like for your example, that's a very slim margin to pass something.
Amanda: We could have lost all five branches within a year.
Janette: Wow. Oh my goodness.
Amanda: 161 votes. I think we had 13% voter turnout. 13%.
Leah: Oh, that's just sad.
Amanda: So when I talk about apathy and voting, that's what I'm talking about, like we've got to vote.
Janette: Yes. There was a time when I heard you speak where you talked about our need to advocate outside the profession, and that we aren’t doing a great job, maybe, of telling people what we do, and how we do it, and why it’s important. What do you think is like the core or key way that we can do that, or improve that?
Amanda: I think that we're already doing it in that, again, I'm going to go back to social media. Even though I was griping about it a minute ago, I will say it can be very positive. I look at, like, Mychal Threets. Mychal is the absolute best library ambassador we could ever have because he's so full of joy.
Janette: He's amazing.
Amanda: Years ago, I knew who Mychal was because I was following, I saw all these videos, but he talks about library joy. I think we have to go back to that. We have to remind people what libraries are for. The biggest thing you can do is social media. I'm really thrilled that all these libraries have been using TikTok to make funny videos. You hook people, you put out these funny videos in your community, but in between the funny stuff, you hook them with, "Hey, did you know we had 100,000 e-book downloads last year? We've got a vote coming up. You've got to vote for them." You just--
Leah: "If you want to keep them, you have to vote."
Amanda: Yeah. So you use the positive, but you throw in some facts. It's a well-rounded social media platform. I think every school librarian needs to up their social media game. My library is on social media to show the parents what we're doing, but I think public libraries need to hire someone that works on that full-time. I think it's very important to have those ambassadors, which is why I'm so glad Mychal has like-- Now he's in Reading Rainbow, to have an even bigger platform.
Janette: He has a huge platform. I will say, I think it can be as simple as just sharing his videos if you're not sure--
Leah: If you're not sure where to start.
Janette: Right, if you don't have someone who is creating videos full-time for you. Just sharing someone else's content. I know I constantly am sharing Reels on Instagram that other libraries are creating. There was one I shared recently. It was something like when you're the first librarian at work, and it's like he's dancing through the aisles. I'm like, "I love it." Yes, show people-- He walks through every section of their library, so you see they have this, they have a makerspace, they've got all these different amazing things.
Amanda: We've got to share those. We've got to share those. We've got to create those videos. We need more librarians out there talking about library joy and reading and what libraries can do for us. That's the way to go about it, in my opinion.
Leah: I 100% agree.
Janette: No, I love that. I think that's great advice.
Leah: Well, we're getting to the end of our time, and that brings us to our final little section here called Shelf Care, which you talked about a little bit, taking care of yourself. What are some things that you do to keep from going absolutely insane?
Amanda: So I've had to learn to say no.
Janette: That's a tough one.
Amanda: I only started saying no the past month. I was saying yes to--
Leah: You should have started before that.
Janette: Amanda is like, "I'm new to saying no, but I'm here to tell you, you should do it."
Amanda: Yes, I'm here to tell you that it is so freeing because I was working all day, and then I was spending hours every evening on webinars and Zooms and interviews and things, and so I've had to start saying-- because I felt like it's my duty to put the message out there, like, I'm in this moment in history, and I have to--, but I realized how it was tearing down my mental health just because I was not taking time off.
Now what I do is I do say no sometimes, and I hate it, but I do say no, and so it is a little freeing. I am in therapy, and I am a big believer in if your doctor thinks that you need medication--, and that's something that you discuss with your doctor, but I have had to be on anxiety medication that I am weaning myself off of. My favorite thing to do is I go and get massage.
Janette: Ooh. That sounds amazing.
Amanda: That can be pricey, so I don't do it all the time, but I have just the best massage therapist here in Baton Rouge. Kelly takes care of me. She's like, "Oh, that's that know, that’s that person that was complaining about this, and this is that person complaining about that." I just got one, so I feel great. I got one a couple of days ago.
Janette: Well, thank you for saying yes to us. I appreciate that.
Leah: Yes. I think we slid in. We slid in before the nos started. [laughs] We do appreciate you being here so much. Is there anything else that you would like to say or anything that you want to tell our listeners about?l  
Amanda: I just think we all have to find our joy, and I will promote Louisiana Citizens Against Censorship, which I am a founding member of. If you're looking for resources to help fight for intellectual freedom, our executive director, Lynette Mejia, has created an excellent resource guide on our website. I will also say I founded another nonprofit with my friend Andrea Trudeau and Tom Bober called Librarians Building Libraries, which is three of us, but we actually went to Kenya, a rural school in Kenya, this past summer, and we worked on their library. We spent a month there. That was eye-opening.
Janette: Wow.
Amanda: We have a website, buildinglibraries.org. We happened to choose a school in Kenya because we knew the school founder, and she really wanted a robust library. We're in the second phase of that project still, but we're starting to look for our next school to help.
Janette: Still in Africa-
Amanda: No,-
Janette: -or another area?
Amanda: -anywhere.
Janette: Oh, wow, okay.
Amanda: We just happened to choose Africa because Dr. Wasonga, the founder and the creator of the school, had mentioned she's friends with my friend Andrea. She's like, "I need a school library. It's my dream for my girls at my school to have this." So we’re looking for-- It could be a school down the road from me. It could be a school in California. It could be a school in Thailand. We don't know. We're going with our hearts on who needs-- where we feel we can help the most. Go look at our pictures because I love to showcase that school what we did this summer.
Leah: I have seen some of them, yes.
Janette: Yes, me too.
Leah: We were following along on that trip a little bit. We talked about it quite a bit between us. That's so amazing.
Amanda: It was amazing. Just go look at those girls on our website. I just recently added a lot of pictures from our trip and showed them using the library. They loved it so much. We learned a lot from them. So that was great. I like to share about that.
Janette: That is such amazing work. Thank you for doing that. That is amazing.
Leah: Yes, that is amazing.
Janette: I do hope that our listeners go and check that out because it is worth the time, for sure.
Leah: And then to contrast a place like that where it's their dream to just have a library to what we're doing in the US to destroy libraries. It's just--
Amanda: I tried to talk to a couple of girls, because they're high school girls. I tried to talk to a couple about it. They just couldn't fathom it. They just couldn't fathom it. They're like, "What?" Because they don't own books, they don't have bookstores in the area of Kenya where we were at. Their bookstores are like textbook store. They're not like a bookstore-bookstore.
Janette: Oh, okay.
Amanda: Because people have asked like-- We brought 16 suitcases full of books and supplies over there. People were like, "Why didn't you just buy them while you were there?" Well, they don't have all of the publishing companies and books and the access. They have some, but they can't just walk into a bookstore like we can.
Janette: Yes, you forget how the distribution network is different globally. That's a great point.
Leah: I hope we get back to where the library is a revered institution and well respected.
Amanda: It will be.
Leah: We're going the wrong way right now.
Amanda: We will be. When we do, get back to normalcy,-- We have decades of work ahead of us to fix libraries from the damage that's been done. I always talk about quotes. I'm going to say, I learned from Stacey Abrams, whose mother is a retired librarian, that we must measure success and progress, not victories. Every time we are talking like this, and it's on a podcast, or every time we go out in public and speak about it, we're making progress.
We just have to keep advocating with empathy and measure that success with progress. Eventually, it'll get back to normalcy. I just want to say to everybody listening, when it does get back to that, are you going to be able to say you were on the right side of history? And I know I can.
Janette: That's a great parting question.
Leah: That is a great way, a great place to end. We cannot say or add anything to that. Thank you, Amanda Jones, so much for being here with us today. Thank you to our listeners for joining us. Let us know if you have questions or topic ideas you would want us to cover in future shows. As always, you can leave us a voicemail on our hotline. It's 630-734-5015. Until next time, stay legit, don't quit.
[music]
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