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Gayle Jes-
sup White’s 
book, “Recla-
mation” traces 
her family lin-
eage back to 
Thomas Jef-
ferson, the 3rd 

president of the United States, crafter 
of the Declaration of Independence 
and his sexual relationship with his 
slave mistress Sally Hemings. 

So readers, you may want to read it 
before it ends up on someone’s “banned 
books” list because in it she touches on 
primary book banning criteria (race 
and sex), and even on the 2017 KKK 
rally in Charlottesville, Virginia.

Now with that as an introduction, 
I’ll say that I’m not the only one who 
goes through a mental checklist of 
“don’t forgets” when leaving home – 
i.e., wallet, keys, phone, Advil and, of 
course, a facemask. But for me, a hap-
less book addict, a hard cover book is 
always on my list. Always. 

Which brings me to a disturbing 
trend nowadays– banning books from 
schools and libraries. Certain books, 
that is. I begin by cherry picking a “let 
that sink in” piece from a column writ-
ten by Pulitzer Prize winning colum-
nist Leonard Pitts:  

“Once again, carnage goes to 
school. Once again, American students 
are used for target practice. But conser-
vative leaders are on the case. Recog-
nizing the ongoing threat to our chil-
dren, they know it’s time for decisive 
action. It’s time to do something about 
books.

And if you expected that sentence 
to end differently, you haven’t been 
paying attention. In red America these 
days, books are Public Enemy No. 1. 
From Texas to South Carolina, to Vir-

ginia to Florida and beyond, conserva-
tive governors and advocacy groups 
are removing books from school li-
brary shelves, particularly those that 
deal with the two subjects they find 
most threatening: sexuality and race. 
All to protect our children. In their 
world, a mass shooting is just a natural 
phenomenon, unpleasant, but unavoid-
able, like rain. 

From where they sit, the gravest 
threat facing our children stems not 
from bullets but from books, and they 
won’t rest until the scourge of knowl-
edge has been defeated. Which is to 
logic what a funhouse mirror is to one’s 
actual appearance: a reality hopelessly 
distorted.

We live in a world where stu-
dents huddle under their desks in ac-
tive-shooter drills, but conservatives 
are concerned that learning about race 
might make them uncomfortable. A 
world where children have PTSD from 
seeing friends slaughtered, but con-
servatives fear that reading about sex 
might expose them to things they’re 
not yet ready for. A world where kids 
go to school with bulletproof back-
packs, but conservatives think books 
have gotten way out of hand.”

So, we’re at a point where banning 
books has leapfrogged outlawing bul-
lets, bullies, and bad resources as top 
priorities for schools. Lord, relieve us 
from this madness, please!

Let’s step back for a moment. A lit-
tle bit of history is warranted here.

In providing a context for this nar-
rative, I explored what else was out 
there recently about book banning and, 
lo and behold, I stumbled across some-
thing called “Banned Books Week.” I 
kid you not.

What I found was that Banned 
Books Week is nothing new, an annu-
al event held by the American Library 
Association that celebrates the free-
dom to read. This year, the initiative 
took place between Sept. 26 and Oct. 2 
with the theme “Books Unite Us. Cen-

sorship Divides Us.” The 
goal of the week was “to 
spotlight current and his-
torical attempts to censor 
books in libraries and 
schools.” 

The tradition dates 
back to 1982, when the 
first Banned Books Week 
occurred as a response to 
a sudden increase in the 
number of challenges is-
sued by varying special 
interest groups to books 
in schools, but also in 
bookstores and librar-
ies. Books were often 
challenged because they 
covered sensitive top-
ics, such as racial issues, 
“damaging” lifestyles, 
sexuality, violence or 
even witchcraft. 

Some of the most 
commonly banned books from 2010 
to 2019 include “Of Mice and Men” 
by John Steinbeck, “The Bluest Eye” 
by Toni Morirson, “The Catcher in the 
Rye” by J.D. Salinger, “To Kill a Mock-
ingbird” by Harper Lee, “The Hand-
maid’s Tale” by Margaret Atwood and 
“The Hate U Give” by Angie Thomas. 
Many of these are considered classics, 
but they are also books that deal with 
uncomfortable topics including race, 
mental illness, sex, and death.  Advo-
cates and scholars say such bans go too 
far and undermine American principles 
of open discussion and debate. 

“An essential component of a dem-
ocratic society is the free exchange of 
ideas,” said Hasan Kwame Jeffries, 
a historian at Ohio State University. 
“We should be teaching the truth,” Jef-
fries said. “We should not be banning 
books. We should not be creating this 
fear among teachers that teaching the 
truth would make little Suzie uncom-
fortable.”

Now you won’t get a counterar-
gument from me that banning some 

books, those that promote hatred and 
violence for example, from young 
minds makes perfect sense. It does.

But when we ban all books that 
cause discomfort, we hamper critical 
thinking and risk expanding illiteracy, 
opportunities to know about the his-
tories of others, how those histories 
shape current perceptions, behaviors, 
and world views and, above all, access 
to superb writing and writing styles.

And even deeper, we deny growth 
opportunities that come from tempo-
rary – I repeat that, temporary – dis-
comfort, and learning how to empa-
thize with others.

In the end, I wonder if yours tru-
ly will end up on someone’s “Banned 
Columnists” list. Time will tell.

Meanwhile, I’ll get to delving into 
White’s “Reclamation.” 

And hopefully so will you. 
© Terry Howard is a contribut-

ing writer with the Chattanooga News 
Chronicle, The Douglas County Senti-
nel and The BlackMarket.com. He can 
be reached at wwhoward3@gmail.com
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John Wesley Blassingame was one of the 
preeminent scholars in the study of enslaved 
African Americans.  His early monographs 
The Slave Community (1972) and Black New 
Orleans, 1860-1880 (1973) shattered racist 
and stereotypical portrayals of African Amer-
ican life by using testimony and evidence left 
by blacks themselves, evidence which had 
been largely ignored or dismissed by earlier 
historians. 

With his edited volume, New Perspectives 
on Black Studies (1972), Blassingame helped 
to define the developing field of African 
American Studies.  A prolific scholar, Blassin-
game also co-wrote and edited, and co-edited 
many other works. 

 Among his important contributions are 

The Frederick Douglass Papers, Antislavery 
Newspapers and Periodicals, and Slave Testi-
mony.

Dr. Blassingame received his B.A. from 
Fort Valley State University in 1960.  He earned 
his M.A. from Howard University in 1961, and 
his M.Phil and Ph.D. from Yale University in 
1968 and 1971, respectively.  

Before coming to Yale, Blassingame taught 
history at Howard University, Carnegie Mellon 
University, and the University of Maryland.  
Blassingame began teaching at Yale in 1970 and 
became professor of African-American Studies, 
American Studies, and History in 1974.  

Dedicated to nurturing African American 
Studies and students of the discipline, Blassin-
game was chair of African American Studies 
for more than a decade.   He taught Southern, 
African American, and Urban History.

John Blassingame was born in Oxford, 
Georgia on March 23, 1940, to Grady and 
Odessa Blassingame.  He married Teasie Jack-
son and the couple had two children, Tia Marie 
Blassingame and John Wesley Blassingame, Jr.  
He died in New Haven, Connecticut on Febru-
ary 13, 2000 at the age of 59.

Does banning books unite or 
divide us? Just asking!

John Wesley Blassingame was one of the 
preeminent scholars in the study of enslaved 
African Americans. 

So, we’re at a point where banning books has leap-
frogged outlawing bullets, bullies, and bad resourc-
es as top priorities for schools. Lord, relieve us from 
this madness, please!

Hamilton County Schools Increases Early Postsecondary 
Opportunities for Class of 2021

Chattanooga, Tenn. -- The Ten-
nessee Department of Education 
released ACT and Graduation Data 
for the graduating class of 2021; 
Hamilton County Schools (HCS) 
achieved an 85.5% rate of on-time 
graduation and an average ACT 
score of 18.9.  

As part of the Future Ready 
2023 plan, HCS focuses on future 
ready students, including ACT, 
graduation, and early postsecondary 
opportunities. Almost 84% of 2021 
on-time graduates completed one or 
more early postsecondary opportu-
nities compared to only 68% of the 

2020 graduating class. This includ-
ed an increase in every historically 
underserved student group access-
ing these opportunities. 

The 2021 graduating class faced 
unique and unprecedented circum-
stances that contributed to both ACT 
and graduation rates experiencing a 
decline mirroring that of the state of 
Tennessee from the previous levels 
in 2020 (87% on-time graduation 
rate and 19.7 average ACT).  Due 
to the pandemic, only 38% of the 
class of 2021 were able to take the 
ACT more than once. However, in 
2020, 89% of graduates took the 

ACT multiple times. This is signif-
icant because according to research 
conducted by ACT, taking the ACT 
multiple times is associated with 
increased overall composite scores 
for students. Moreover, in Tennes-
see, the accountability system uses 
a student’s highest overall compos-
ite score across all ACT administra-
tions to determine school and dis-
trict level average ACT scores.  

Even with these challenges, the 
class of 2021 completed 216 indus-
try certifications during their senior 
year compared to only 73 certifi-
cations earned by the 2020 class 

during their senior year - a nearly 
300% increase. Many of these in-
dustry certifications include Future 
Ready pathways such as welding 
and hospitality as well as collegiate 
pathway preparations like health-
care and engineering.

While the pandemic certain-
ly impacted learning opportuni-
ties, HCS continued its progress in 
graduating students who are future 
ready, including workforce and 
postsecondary pathways, as part 
of the Future Ready 2023 strategic 
plan.


