
Lesson 2: Limits to the Rights

Educators, find more First Amendment classroom resources at http://foioklahoma.org under
“Education for Freedom Lessons” and at http://www.nieteacher.org/oknie/#firstamend.

There are some expressions of the First Amendment freedoms that are not 
constitutional, such as those that attack a person’s reputation (defamation) and those 
likely to provoke others to break the law. But even protected speech can be limited in 
some places. Students are protected by the First Amendment, but administrators can 
control these freedoms in public schools. For example:

O O O O O O Think Freely!  O O O O O
Investigate freedoms in your school. Does the school have a dress code? 
Observe religious holidays? Allow advertising on campus? Limit student Internet 
access? Review the student newspaper? Permit the librarian to ban books? 
Restrict what movies teachers can show? Have a forum for student concerns?

After you answer these questions and others that you and your classmates think 
of, discuss whether certain First Amendment freedoms are more or less restricted 
than others in your school and why that might be. Also talk about whether 
there are any additional limits that would help improve the school learning 
environment, or whether current limits hinder students’ ability to learn.

O O O O O O O O O O O O O O O O O O

• It is constitutional for a student to silently read a religious book in school, as long
   as the student does not begin to preach about religion. It is not constitutional for an
   administrator or coach to lead a school assembly or team in prayer.
• It is constitutional for students to wear black armbands in protest of a school policy.
   It is not constitutional for students to organize a walk-out from class to protest a
   policy, because that would significantly disrupt the learning environment.
• It is constitutional for a student to criticize a school decision. It is not constitutional
   for school officials to suppress a student newspaper because they disagree with
   an editorial in it, unless there is a reasonable, educational cause for censoring
   the speech.

Even though criticizing an administrator or decision in a school newspaper may be 
constitutional, the way in which it is done may not always be ethical. Ethics – doing 
what is right – help determine whether an expression is appropriate, even if it is 
allowed by law. Think about the Aesop’s fable about the young shepherd who cried 
wolf, and could not get villagers to help him save his sheep when a wolf really came. 
The boy took advantage of his freedom to “cry wolf,” but abusing that freedom came 
with a consequence.
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