
Lesson 4: Protecting These Liberties

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

If it weren’t for the First Amendment, Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” 
speech and legacy may have remained only a dream. So might many other 
things in daily life that stem from the First Amendment freedoms of religion, 
speech, press, assembly and petition.

Imagine celebrating a recent holiday – but not being able to tell anyone 
about it. Or, imagine celebrating the holiday, telling others about it – and 
then being fined or sent to jail as a result. One of the best ways to protect our 
freedoms to express personal experiences and feelings like these is to exercise 
them regularly and responsibly.

In times where there is a disagreement over the particular expression of a freedom, 
individuals and the government can turn to the courts for help. The U.S. Supreme Court 
has weighed in dozens of times on whether specific situations are protected by the First 
Amendment. Among them are the following cases:

O O O O O O Think Freely!  O O O O O
Divide into small groups and discuss which of the five First Amendment freedoms 
you all would choose to give up if you were forced to pick one. Why? Did other 
groups decide on the same freedom?

In some countries, forfeiting one or even all of these freedoms is a reality. The 
organization Freedom House rates countries each year on their levels of political 
and civil liberties. Each one is categorized as free, partly free or not free. This 
year, there are 89 free, 58 partly free and 47 not free countries. Choose one 
country that is partly free or not free and look up its current and past reports 
at http://www.freedomhouse.org. What is the country’s political rights score? 
Its civil liberties score? What current events contributed to this rating? Can 
you imagine living in a country with these limitations on freedom? Share your 
research and analysis in a report or class presentation.
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Newspapers for this educational program provided by:

• Schenck v. United States (1919): Court created “clear and present danger” test as
   the standard that must be met for free speech to be constitutionally limited.
• New York Times v. United States (1971): Court decided the government could not
   stop the newspaper from publishing classified documents about U.S. involvement
   in Vietnam.
• Texas v. Johnson (1989): Court ruled burning a U.S. flag is a form of free speech,
   and so a law banning that act was unconstitutional.
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