
Writing a High School Speech Code

Part 1
You have just become the principal of Smith High School, a private high school. Your first 
task as principal: write the school’s speech code. This code will need to detail the spe-
cific rights of students at the school, explaining what is and is not allowed, as well as any 
time, place, or manner restrictions on free speech. Remember, Smith is a private high 
school, meaning you are allowed to set restrictions on speech. That being said, the hand-
book needs to be clear so that families understand the rules of the school before putting 
down the deposit. 

In this handbook, you will need to make decisions about the extent to which you want to 
protect the right to:

Assembly
To what extent will you allow the students to come together and protest? Will 
they need to receive permission, and if so, how many days in advance? Are there 
certain areas of the school or times in the school day where the right to assembly 
would not be allowed? Are there certain issues that are off limits for protesting? 
Which issues would those be? At what point is an assembly of students “out of 
control”?

Speech
In what ways will you encourage, or limit, the free speech of your students? Will 
you limit the spoken word? Choices of apparel? Are there certain topics about 
which speech is limited or prohibited? Which topics would those be? Are there 
designated areas in which students can express themselves?

Petition
Through what mode can students express complaints and grievances about the 
school? Is there a certain process you would like them to follow? Will there be 
designated public forums, such as board meetings, during which students can 
express their concerns and complaints?

Religion
Is your school a religious one? What type, if any, of religious practices will 
students be made to engage in? Which religious clubs will be allowed? If students 
want to pray in certain fashion, what the policy on that be? Which holidays will 
the school take off for? In what ways will the school encourage varying religions?

Press
To what extent will you monitor what the school newspaper and/or the school 
yearbook publishes? Are there certain topics that will not be allowed? What is 
the protocol if an article is published that the administration does not feel is 
appropriate? Will the entire issue be discarded?
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In addition to First Amendment freedoms, consider other freedoms that you might 
protect, modify, or limit in school. For example, what will your policy be on searching 
students? Will you give accused students fair trials (due process)? What aspects of Title 
IX (gender equality) will you use in the handbook?

For the purposes of this assignment, the handbook need only deal with the rights of the 
students, though a real handbook would also include grade policy, attendance policy, etc

Part 2
You have written the handbook. In response, numerous students, parents, and faculty 
have asked you to explain the decisions you made. They want to understand why you 
limited some freedoms but protected others. They’d like you to explain the value in allow-
ing certain rights or, on the other hand, the importance of limiting some. In a well-written 
essay, explain to you audience — students, parents, and faculty — how your handbook 
is the ideal balance between liberty and order. Be specific when referring to policy, and 
connect the rules you created to larger principles of academic environments. 

Have you ever been in a situation where you thought your individual rights were being 
violated? Have you ever observed a situation where you thought another person’s rights 
were being violated? Describe the situation. How would you know for sure whether this 
was in fact a violation of rights? 

You could refer to the student handbook, discuss the situation with a teacher, school 
administrator, parent, law enforcement officer, or even a lawyer. There have been cases 
where rules listed in student handbooks were declared illegal or unconstitutional upon 
legal challenge in court. 

If, in fact, your rights, or another person’s rights were violated, what could you do about 
that? Do you have any rights that would enable you to defend other rights?

Possible answers: You could start a petition, lead a protest, write an article for the school 
newspaper, send an op-ed to your local newspaper, hold a protest, attend a school board 
meeting, join student government...

Why do you think this rule exists in the first place? Does it serve any purpose?

What does “due process” mean? Where does this right come from? What role would “due 
process” play if you are accused of doing something? What responsibilities do authority 
figures have regarding your “due process” rights? 
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Possible assignment: Research a case involving a student who was accused of wrongdo-
ing who argued that his/her due process rights were violated. 

These court cases on due Process in high school can help you: http://law2.umkc.edu/fac-
ulty/projects/ftrials/conlaw/dueprocesstudents.htm

Do students in public schools have different due process rights than students in private 
schools? 

What about students in college as opposed to high school?

In what ways are your privacy rights in school different from your privacy rights in the 
“real world,” such as walking down the street? Why do you think this modification to your 
rights exists, and what are the consequences?

Lookup “probable cause.” Lookup “reasonable suspicion.” Which search standard ex-
ists in your school? What’s the difference? Come up with a potential scenario in which 
the reasonable suspicion standard would allow your school to search you, but probable 
cause standard would prevent them from doing so.

Debate topic: 
Resolved: In United States Public K-12 Schools, The Probable Cause Standard Ought To 
Apply To Searches Of Students
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