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Free Speech and Ideological Content

Ideological Content

Schools may decide upon curricula based upon local community views and values as to educational content and method-

ology. Even so, school boards are limited in their ability to remove mater ials from the curriculum, especially when a

removal is based exclusively on "ideological content." Decisions about the curriculum cannot be used to dictate views on

politics, nationalism, religion, or other matters of opinion.

When trying to insure the school board’s discretion is being exercised in a constitutionally permissible manner, people

need to examine the intent of the board members. Cour ts are not limited to examining the objective motivation of the

board but may consider individual motives and even the mental processes of individual board members.

Curriculum and Free Speech

Activities in the classroom are supervised by faculty and are designed to teach or conve y par ticular knowledge or skills to

students. Consequently, school boards and educators must have broad control over the approval of the materials used. In

view of school board responsibilities in this respect, state laws have almost unifor mly required the obedience of subordi-

nate employees, including the classroom teacher, to follow the board’s curr iculum choices and related mandates. Teach-

ers certainly enjoy a degree of academic freedom and First Amendment rights; these rights do not give teachers the

author ity to disregard the curriculum directives of the board. In sum, the courts have declared that individual teachers may

not simply teach what they please.

A school board authority almost always extends to classroom expression. Thus, public schools may limit classroom

speech to promote certain educational goals. This also touches on the use of public school facilities by groups that pro-

mote a certain agenda or otherwise exercise their right to free speech. Although a school may occasionally open a class-

room for other purposes, there is no doubt that during instructional periods the classrooms are reserved for other intended

pur poses: the teaching of a particular course for credit. In such periods, classroom speech and expression may be rea-

sonably restricted.

As we have seen, a school’s curr iculum includes actual instruction as well as classroom materials. For example, text-

books, lab equipment, and other routine instructional materials are used to support a school’s curr iculum. These are sub-

ject to the school board’s control. Additionally, displays in or around the classroom or the school may be curr icular in

nature. These materials are therefore subject to broad control by school authorities.
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