
Unit 1 Extension Activity 9

The Background 
The right to free speech and
expression has been challenged
repeatedly in the more than
200 years since the 1st Amend-
ment first guaranteed it. 
This protection has been chal-
lenged not only on the basis of
what was expressed, but also
where it was expressed and
who expressed it. For example,
in Ti n k e r v. Des Moines School
District, 1969, the Supreme
Court found that students could wear black arm-
bands in school to protest the Vietnam War as
an exercise of free speech. 

Nearly 30 years later in 1998, the degree of
1st Amendment coverage for students was
tested in Missouri. Brandon Beussink, a junior
at Woodland High School, used his home com-
puter to set up his own personal homepage on
the Internet. He used the Web site as a canvas
for criticisms of his principal, teachers, school,
and a number of other matters. His language
was often not only unkind but crude and vulgar. 

The trouble began when one of Beussink’s
friends showed the homepage to a teacher.
When the principal read it, he promptly sus-
pended Beussink from school for 10 days and
ordered him to “clean up” his homepage or
“clear it out.” Beussink went home and
removed the homepage. He then served his 10-
day suspension. The suspension period trans-
lated into unexcused absences under the
s c h o o l ’s absenteeism policy, which lowered all
of Beussink’s grades, causing him to flunk all of
that semester’s classes. 

The Case
The American Civil Liberties
Union (ACLU) sued the school
on Beussink’s behalf. This was
one of the first cases of its kind
to make it to the courts. They
argued that as the Ti n k e r d e c i-
sion made clear, students do not
“shed their constitutional rights
to freedom of speech or expres-
sion at the schoolhouse gate.”

In his decision, the U.S. Dis-
trict Court Judge Rodney Sip-

ple stated that “Disliking or being upset by the
content of a student’s speech is not an accept-
able justification for limiting student speech
under Ti n k e r.” Judge Sipple determined that
“Beussink was disciplined because he expressed
an opinion on the Internet which upset [school
administrators].” The judge emphasized that
“it is provocative and challenging speech, like
Beussink’s, which is most in need of the protec-
tions of the First Amendment…Individual stu-
dent speech which is unpopular but does not
substantially interfere with school discipline is
entitled to protection.”

The judge ordered the school not to use the
10-day suspension to lower Beussink’s grades,
and not to punish him in any other way for his
homepage or restrict his use of his home com-
puter to repost his homepage. 

Questions to Discuss and Research
1. According to Judge Sipple, what kind of

student speech is protected? 

2. Do you agree with the judge’s decision?
Why or why not?
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U.S. District Court Case: Beussink v. Woodland R-IV School District, 1998 
Constitutional Issue: Does the 1st Amendment protect a student’s right 
to freedom of speech?
Key Passage from Decision: “Individual student speech which is unpopular but does
not substantially interfere with school discipline is entitled to protection.”

Free Speech for Students
Unit 1: Changing Views of Free Speech

The extent of 1st Amendment rights for
student and adult Internet users is still

being determined by the courts.


