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Overrule

School regulations
protect our kids

BY XATHY A. AHEARN

The tecent suspension of 2
Schenectady middle school smdent for
weartag a tosary to school has sparked
an intense debate over how 1o balance
stadent safc'? with freedom of speech.
This is not the firse vime chis issue has
arisen and it will not be the [aor,

Thete ate statutes, regulations and
procedents to help guide disorices
through situadious like the ane in
Scheuecrady. The law says that schoot
districts are entided v implement a
dress code ro foster and maintain a safe
learning enviromnerr, Districts can
prohibit the wearing of certain icems
of clothing ot jewelry in order w teach
students socially acceprable behavior,
eliminate health or safety roncerss,
avoid schoal violence, or for other
praper educational veasons.

Bue a schoof districts autherity akso
has Timits. If a districr disciplines a
student for wearing clothing or jewebry
dhat reflects 2 poligeal or religious ex-
pression, it may violate 2 stu:ﬁ:‘m’s Ferst
Amendmens rights.

“Yo justify such discipline, 2 dismicr
must show that the speech (articls of
duthing or jewelry) was vulgar, fewd or
advocated iflegal activity, or thatit was
reasouably forcsecable co district of-
ficials that the item in question would
cause sylstantial disruption to the
school envitonment,

If 2 district meers ehis burden of
proof, the studens’s righe o freedom of
expression mast yield w0 the districts
authority to impose and enforce rea-
sonable: rules of student conduct.

“Vhese principles, while well-eseab-
fished in the law, do not make certain
derisions any less controversial when
they are actally applied.

In Schenecrady, the student in
question sald ke was wearing the
rusaty leads in memory of Loth
his ofder brother, who was
killed in 3n actident, and his
tntle, who had died only 2
Fow weeks before. The boy
had ne privr history of bad
behavier in schoul, arx]
may well have been
expressiog bis prief
andl religeons com-
dtieng by wear-
ingg the rosary.

i:’ﬁxis [ef:ry
Schenecrtady schuol
officials in the difficult position of
enfurcing school rules that exise o pro-
tect students From: gang activity agrainst
# Ly who appeared sympachetic v all
whio karned alrwt him & the pross,

Moving forward, onc of the keys
to resolving these issues for the entire
school comamunity s ur work topether
to find common ground before an
incident occurs. This means ereating
sensible, sound and cquithle nules
that reflect the input and values of the
cominugity. .

Fach dismricr is required under law
to have a seudent code of conduct
that lays ot behavin expectations
and consequenses for vioating the
eude. Encluding parcats and stwlents
in the development of the code helps
insure commmunity sopport for the Tules
that will then be enfarced against alt
students. Involving cxperts on school
vialence and gang activity also helps

insure that the nies adopted deak with
these challenges as cfectively as pos-
sthle.

Tuis also criticat w adopt proac-
tive stratcgics to address the causcs of
school vialence. There arg resources
districes can access from federal and
state gavernmscnt and through
ranprofiL organizations to help them
cteate and nurture 4 safe schonl envi-
FoAment.

While codes of condueet and student
discipline will always be important
tools, proactive measarcs — like the
adaption of carly identification strate-
gics, ging identification, multicubral
training, anti-hullying cducation, alter-
natve dispute resolution, peer media-
tion, ch ucation, anonymous
repewrting programs and crisis plannda
il hEIp dgcrt"cm had hchavior on i
mlllpu‘-

When studcats and districts find
themsclves in rare sioatdans where
schoal rales result in whaton the
surface may seem bike an overly harsh
decision, we all noed e step back and
reengenber that schanl districts adope
rules for this reason— ta proeecour
children.

This purpase should compel the
peestics involved and the school com-
manity atarge to come mgcethes for
the sake nfalfstudcms.
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