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Instruction 

Teaching About Controversial Issues 1 

The Superintendent shall ensure that all school-sponsored presentations and discussions of controversial or 

sensitive topics in the instructional program, including those made by guest speakers, are: 

• Age-appropriate. Proper decorum, considering the students’ ages, should be followed. 

• Consistent with the curriculum and serve an educational purpose. 2 

• Informative and present a balanced view. 

• Respectful of the rights and opinions of everyone. Emotional criticisms and hurtful sarcasm should 

be avoided. 

• Not tolerant of profanity or slander. 

 
1 This policy contains an item on which collective bargaining may be required. Any policy that impacts upon wages, 

hours, and terms and conditions of employment, is subject to collective bargaining upon request by the employee 

representative, even if the policy involves an inherent managerial right. Before adopting this policy, a school board 

should review the scope of any clause on academic freedom contained in a collective bargaining agreement. 

While this sample policy and its contents are discretionary with each board, its implementation should respect the 

constitutional rights of students and teachers to free speech and free association. The intent of this policy is to 

inform students, staff members, and the community that the board has established standards for the teaching and 

discussion of controversial topics in order to avoid culture wars from being fought in school. 

In Mahmoud v. Taylor, 606 U.S. 522 (2025), the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that a district likely violated parents' free 

exercise rights when it refused to give notice and allow them to opt their elementary-age children out of literacy 

instruction that involved the use of LGBTQ+-inclusive storybooks. See discussion in f/n 3 in sample policy 6:260, 

Complaints About Curriculum, Instructional Materials, and Programs. Consult the board attorney regarding 

curriculum objections. 

2 Public employee First Amendment issues involve the balance between the importance of the speech and the 

district’s interest in maintaining order and effective school operations. The First Amendment “does not entitle 

primary and secondary teachers, when conducting the education of captive audiences, to cover topics, or advocate 

viewpoints, that depart from the curriculum adopted by the school system.” Mayer v. Monroe Cnty. Cmty. Sch. 

Corp., 474 F.3d 477, 480 (7th Cir. 2007). See also Brown v. Chicago Bd. of Educ., 824 F.3d 713 (7th Cir. 2016) 

(upholding discipline of a teacher for violating written policy against using racial epithets in front of students even 

though he did so to conduct a well-intentioned discussion of why such words are hurtful and must not be used). 

But see Kluge v. Brownsburg Cmty. Sch. Corp., 150 F.4th 792, 813 (7th Cir. 2025) (remanded for further 

proceedings on factual issues of whether the school district bore an undue hardship when it allowed a teacher a 

religious accommodation to use a last-name only practice for student names instead of following the school 

district's written policy requiring employees to address students by their preferred names and genders). Note: 

Kluge was settled after the decision to remand, leaving these issues undetermined. Nor is the First Amendment 

likely to entitle a teacher to protection for purely personal speech that does not touch on a matter of public 

concern. See Pickering v. High Sch. Dist. 205, 391 U.S. 563 (1968). However, when public employees speak as 

private citizens on their own time about matters of public concern, they may face only those speech restrictions 

that are necessary for their employers to operate efficiently and effectively. Garcetti v. Ceballos, 547 U.S. 

410 (2006).  
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The District specifically reserves its right to stop any school-sponsored activity that it determines violates 

this policy, is harmful to the District or the students, or violates State or federal law. 

LEGAL REF.: Mahmoud v. Taylor, 606 U.S. 522 (2025). 

Garcetti v. Ceballos, 547 U.S. 410 (2006). 

Mayer v. Monroe Cnty. Cmty. Sch. Corp., 474 F.3d 477 (7th Cir. 2007). 

CROSS REF.: 6:40 (Curriculum Development), 6:255 (Assemblies and Ceremonies), 6:260 

(Complaints About Curriculum, Instructional Materials, and Programs) 
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