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(Majority Opinion) 

The District Court recognized that the wearing of an armband for the purpose of expressing certain 
views is the type of symbolic act that is within the Free Speech Clause of the First Amendment…the 
wearing of armbands in the circumstances of this case was entirely divorced from actually or potentially 
disruptive conduct by those participating in it. It was closely akin to "pure speech" which, we have 
repeatedly held, is entitled to comprehensive protection under the First Amendment… First Amendment 
rights, applied in light of the special characteristics of the school environment, are available to teachers 
and students. It can hardly be argued that either students or teachers shed their constitutional rights to 
freedom of speech or expression at the schoolhouse gate. This has been the unmistakable holding of 
this Court for almost 50 years… That they are educating the young for citizenship is reason for 
scrupulous protection of Constitutional freedoms of the individual, if we are not to strangle the free 
mind at its source and teach youth to discount important principles of our government as mere 
platitudes. 

Our problem lies in the area where students in the exercise of First Amendment rights collide with the 
rules of the school authorities… The school officials banned and sought to punish petitioners for a silent, 
passive expression of opinion, unaccompanied by any disorder or disturbance on the part of petitioners. 
There is here no evidence whatever of petitioners' interference, actual or nascent, with the schools' 
work or of collision with the rights of other students to be secure and to be let alone. Accordingly, this 
case does not concern speech or action that intrudes upon the work of the schools or the rights of other 
students… In our system, state-operated schools may not be enclaves of totalitarianism. School officials 
do not possess absolute authority over their students. Students in school as well as out of school are 
"persons" under our Constitution. They are possessed of fundamental rights which the State must 
respect, just as they themselves must respect their obligations to the State. In our system, students may 
not be regarded as closed-circuit recipients of only that which the State chooses to communicate. They 
may not be confined to the expression of those sentiments that are officially approved. In the absence 
of a specific showing of constitutionally valid reasons to regulate their speech, students are entitled to 
freedom of expression of their views… A student's rights, therefore, do not embrace merely the 
classroom hours. When he is in the cafeteria, or on the playing field, or on [513] the campus during the 
authorized hours, he may express his opinions, even on controversial subjects like the conflict in 
Vietnam, if he does so without "materially and substantially interfer[ing] with the requirements of 
appropriate discipline in the operation of the school" and without colliding with the rights of others… 
Under our Constitution, free speech is not a right that is given only to be so circumscribed that it exists 
in principle but not in fact. Freedom of expression would not truly exist if the right could be exercised 
only in an area that a benevolent government has provided as a safe haven for crackpots. The 
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Constitution says that Congress (and the States) may not abridge the right to free speech. This provision 
means what it says. 

As we have discussed, the record does not demonstrate any facts which might reasonably have led 
school authorities to forecast substantial disruption of or material interference with school activities, 
and no disturbances or disorders on the school premises in fact occurred. These petitioners merely went 
about their ordained rounds in school. Their deviation consisted only in wearing on their sleeve a band 
of black cloth, not more than two inches wide. They wore it to exhibit their disapproval of the Vietnam 
hostilities and their advocacy of a truce, to make their views known, and, by their example, to influence 
others to adopt them. They neither interrupted school activities nor sought to intrude in the school 
affairs or the lives of others. They caused discussion outside of the classrooms, but no interference with 
work and no disorder. In the circumstances, our Constitution does not permit officials of the State to 
deny their form of expression.  
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