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WHAT RIGHTS DO MEMBERS OF THE PUBLIC HAVE TO MAKE PUBLIC 
COMMENT AT SCHOOL COMMITTEE MEETINGS? 

  
 

The First Amendment to the United States Constitution provides that “Congress 
shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free 
exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the 
people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the government for a redress of 
grievances.”   

 
The competing questions often before a school committee chair are: 
 
(1) Am I violating someone’s right to free speech if I stop a speaker from talking 

or making a presentation? 
(2) How do I balance the public’s right to comment at a school committee 

meeting with the need to run my meeting in an efficient manner? 
(3) How do I protect third parties or my committee members from having their 

reputation unfairly dragged through the mud? 
 

A school board meeting is not a traditional public forum. It is simply a meeting at 
which a school committee must transact portions of their business in public.  The 
Constitution does not grant members of the public a general right to be heard.  The right 
to speak before a school committee is usually created by school committee policy.  
Once that right is established, the committee must adhere to its policy as long as the 
policy is fair and treats all speakers equally.  

 
 

Frequently Asked Questions 
 
 
1. Can a School Committee restrict an individual’s speech to topics on the 
 public agenda?  
 

Generally speaking, a school committee may limit its meeting to discussion of 
specified agenda items and impose reasonable restrictions to preserve the civility 
and decorum necessary to further the forum’s purpose of conducting public 
business. A school committee may not, however, discriminate on the basis of the 
speaker’s viewpoint.  
 

2. Can a School Committee require statements critical of school employees 
 be made in executive session?  
 

Courts are split on this issue, but more recent case law suggests that you can 
limit someone to making a presentation in executive session.  
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3. Can a School Committee limit a speaker from making a personal attack on 
 Committee Members? 
  

Courts are split on this issue as well.  It has been held that a committee may 
adopt a content-neutral policy against personal attacks in the interest of decorum 
and order. Recently, a court in another state (New Jersery) held that a committee 
chair should have allowed a disgruntled parent to present a complaint about 
school employees and policy that had been discussed at eight earlier board 
meetings. 

 
4. What restrictions on the amount of time allowed to speaker are 
 reasonable?  
 

Reasonable time limits on speech are generally allowable because they allow a 
committee to conserve time and give the maximum number of individuals an 
opportunity to speak. Time limits as short as two minutes have been upheld. 
However, it is important to impose the same limits on all speakers. 

 
 
5. Can a Committee restrict disruptive comments and behavior?  
 

Generally, yes, as long as the chair does so to prevent speech which may result 
in an imminent threat of or be a disruption of the orderly and fair progress of 
discussion.  Personal attacks almost inevitably lead to a responsive defense or 
counterattack and therefore have been held as having the real potential to disrupt 
the orderly conduct of the meeting.  Spectators may be prevented from 
boisterously commenting upon the deliberations of a Committee.  Also, a speaker 
may be removed from a public meeting for refusing to limit his comments to the 
topic at hand and responding to the chair in an antagonist manner as long as the 
restriction on his speech is not based merely upon disapproval of the speaker’s 
viewpoint.  


