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Academic Freedom:
NCSS Policy Statements

Academic freedom is not just a passing concern
for a teacher of social studies. For him it is the
protection a free society offers so that he can
seek truth with his students in some of the most
controverial topics in the school curriculum. It
is also the assurance a democracy gives to the
teacher that the search for truth is indeed of
value for the whole society, no matter what the
short-term discomfort. This freedom is reinforced
by the responsibility to insure every student his
right to learn. It is also clear that sAlch responsi-
bilities place reasonable limits on the right to
teach freely.

Academic freedom is closely related to the
areas of the out-of-class activities of teachers,
and to the application of due process in teacher
dismissals.

Seven times in the past twenty years the Na-
tional Council for the Social Studies has taken
a strong position in defense of academic freedorn.*
Three of the NCSS policy statements Aca-
demic Freedom and the Social Studies Teacher,
Academic Freedom: A Policy Statement, and the
most recent statement concerning the National
Council's Legal Defense Fund Policies and Pro-
cedures are presented in this booklet.

* "The Treatment of Controversial Issues in the
Schools," Social Education, Vol. XV, No. 5 (May, 1951),
pp. 232-236; "Freedom to Learn and Freedom to
Teach," Social Education, Vol. XVII, No. 5 (May, 1953),
pp. 217-219; "Action to Uphold Freedom to Learn and
Freedom to Teach," Social Education, Vol. XX, No. 8
(December, 1966), Pp. 371-372, 374; "Resolutions
Adopted by the House of Delegates," Social Education,
Vol. XXIX, No. 3 (March, 1965), pp. 174-175; "Academic
Freedom: A Policy Statement," Social Education, Vol.
XXXI, No. 7 (November, 1967), p. 605; "Academic Free-
dom and the Social Studies Teacher," Social Education,
Vol. XXXV, No. 4 (April, 1971), pp. 378-380, and in
Vol. XXXIV, No. 4 (April, 1970), pp. 489-491; "The NCSS
Legal Defense Fund," Social Education, Vol. XXXV, No.
4 (April, 1971), pp. 374-377.
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Academic Freedom
and the

Social Studies Teacher

I. Preface
Democracy is a way of life that prizes alternatives.

Alternatives mean that people must make choices.
Wisdom with which to make choices can come only if
there are freedom of speech, of press, of assembly,
and of teaching. They protect the people in their right
to hear, to read, to discuss, and to reach Judgments
according to individual conscrience. Without the pos:ses-
sion and the exercise of these rights, self-government
is impossible.'

A teacher's academic freedom is his right and
responsibility to study, investigate, present, inter-
pret, and discuss all the relevant facts and ideas
in the liald of his prof,---,iory This
freedom implies no limitations other than those
imposed by generally accepted standards of
scholarship. As a professional, the teacher strives
to maiintain a _spirit of free inquiry, open-minded-
ness, clr d impartiality in his classroom. As a mem-
ber ot- 4:_d) ac.--dernic community, however, he is
free i prese.nt in the field of his professional
compeZence 13 own opinions or convictions and
with them the premises from which they are de-
rived.

The democratic way of life depends for its very
existence upon the free contest and examination
of :leas. In the field of soctial studies, contro-
versial issues must be studied in the classroom

1Commalee on Academic Freedom. National Council
for tthe Social Stildies, "Freedom fo Learn and Freedom
to Teact- Social Education, Vc)1. Nlo. 5 (May,
195::), pp_ 217-/3.



without the assumption that they are settled in
advance or there is only one "right" answer in
matters of dispute. The social studies teacher is
oM;1-3.TAed to approach such issues in a spirit of
critical inquiry rather than advocacy.

The central issue in considering a teacher's
fitness is the quality of his performance in the
classroom and his relationship with his students.
A teacher's personal religious, political, social,
and economic beliefs should not be criteria for
evaluating his professional competence.

Like any other professional or nonprofessional
worker, the teacher should be free to organize
with others to protect his interests and to join or
not to join professional associations and unions
for such purposes. Any attempt to prevent the
establishment of such an orcanization, to hamper
its activities or to discriminate against its mem-
bers, is a serious infringement on the freedom c

It nis private capacity the teacher should be as
free as any other citizen to participate in political,
religious, and social movements and organiza-
tions, and in any other lawful activity; and to hold
and to express publicly his views. The fact that
he is a teacher must not exclude him from activ-
ities open to other citizens; on the contrary, his
position imposes on him the two-fold duty of ad-
vancing new and useful ideas and of helping to
discard those which are outworn.
I. The Study of Controversial Issues

Freedom means choice. The democratic pro-
cess is concerned with the ways in which individ-
uals and groups in a free society grapple with
problems, resolve conflicting opinions, and select
among alternatives. Such decisions involve values
and goals as well as procedures and facts.

It is the prime responsibility of the schools to
help students assume the responsibilities of dem-
ocratic citizenship. To do this, education must
impart the skills needed for intelligent study and
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orderly resolution of the problems inherent in a
democratic society. Students need to study issues
upon which there is disagreement and to prac-
tice analyzing proi,lems, gathering and organiz-
ing facts, discriminating between facts and
opinions, discussing differing viewpoints, and
drawing tentative conclusions. It is the clear
obligation of schools to promote full and free
contemplation of controversial issues and to fos-
ter appreciation of the role of controversy as an
instrument of progress in a democracy.

The study of controversial issues should de-
velop the following skills and attitudes:

1. The desire and ability to study relevant problems
and to make intelligent choices from alternatives.

2. The desire and ability to use ational methods in
considering significant issues.

3. The willingness to recognize that differing view-
points are valuable and normal.

4. The recognition that reasonable compromise is
often an important part of the democratic decision-
making process.

5. The skill of analyzing and evaluating sources of
information recognizing propaganda, half truths,
and bias.

Hl. The Rights and Responsibilities of Teachers
The American academic tradition which

slresses the free contest of ideas is at the very
heart of curriculum development and classroom
teaching. Hence, teachers have special rights and
bear special responsibilities.

It is the right of teachers:
To participate in the development of curriculum and
the selection of teaching materials.
To select for classroom study controversial issues
related to the curriculum and appropriate to the
maturity, and intellectual and emotional capacities of
the students.
To have access to adequate instructional resources
so that all sides of an issue can be presenied ade-
quately.
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To call upon teaching colleagues, administrators and
professional organizations for assistance and advice.
TD have a written policy furnished by the local Board
of Education which:
a) clearly states the right of students to ' Jam and of

teachers to teach
b) provides guidelines and safeguards for the study

of controversial issues
c) aetails procedures for investigating criticism of

the study of controversial issues
d) insures fair procedures and due process should

complaints arise about materials or methods of
instructiort.

To teach in ;iis area of academic competence with-
out regal d to his perscnal beliefs, race, se, or ethnic
origin.
To express his own point of view in the classroom as
long as he clearly indicates it is his opinion and is
willing to explain his position.
To work in a climate conducive to rational and free
inquiry.
To have his professional competence in dealing with
controversial issues judged with reference to the
context within which any specific activity occurred.
To exercise his rights as a citizen including the
rights to support any side of an issue or any candi-
date for public office, and to seek and to hold par-
tisan and non-partisan public and professiorval posi-
tions.

It is the responsibility of teachers:
To insure every student his rigilt to confront and
study controversial issues.
To nrotect the right of every etudent to identify, ex-
press, and defend his opinions without penalty.
To establish with their students the ground rules for
the study of issues within the classroom.
To promote the fair representation of differing points
of view on all issues studied.
To insure that classroom activities do not adversely
reflect upon any individual or group because of race,
creed, sex, or ethnic origin.
To teach students how to think, not what to think.
To adhere to the written policy concerning academic
freedom established by the Board of Education.
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To give students full and fair consideratinn when
they take issue with teaching st7ategies, matorials,
course requirements, or evaluation procedures.
To exemplify objectivity in the search for truth, to
demonstrate respect for minority opinion', and to
recog iize the function of dissent in the democratic
process.

W. Threats to Academic Freedom
Actions leading to a loss of academic freedom

can be classified as those involving the teacher,
educational materials, the curriculum, and re-
source personnel.

A. The Teacher
The academic freedom of the teacher may i-Je

abrogated by a number of situations.
Teachers may censor themselves in anticipa-

tion of possible negative reactions and avoid
study of germane issues which are likely to gen-
erate controversy. They may react to attention,
criticism, or pressures from the community at
large or from their peers by becoming timorous.
Such subtle withdrawal of the teacher from the
battle of ideas is an abdication which d:rninishes
the reality of academic frzedom for all teachers.

Whenever opportunities for professional de-
velopment are granted to some and denied to
others in similar circumstances, the basis for
decision may involve issues of ar.:ademic free-
dom. That academic freedom is indeed the issue
in any or all such cases should not be presumed.
However, the obligation to scrutinize the proce-
dures used, the basis for the decisions, and the
validity of the procedures themselves to see if
academic freedom has been breached must not
be abdicated by responsible members of the aca-
demic community.

Even though an individual teacher may not
protest, it is the responsibility of the profession
to remain alert to possible infringements upon
academin3 freedom. Loss of academic freedom by
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one member of the profession diminishes the
freedom of all.

Legislative and administrative investigations
have a place in our decision-making processes
when correctly used and when the basic rights
of the individual are protected. However, pro-
ceedings which call upon the teacher to testify
publicly about beliefs and past associations may
have a coercive inr-ence. In additit,n to pres-
sures which may be brought to bear upon indMd-
us, there are actions which endanger the entire
academic community. These include legislative
and administrative investigations which single
out the teachino professior: as a special group.

B. Educational Materials
The availability of adequate and diversified ma-

terials is essential to academic freedom. Selec-
tion, exclusion, or alteration of materials may in-
fringe upon academic freedom. Official lists of
supplementary "materials approved" for class-
room use, school library purchases, or school
book shops may also restrict academic freedom.
Actively involving teachers in selection proce-
dures based on written criteria to which all in-
terested pers ns have access is an essential
safeguard.

Because textbooks are the most common re-
source used in the classroom, there is a con-
tinuous struggle to control their selection. In
states which use the "approved list" method of
textbook selection, the school's freedom of
choice is obviously limited. However, even in
states which leave textbook selection to local
districts, pressures from individuals or special
interest groups may circumscribe freedom to
teach and to learn.

C. Curriculum and Content
Subject matter selection strikes at the very

heart of freedom in education. The genius of
democracy is willingness to generate wisdom
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through the consideration of the many different
alternatives available. Any pressure which re-
stricts the responsible treatment of issues limits
the exercise of academic freedom. Similarly, the
mandating of curriculum or content by legislative
action or legally established agencies presents a
potential threat to academic freedom. When such
mandates are based on the prevailing political
temper, parochial attitudes, or the passions of a
specific point in time, they are especially dan-
gerous.

D. Visiting Speakers
Visiting speakers, a valuable supplement to

regular school program:I, may be of specific per-
suasion and their topic may be controversial in
nature. If they are prohibited from speaking be-
cause of their point of view, academic freedom is
endangered. The process of selecting speakers,
like that of evaluating other educational re-
sources, should involve the participation of
teachers.

V. How Academic Freedom Can Be Preserved

If the public is adequately involved in and in-
formed about the operation of the schools, their
objectives, and procedures, strong support for
academic freedom can be maintained. Teachers
must, therefore, establish and utilize clear lines
of communication with their students, and com-
munity and the media_ When, however, the media
serve as vehicles for attacks on academic free-
dom, the academic community should respond.

Academic freedom, like the freedoms of speech,
press, and religion, is not absolute. Although edu-
cators have the primary responsibility for the
teaching and learning process, they are not the
only members of the community interested in or
responsible for quality education. All criticism of
schools is not necessarily unfair, undemocratic,
or an attack upon academic freedom. Attempts
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to influence policy decisions as to what and how
students learn and what and how they are taught
are legitimate. These attempts must not, how-
ever, infringe upon the rights of others nor pre-
empt the professional responsibilities of the
teacher.

Many issues can be resolved by informal pro-
cedures. However, academic freedom, like all
other freedoms, is safeguarded by established,
orderly, and fair procedures for the resolution of
disputes. It is fundamental that all charges must
be substantiated and that the burden of proof
rests upon the accuser. The accused must be in-
formed of all charges and evidence against him
and be given full opportunity to respond. Non-
tenured teachers and student teachers should be
given the same considerations as are their estab-
lished colleagues when questions concerning
academic freedom are raised.

When academic freedom is threatened, local
support should be sought. Citizens in the com-
munity and local organizations or affiliates of
national organizations have the primary interest
and responsibility for protecting education in
their communities. The PTA, local law schools,
local and state colleges and universities, and the
State Departments of Education are among the
sources of local support. Furthermore, when an
issue of academic freedom arises, securing legal
or competent extra-legal advice is an essential
step in guarding against a possibly unfair resolu-
tion of the problem.

If local support is ineffective or inadequate,
assistance from national sources should be
sought. There are many national organizations
that are interested in preserving academic free-
dom as well as in improving the quality of the
schools. In addition to the National Council for
the Social Studies, they include:

1. American Association of School Librarians
2. American Association of University Professors

11
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3. American Bar Association
4. American Civil Liberties Union
5. American Federation of Teachers
6. American Historical Association
7. American Library Association
8. National Council of Teachers of Eng liffn
9. National Education Association
These sLIggestions are not intended tc be ex-

haustive, 1-..Lit rather to indicate that a peson
under attack is not alone and that there are
sources available from which assistance rna be
obtained.

Academic freedom is neither easily defined nor
can it always be protected. Documents such as
this, while valuable as a guideline, do not pre-
sume to constitute sufficient guarantees. Only
continuing concern, commitment, and action by
teachers, administrators, school boards, profes-
sional organizations, students, and the citizenry
can insure the reality of academic freedom in a
changing society.

Prepared by the Academic Freedom Committee
of the National Council for the Social Studies*

Joyce Fadem, 1965 (Chmn.), '66, '67, '68, '69 (Chrnn.)
Los Angeles City College
Theodore Adams, 1968, '69
Jersey City State College, New Jersey
Jonah Blustain, 1965
New York University
Margaret Branson, 1969
Oakland (Calif.) Public Schools
Armand Colang, 1968, '69
Seattle (Wash.) Public Schools
Ralph Cordier, 1969
State University of Pennsylvania
Henry C. Dennis, 1968, '69
Sandia High School
Albuquerque, New Mexico

* Years of service on the Academic Freedom Com-
mittee are indicated following the name of each
committee member.
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William F. Eagan, 1965, '66 (Chrnn.), '67, '69
University of Notre Dame
Morris Gall, 1969
Educational Direction Inc.
Westport, Connecticut
Kenneth Gamerman, 1965, '66
Encyclopaedia Britannica Films
Lawrence Giles, 1965
University of South Carolina
Robert F. Harris, 1965, '66
Akron, Ohio
William Hartman, 1965, '66, '67
North Shore High School
Glen Head, New York
William M. Hering, Jr., 1965, '66, '67, '68 (Chmn.), '69
Sociological Resources for Secondary Schools
Ann Arbor, Michigan
Charles G. Hirsh, 1967, '68, '69
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
James W. Lindsey, 1969
Euclid (Ohio) Senior High School
Gregg B. Millett, 1967, '68, '69
University of Texas
Robert E. Newman, 1967, '69
Syracuse University
Richard Perchlik, 1965, '66, '67 (Chmn.), '68, '69
Colorado State College
Daniel Selakovich, 1968, '69
Oklahoma State University
Roy Smith, 1965
Dallas, Texas
Seymour B. Stiss, 1965, '66, '67
Arlington County (Va.) Public Schools
Charles D. Tanzer, 1965, '66, '67
East Ladue Junior High School
St. Louis, Missouri
David Tavel, 1968, '69
University of Toledo
Irma J. Warta, 1966, '67, '68
University of Nebraska
Philmore B. Wass, 1966, '67, '68
University of Connecticut
John H. Yee, 1966, '67, '68
Aurora High School
Denver, Colorado
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Academic Freedom:
A Policy Statement

Prepared by The Academic Freedom Commit-
tee* of the National Council for the Social Studies
and approved by the NCSS Board of Directors in
1967.

Social Studies Materials in the Free
Marketplace of Ideas

A diversity of points of view is essential to edu-
cation in a democracy. Among the many reasons
for this position are: (1) The "Free Marketplace of
Ideas" is the source of raw material from which
social and economic progress is created. All
positions should be heard so that the best may
be chosen. (2) Students should have an oppor-
tunity to consider and evaluate differing points of
view in the classroom.

Therefore, it is incumbent upon every school
administrator and social studies teacher to be
vigilant in detecting encroachments upon diver-
sity of viewpoints in the classroom and to be
prepared to challenge successfully such threats.

It is recognized that citizens of a community
have the right to examine and criticize school ma-
terials. In order to assist school personnel in
handling complaints concerning social studies
materials, procedures based on due process are
recommended.

Richard Perch Ilk, Chairman; William M. Hering, Jr.,
Associate Chairman; William F. Eagan; Joyce Fadem;
William Hartman; Charles Hirsh; Gregg Mil lett; Robert
Newman; Seymour B. Stiss; Charles D. Tenzer; Irma
Warta; Phi !more Wass; John Yee.
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A Suggested Procedure for Handling Complaints
Concerning Social Studies Materials

1. All criticisms or challenges of materials
should be received courteously. The critic should
be thanked for his or her interest in the education
of the community's children. The name of the
complainant should be requested.

2. If the complainant identifies himself, he
should then be informed that a procedure has
been established and a "Request for reconsid-
eration of materials" form must be completed
and submitted. A form letter outlining the school
policy should be available with a "Request" form
attached. The need for obtaining specific informa-
tion should be emphasized as essential to a
speedy resolution of the complaint or the prob-
lem.

3. After the written complaint is formally re-
ceived, a responsible administrator should con-
sult with the teacher concerned, check the ma-
terial, and make a judgment. The official position
of the school should be explained to all parties
concerned.

4. If the administrator feels that there may be a
serious public reaction or that there is some
validity to the complaint, a committee should be
formed to study and consider the formal com-
plaint. At this point, the teacher and the com-
plainant should be invited to participate in the
committee meetings. It is advisable to create a
standing committee to investigate complaints.

5. If the committee report does not end the
criticism, the superintendent should be appraised
of the situation and urged to issue a statement in
the defense of the committee decision.

6. Establish policy: It is recommended that the
above procedure and the following suggested
model of a request form be submitted for adop-
tion by NCSS members to their respective boards
of edUcation.

See next page for Suggested Model
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SUGGESTED MODEL

Request for Reconsideration of Social Studies Materials
Type of material (book, film, pamphlet, etc.):
Title of material:
Author (if known):
Publisher:
Date of Publication:
Request initiated by (name, address, phone number):
Do you have a child in school concerned?
Complainant represents: (himself)

(organizationname)
(other groupidentify)

1. To what in the material do you object? (Please be
specific. Cite words, pages, and nature of content.)

2. Why do you object to this material?
3. Are you acquainted with the range of materials being

used in the school system on this general topic?
4. Do you approve of presenting a diversity of points of

view in the classroom?
5. What would you like your school to do about this

material?
(a) Do not expose or assign it to my child.
(b) Withdraw it from all students as well as my

child.
(c) Send it back to the appropriate school de-

partment for reevaluation.

Signature of Complainant:
Date:

16
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The NCSS
Legal Defense Fund

Background Information
Prompted by two trends one, a growing body

of legal precedent which is beginning to guaran-
tee and define constitutional rights for public
school teachers; and two, an increasing number of
actions against teachers resulting from changing
times and the fear of changing content, new mate-
rials, and new methods the National Council
for the Social Studies has taken action to put
teeth into its most recent statement in support of
due process and academic freedom for social
studies teachers. The Council has established a
Legal Defense Fund to provide money for legal
aid to a social studies teacher who is faced with
an action against him which involves due process
and academic freedom. The Fund is presently
small and is not intended to replace the larger
sources of help such as the DuShnne Fund or
the American Civil Liberties Union. What the
NCSS Legal Defense Fund seeks to do is act as
a "first line of defense" by providing a teacher in
trouble with a grant to pay the initial fee of a
lawyer. The thinking behind this is that many un-
just actions might be prevented if school admin-
istrators and school boards had to deal immedi-
ately with legal counsel. The teacher applying for
a grant must meet certain conditions. First, the
case must fit within the broad categories of aca-
demic freedom as defined by NCSS, or constitu-
tional riahts of due process and free speech.
Second, the social studies teacher must fill out
an application form. Third, the teacher must hire
legal counsel that is agreeable to NCSS. This con-
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dition was estal-,-lished because many cases that
might add to the growing body of legal prece-
dents are ruined by being handled poorly in the
first instance. In the long run, it will be a body of
legal precedents that protects teachers' rights to
seek truth with their students.

Thc- establishment of the NCSS Legal Defense
Fund was approved by the NCSS Board of Direc-
tors on November 23, 1970. The Fund is to be built
from voluntary contributions.

Policy, Control and Administration
A. NCSS Board of Directors establishes policy

for the Fund arid may modify these guidelines as
circumstances demand.

B. The Defense Fund Committee, appointed by
the Board, establishes procedures for the opera-
tion of the fund, acts upon requests for assist-
ance, implements the policies established by the
Board, and may make recommendations to the
Board on policy changes.

C. A party requesting assistance may appeal a
decision of the Defense Fund Committee to the
NCSS Board of Directors.

D. The Defense Fund Committee may not com-
mit the Fund to an expenditure for assistance in
excess of $250.00. Any larger requests must be
approved by the NOSS Board of Directors.

E. Grants for fine,ncial assistance are contin-
gent upon actual money in the Defense Fund.

Cases and Form in Which Assistance
May Be Granted

A. The specific purpose of grants of assistance
is to guarantee each member of NOSS the right to
be represented by legal counsel in any case in-
volving his legal and professional rights and re-
sponsibilities to educate the young.

B. The forms of assistance provided by the
Fund include:

(1) Initial payment of $100.00 for billed legal
services;
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(2) A supplemental payment not to exceed
$150.00 for billed legal services;

(3) Advice on obtaining appropriate legal coun-
sel.

C. The above forms of assistance may be
granted to a teacher of social studies who has
been or is threatened with adverse action related
to his employment as the result of matters arising
from professional conduct related to:

(1) Academic freedom as defined in the NCSS
policy statement "Academic Freedom and
the Social Studies Teacher," adopted in
November, 1969, in Houston, Texas;

(2) Constitutional rights of free speech as they
apply to teachers;

(3) Constitutional rights of due process.

Eligibility of Individuals
A. The individual is a member of NCSS or his

case will be precedential and beneficial to all
social studies teachers.

B. The individual is or will be represented by
a legal counsel who is agreeable to NCSS.

C. The individual completes the Application for
Financial Assistance.

For application forms write or call:
NCSS Legal Defense Fund

National Council for the Social Studies
1201 Sixteenth Street, N.W.

Washington, D.C. 20036
(202) 833-4476

Your Support Is Needed
to Insure

the Sutcess of the Fund.
Send Yon; Tax Deductible Donations

to the NCSS Legal Defense Fund.
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