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The Fellowship of Christian Athletes Club
Attn: Huddle Leaders & Public School Boards

This letter is to serve as an awareness of the rights the Fellowship of Christian Athletes. 

What rights do FCA have to access public school facilities?
The rights of FCA student clubs in public high schools are protected by the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution and the Equal Access Act (“the Act”), passed by Congress in 1984. The basic purpose of the Act is to put religious clubs on equal footing with all other student clubs by allowing them the same privileges and access to school facilities that other recognized student clubs enjoy. Once the school recognizes a single non-curriculum related club, it is said to have created a “limited open forum,” triggering the Act and entitling all other qualified student clubs (like the FCA) to the same access and benefits of school facilities as that first club.
The rights of student clubs like the FCA also stem from the First Amendment of the United States Constitution, which offers protection beyond that which the Act provides. Religious student clubs are allowed in public schools because there is a difference between “… government speech endorsing religion, which the Establishment Clause forbids, and private speech endorsing religion, which the Free Speech and Free Exercise Clauses protect.” Public Schools cannot exclude certain clubs based on their religious viewpoints or practices. Once a school allows access to any student club, school officials cannot deny recognition or benefits to some clubs (like FCA) based on students’ desires to exercise their religious freedom.

How may FCA advertise for its meetings and other events?
Under the First Amendment and the Act, every club that meets the Act’s requirements and is a recognized student club is allowed the same access to the school’s facilities as every other recognized club.  This includes access to public address systems, bulletin boards, the school newspaper, and other avenues that schools allow students to use to advertise their meetings and other events.
Students also have First Amendment free speech rights to distribute religious literature.  However, schools may “impose content-neutral time, place, and manner restrictions” on the advertisement of student clubs. For instance, it may require all flyers for club activities to be posted on a certain bulletin board, to avoid clutter (so long as all clubs are treated equally).   Schools cannot censor the speech of student groups simply because the speech is religious.  A school can only place restrictions on speech content if the regulation is necessary to serve a compelling state interest and the rules are narrowly drawn for that purpose. Generally, that means that any policies regulating speech should be content-neutral and geared towards ensuring a safe, non-disruptive educational environment.  But, prohibitions against using certain words or wearing items that have religious significance are viewpoint based and considered discriminatory under First Amendment free speech protection. Schools cannot prohibit the FCA from using religious words on its advertisements and other documents distributed to students, unless the speech causes a material disruption.

Who can be a Huddle leader?
The Act specifies that the clubs must be “voluntary and student initiated, … there [can be] no sponsorship of the meeting by the school, … [and] employees or agents of the school or government [may be] present at religious meetings only in a nonparticipatory capacity (emphasis added).”Therefore, students as Huddle leaders will always be allowed to participate without restriction.  If a teacher or a coach is a Huddle leader, then he or she can attend meetings only to monitor, facilitate, and/or supervise.  Many schools require that each recognized club have a faculty sponsor, so it is appropriate for FCA to have one as well.  However, the activities of the meetings must be primarily led by students.  It is up to school officials, not the students, to make it clear that the club is student-led. 
There is also a requirement in the Act that “nonschool persons may not direct, conduct, control, or regularly attend activities of student groups [clubs].”Therefore, if a parent or some other person who does not either attend the school or work at the school wants to be involved in FCA meetings, they can only do so in a facilitative manner, and cannot lead the meetings.   If a Huddle wants a greater degree of leadership from its faculty advisor or another outside person, it has the choice to not register as a recognized student club.  In that case, the 
Huddle will still be able to use the campus for meetings as an outside community group, if other such outside groups are permitted to use school facilities (see further discussion below).  However, it may not receive the same access to benefits, such as bulletin board and equipment usage, that the school allows recognized student clubs. 
 
What can Huddle leaders do on campus?
A Student leaders are allowed to freely pray and discuss religious ideas during their meetings, as discussed above.  Their rights of free speech and free exercise of religion are protected by the First Amendment, and cannot be taken away by schools.  This applies even if a student is in a position of leadership, as long as the position does not require the student to speak on behalf of the school. A student’s right to engage in religious speech is not restricted to FCA meeting times. The First Amendment right of free speech extends to students as individuals wherever they are on campus, as long as they do not interfere with school activities or the rights of other students. This includes the freedom to witness to other individuals, which the Supreme Court has never held to receive less protection than other types of speech.  Talking to others about one’s personal beliefs is exactly the type of speech the First Amendment was established to protect. Schools should encourage and foster personal student expression. As long as students are not speaking as school representatives, their religious speech is protected. If a teacher or coach serves as a Huddle leader in a recognized student club, greater limitations apply since, in their capacities as school employees, teachers and coaches are seen to be agents of the state.  If FCA is not a recognized student club, however, and merely meets on school property outside of any school affiliation (like the Boy Scouts), then teacher participationis seen as personal and private involvement which is protected by freedom of speech rights.

For more information please visit, www.fca.org and click on “Student Rights”. If you should have any further questions, please feel free to contact me by email, thill@fca.org or by phone, 434-944-3377. We want every school to have the opportunity to participate in FCA as possible!

Be Strong and Courageous,
[image: ]
Tim Hill
Area Director 
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