The First Amendment and the Internet:

Knowing and Protecting Your Rights


In the world of Internet connectivity, citizens have the ability to express their thoughts and transmit them in seconds to hundreds, even thousands of people, through applications such as Facebook and Twitter.  In doing so, digital citizens may put themselves at risk. With the Internet operating as a global marketplace of ideas, the participation circle and the potential audience is almost limitless.  One thing has not changed: people don't like it when others says negative things about them, whether the words are true or not.  In the U.S., many wealthy individuals and corporations have attempted to silence digital citizens by filing a SLAPP(Strategic Lawsuit Against Public Participation) against them.  This type of action has challenged the protections we all have under the First Amendment.  


In our role as members of the learning community at Bishop Feehan High School, we are contributors of digital content and need to be aware of the limits and rights granted by the First Amendment in respect to free speech. Explore the resources below to gain a better understanding of those rights.

What is the First Amendment? Read about it: Interactive Constitution
Cyberspeech and the First Amendment
What's a SLAPP and why should you care?  It's probably not what you think!

The First Amendment Project, a non-profit advocacy organization based in California with the mission of preserving and protecting the rights endowed by the First Amendment, has posted information about SLAPPs and resources to combat a suit.

Explore this short article from The Kelly Law Firm, LLC, that summarizes the threat SLAPPs may pose to creators of digital content: SLAPPs, Social Media and the Future of Social Media.

Check out this transcript from NPR's show On the Media. SLAPP back discusses ways in which SLAPPs threaten citizens' rights to free speech, protected under the First Amendment.

What does Hilary Clinton, our Secretary of State, have to say about Internet Freedom?

For more information, consult the First Amendment Project web site.

Read this article: “The Dynamic Balance Between Free Speech and Privacy Interests” (Center for Internet and Society).

Legislation called the Citizen Protection Act was proposed in 2009.  Its intent is to preserve citizen's First Amendment rights.  To check the status of this bill, click here.

For more information about the anti-SLAPP law in Massachusetts, check out the following resources:

Citizen Media Law Project
Cyberbullying and SLAPPs
Read these examples of SLAPP lawsuits:

"Music teacher sues over student newspaper article"   (Lahontan Valley News)

Maine principal sues teachers (New Jersey Principals and Supervisors Association)

Fake Facebook page (ABC News)

Take a quiz from the First Amendment Center/Student Press Law Center to test your learning.
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