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My mother grew up in Soviet Lithuania; as a result, many of our basic rights granted by 
the First Amendment were nonexistent for my grandparents and my mother. Speech was 
censored tremendously and any criticisms of the leaders or government could result in jailing or 
death. In school, my mother was expected to know and speak Russian and she was punished 
for speaking her native language. This idea, to Americans, seems foreign and incredibly 
oppressive now, but it continues to affect millions of modern people around the world. However, 
my family’s background has given me a global understanding of what many believe to be a 
God-given right. To most people in the world, our five freedoms of speech, petition, assembly, 
press, and religion from the First Amendment are a luxury.  

 Many of my peers fail to realize the myth that all free speech is constitutionally protected 
despite an abundance of examples in our everyday lives. 

My high school newspaper, recently covered the issues of LSD, vape, and heroin use 
within our student body. We felt as though many of our students were being affected by this 
growing epidemic and felt an obligation to cover it. My school’s newspaper has been 
tremendously fortunate as we have never been censored nor endured prior review. However, 
part of this is due to being from a public school. 

It feels as though every month I hear a new story of a student publication that was 
censored by their administration. I have met student journalists who were told that they could 
not write about an issue that is greatly affecting their student body for fears of being too 
controversial. For example, a student I met at the NSPA fall conference told me how his 
newspaper was censored after trying to cover the topic of JUULing, a form of e-cigarettes 
gaining quick popularity with our age group.  

 I am extremely grateful for the support and protection I’ve received as a student 
journalist in contrast to some of my peers. The role of a student journalist is to inform and to 
report and should never encompass fear. As an American, I understand and respect my rights. 
My background, however, has kept me from taking these rights for granted.   

The First Amendment should protect American citizens and allow us to freely share our 
opinions. Of course, there are always limits. Free speech is a right, not an excuse. Once it 
becomes an excuse to spread hate speech, the right loses all value and meaning. 

In a way, our freedom of speech and press guarantees us too little and too much all at 
the same time. It allows us to understand our differences but also causes us to emphasize 
them. It is when freedom overlaps with another’s rights that this freedom is taken too far. We 
share similarities and differences but are connected by the freedoms promised to us by this 
country. We can pride ourselves on our country’s promise of equality but only if we respect it. 
 


