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Planning for Protests 
at K-12 Schools

Across the nation, schools are experiencing student activism in the form of protests, such as sit-ins and walkouts, in 
response to local and national events. These types of activities may occur in school buildings, elsewhere on school 
grounds, or during off-campus school-related activities. School leaders and educators should examine ways to 
allow their students to learn through civic engagement while also keeping students safe. This fact sheet describes 
the importance of educating students on how to express their views and opinions while keeping them protected 
from discrimination, harassment, and physical and emotional harm.

(855) 781-REMS (7367)       info@remstacenter.org     @remstacenter     https://rems.ed.gov

FOR MORE INFORMATION

Student Voice

It is recommended that school and district mission 
statements have guiding principles for inclusion of 
student voice and feedback on instruction, school 
structure, policies, procedures, and protocols. School 
leaders might consider creating opportunities for 
students to express the strong emotions they may 
be experiencing. Students should have the right to 
free speech at school, but schools can regulate that 
right if student voice causes disruptions or infringes 
on others’ rights. Leaders might also consider 
supporting student protests on school property while 
not interrupting teaching and learning. Teachers 
could provide opportunities for students to write 
letters to lawmakers or have students present their 
views to peers in their classrooms. A walkout is not a 
protected form of speech under the First Amendment. 
School administrators should inform students that 
their participation in a walkout would be deemed an 
unexcused absence. 

Overarching Considerations

There are multiple factors to consider when students 
are planning to participate in a walkout or otherwise 
protest at school. Schools might want to consider the 
following:

• Coordinating and collaborating with local law 
enforcement;

• Whether students could be accommodated by 
a school-sanctioned open forum on a specific 
concern;

• Whether the protest could occur on the school 
campus before or after the school day;

• Including specifics in the student code of conduct 
about disciplinary actions that can be imposed on 
students participating in a protest—e.g., unexcused 
absences for those participating in a walkout;

• How time on learning could be affected;
• Whether faculty and staff members could 

chaperone students during the protest; and
• How to engage families in supporting their students 

while partnering with school leaders on adherence 
to district policies, procedures, and protocols.
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Emergency Management Planning

Emergency operations plan (EOP) development should include the creation of a Protest Annex that addresses the 
before, during, and after phases of protests. It is critical to include detailed courses of action in this annex that 
ensure the safety of students, staff members, and visitors. Mitigating potential unintended negative consequences 
(e.g., injuries) must be a component of the annex. Furthermore, the core planning team might refer to or update 
related functional annexes, such as the Security Annex, the Continuity of Operations Annex, the Accounting for 
All Persons Annex, the Recovery Annex, and the Communications and Warning Annex.

Conduct Assessments. Before the beginning of each school year, site assessments should be 
conducted in school buildings and their campuses to determine the types of threats and hazards to 
be addressed. Site assessments provide valuable information when assigning designated areas on 
school campuses for demonstrations to occur. School culture and climate assessment can assist in 
maintaining safe and supportive learning environments by providing data on how safe students feel 
at school and information about concerns they may have and want administration to address. 

Form Partnerships and Collaborate. School leaders, school-based emergency management team 
members, community partners (e.g., law enforcement officers, fire officials, emergency medical 
services personnel, and behavioral health clinicians), and families should be provided with 
opportunities to provide expertise and feedback on strategies to support students in protesting 
while keeping them safe, healthy, and prepared to learn. School administration might consider 
meeting with student groups to listen to their protest plans and discuss strategies for students prior 
to the demonstration.

Keep Students Informed and Accountable. Student accountability during a walkout or another 
form of protest, particularly if school leaders were unaware that it was going to happen, can be 
challenging. Student accountability procedures must be designed to address protests. Students 
should be informed about what the parameters are for protests. During annual back-to-school EOP 
training for the school community, school leaders might want to provide details on designated 
areas where demonstrations can occur. Guidance should be provided to students on district-
approved opportunities to gain experience in discussing and addressing controversial topics. 

Implement Communication Strategies. Communication strategies to be initiated before, during, 
and after demonstrations should be promoted and emphasized to the school community 
throughout the school year. These strategies should be aligned and integrated with municipality 
and local emergency response personnel strategies. Systems of communication, such as public 
address systems and radios, should allow for methods of communicating both internally and 
externally on school campuses. Appropriate emergency response team partners should regularly 
monitor related social networks. Reminders of policies for student use of social media and 
personal phones during the school day should be provided. Considerations for communication 
with individuals with visual, hearing, and mobility impairments, as well as people with limited 
English proficiency, should be incorporated.

Practice and Train Stakeholders. Tabletop exercises can assist core planning teams in identifying 
ways to prevent protests from occurring. Emergency management teams, faculty members, staff 
members, and others should receive training in their roles and responsibilities during and after the 
occurrence of these events.

https://rems.ed.gov/K12SecurityAnnex.aspx
https://rems.ed.gov/docs/ContinuityOfOperationsSampleAnnex_508c.pdf
https://rems.ed.gov/K12AccountingFAPAnnex.aspx
https://rems.ed.gov/K12AccountingFAPAnnex.aspx
https://rems.ed.gov/K12RecoveryAnnex.aspx
https://rems.ed.gov/docs/CommunicationsAndWarningSampleAnnex_508c.pdf
https://rems.ed.gov/SITEASSESS.aspx
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During a protest, response teams should immediately employ event management strategies. Ideally, educators will 
continue to provide instruction for students who choose not to participate in the demonstration. The Protest Annex 
should include contingencies for faculty members who will remain in the classroom and are unable to participate 
in the incident response protocols. Behavioral health professionals and counselors should be made available to 
students, faculty members, staff members, and others during this period. Students who are sensitive to disruptions to 
their school routines, such as neurodivergent students, can be monitored by classroom personnel and referred for 
evaluation and wraparound supports when needed. Educators trained in de-escalation and restraint should be on 
alert and readily available.

Seek Feedback and Revise the Plan. After a protest has concluded, the school district should 
convene an after-action review committee and develop an after-action report. Ideally, emergency 
response team members, emergency response personnel, and other key partners will discuss what 
went well, as well as areas that are newly identified as components to be addressed in the EOP. 

Continue Operations and Recover. School personnel will need to provide guidance to students and 
their families on how students can make up for loss of classroom time and instruction. Counselors 
should be made available to students, faculty members, and staff members, as controversial 
topics often cause a wide range of emotional responses, including anger, distrust, isolation, 
and exclusion. The district will need to establish short- and long-term schedules for provision of 
behavioral supports. These schedules will need to avoid having students lose more learning time. 
District administrators should have memoranda of understanding with community-based mental 
health agencies if long-term counseling services are required. 

Communicate With the School Community. Following the development of the after-action report, 
school leaders—in consultation with law enforcement and emergency response partners—should 
engage students, their families, and community partners in discussion about how students could 
more safely and effectively participate in protests.

Resources

• Addressing Adversarial and Human-Caused Threats That May Impact Students, Staff, and Visitors  
(REMS TA Center)

(855) 781-REMS (7367)
info@remstacenter.org
@remstacenter
https://rems.ed.gov

https://rems.ed.gov/docs/Neurodivergent-Fact-Sheet_508c.pdf
https://rems.ed.gov/trainings/CourseAAR.aspx
https://rems.ed.gov/docs/AfterActionReportsFactSheet_508C.pdf
https://rems.ed.gov/trainings/CourseMOU.aspx
https://rems.ed.gov/Resources_Hazards-Threats_Adversarial_Threats.aspx
https://x.com/remstacenter
https://rems.ed.gov
mailto:info@remstacenter.org
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