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Foundation for Individual
Rights and Expression

August 13, 2026

Mark Anthony Brown
Office of the President
Tuskegee University
1200 W. Montgomery Rd.
308 Kresge Center
Tuskegee, Alabama 36088

Sent via U.S. Mail and Electronic Mail (ksamuels@tuskegee.edu)

Dear President Brown:

FIRE, a nonpartisan nonprofit that defends free speech,’ is concerned by Tuskegee
University’s newly announced student dress code. The code bans clothing with messages or
images containing profanity or promoting alcohol and tobacco, as well as particular
“unprofessional” apparel and styles, such as du-rags, bonnets, and sagging pants. We urge
Tuskegee to revise its policy to allow students the freedom to express themselves through
attire.

Tuskegee’s new dress code policy® contravenes the university’s stated commitment to free
expression.® Tuskegee properly recognizes that free inquiry and free expression are
“indispensable” to “the transmission of knowledge, the pursuit of truth, the development of
students and the general wellbeing of society.” It promises students the freedom to “organize
and join associations to promote their common interests,” as well as the freedom to “examine
and to discuss all questions of interest to them, and to express opinions publicly and
privately ... [and] to support causes by orderly means that do not disrupt the regular and
essential operation of the institution.” These free expression policies are informed by decades
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of First Amendment jurisprudence to which students will reasonably look to understand the
rights Tuskegee promises.

A student’s expression is not limited purely to speech but includes expressive conduct.® As the
Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals has recognized, a “person’s choice of clothing is infused with
intentional expression on many levels. In some instances, clothing functions as pure speech,”
such as “shirts or jackets with written messages supporting political candidates or important
social issues.”” But clothing “may also symbolize ethnic heritage, religious beliefs, and political
and social views. Individuals regularly use their clothing to express ideas and opinions ... [and]
students in particular often choose their attire with the intent to signify the social group to
which they belong, their participation in different activities, and their general attitudes toward
society and the school environment.”® Both “pure speech” in the form of textual messages and
symbolic speech communicated through style and images are protected.” Under Tuskegee’s
free expression policies, clothing is a classic nondisruptive means by which students may
“express opinions [and] ... support causes.”*’

Tuskegee’s ban on clothing displaying “profanity, discriminatory language, sexually explicit
content, or images or messages promoting violence, illegal drugs, alcohol, tobacco, or other
inappropriate material,” are impermissible content-based regulations. If its commitment to
free expression is to be meaningful, Tuskegee may only impose such rules when it can show
that the banned apparel is reasonably likely to lead to substantial disruption of the educational
environment.'' In simply enacting the blanket restrictions in its dress code, Tuskegee has not
done so. The university’s disdain for certain messages is not an appropriate basis for restricting
student expression, even when those messages are profane, discriminatory, or promote
violence.'? Barring adult university students from wearing, for example, t-shirts depicting dogs
playing poker and smoking cigars,'® advertising a local pub, or saying “Save Ukraine, Bomb
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Russia” in the classroom or cafeteria is administrative overreach and entirely inappropriate at
auniversity ostensibly committed to freedom of expression.

Similarly, Tuskegee’s restrictions on most head coverings, sagging pants, and t-shirt dresses—
all forms of protected symbolic speech—are impermissible unless they further an important
university interest unrelated to suppressing expression and the restriction is no broader than
necessary to advance the university’s interest.’ For instance, barring sagging pants and other
loose clothing in laboratory settings or requiring sneakers in campus gyms and other athletic
spaces may well be a legitimate restriction on student dress necessary for student safety. But
broad restrictions on wearing such clothing in the cafeteria and all classrooms, where it poses
no particular risk to student safety, inappropriately infringes adult students’ free expression
rights. The university’s interest in teaching students the importance of professionalism also
cannot justify the new policy because the restrictions are far broader than necessary to prepare
students to understand and navigate professional expectations in the workplace.

We urge Tuskegee to revise its new dress code policy to allow students the freedom to express
themselves through their attire where such freedom does not pose a legitimate safety risk and
is unlikely to substantially disrupt the instructional environment. FIRE would be happy to
assist Tuskegee with revising its dress code policy to conform to its free expression
commitments—free of charge, in accordance with our charitable mission. We request a
substantive response to this letter no later than the close of business on August 27, 2026.

Sincerely,

{pssOpldey

Jessie Appleby
Program Counsel, Campus Rights Advocacy

Cc: Office of the General Counsel
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