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UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT
FOR THE SOUTHERN DISTRICT OF GEORGIA
SAVANNAH DIVISION

H.C. by and through their father WAYNE
CARVER,

Civil Action File No._CV 426-081
Plaintiff,
JURY TRIAL DEMANDED

EFFINGHAM COUNTY SCHOOL
DISTRICT, Superintendent YANCY FORD,
in his individual and official capacities;
Effingham County Board of Education Chair
VICKIE DECKER in her individual and
official capacities; Effingham County Board
of Education Vice Chair LYNN ANDERSON
in her individual and official capacities;
Effingham County Board of Education
Members TROY ALLEN, JAN LANDING,
and, BEN JOHNSON in their individual and
official capacities; and Principal MICHELLE
CORLESS in her individual and official
capacities,

Defendants.

VERIFIED COMPLAINT FOR
INJUNCTIVE RELIEF AND DAMAGES

This is a First Amendment lawsuit brought by Plaintiff H.C., by and through their father
Wayne Carver (“Plaintift” or “H.C.”), to protect their right as a public school student to engage

in non-disruptive symbolic speech by wearing the following rainbow pride buttons:
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The buttons are Plaintiff’s silent and passive non-political, personal self-expression. The
buttons have not and do not “materially or substantially interfere” with the operation of the
school, nor invade the rights of others. Tinker v. Des Moines Independent Community School
District, 393 U.S. 503, 509 (1969) (holding that absent a showing of material or substantial
disruption of school activities, a school’s prohibition against students wearing black armbands to
protest the Vietnam War was an unconstitutional deprivation of the students’ protected speech). It
is therefore a violation of Plaintiff’s First Amendment rights for the Effingham County School
District Defendants to prohibit them from wearing the buttons at school pursuant to an
unconstitutionally vague district-wide Dress Code Policy that purports to prohibit students from

wearing clothing or accessories with “political messages of any kind.”
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Plaintiff brings this lawsuit under 42 U.S.C. §1983 and the First and Fourteenth
Amendments of the United States Constitution for declaratory relief, injunctive relief, and small
damages arising from the deprivation of Plaintiff’s constitutional rights. In support thereof,

Plaintiff offers the following:

JURISDICTION AND VENUE

1. This case arises under 42 U.S.C. § 1983, the First and Fourteenth Amendments of
the Constitution, and the Declaratory Judgment Act, 28 U.S.C. §§ 2201-02. This Court has
federal subject matter jurisdiction under 28 U.S.C. § 1331.

2. This Court has personal jurisdiction of the parties under Fed. R. Civ. P. 4(k)(1)(a).

3. Venue is proper in the Southern District of Georgia under 28 U.S.C. § 1391(b)
because the Defendants are located within this district and because all actions complained of

occurred within the boundaries of this district.

PARTIES

4. Plaintiff H.C. is a fifth grader at Sand Hill Elementary School. H.C. has attended
school in the Effingham County School District since pre-kindergarten. H.C. is a student under
the age of eighteen years old and brings these claims by and through their father Wayne Carver.

5. Defendant Effingham County School District (ECSD) is a school district created
under O.C.G.A. § 20-2-49. ECSD is governed by the Effingham County Board of Education
(“ECSD Board”). The Board is composed of five elected officials who, as of the filing of this
Complaint, are: Chair Vickie Decker, Vice Chair Lynn Anderson, Troy Allen, Jan Landing, and
Ben Johnson. The Georgia Constitution delegates to the ECSD Board responsibility for the

establishment and maintenance of public schools within Effingham County. Ga. Const. Art. 8, §
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5, Para. I. The ECSD Board is the official and final policy maker with respect to all matters
relevant to this Complaint. ECSD is sued for damages and equitable relief for its unconstitutional
Dress Code Policy that prohibits students from wearing clothing or accessories with “political
messages of any kind” and which was the direct moving force behind Plaintiff’s constitutional
violations.

6. Defendant Yancy Ford is the Superintendent of the Effingham County School
District. As superintendent, Ford is the “executive officer of the local board of
education.” O.C.G.A. § 20-2-109 (2024). Ford “enforce[s] all regulations and rules of the State
School Superintendent and of the local board according to the laws of the state and the rules and
regulations made by the local board that are not in conflict with state laws.” Id. Superintendent
Ford is therefore responsible for enforcing the ECSD Dress Code Policy and is sued in his
individual and official capacities.

7. Defendants Vickie Decker, Lynn Anderson, Troy Allen, Jan Landing, and Ben
Johnson are members of Defendant Effingham County School District’s Board of Education. As
members of the ECDS Board, they “hold special roles as trustees of public funds, including
local, state, and federal funds, while they focus on the singular objective of ensuring each student
in the local school system receives a quality basic education.” O.C.G.A. § 20-2-49. These
Defendants are responsible for adopting and enforcing ECSD’s policies, including the district-
wide Dress Code Policy. They are sued in their individual and official capacities.

8. Defendant Michelle Corless is the Principal at Sand Hill Elementary School.
Defendant Corless is the administrative head of the school, and “is responsible for the
coordination and direction of all school activities.” Ga. Admin. R. & Reg. §160-5-1-.37 (1)(k).

The ECSD Dress Code Policy states that as the principal of the school, Corless makes “the final
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determination of whether a student’s attire or appearance is in conflict with the system policy”
when the student’s attire or appearance is “questionable.” Corless is sued in her individual and
official capacities.

STATEMENT OF FACTS

0. H.C. has attended Sand Hill Elementary School for since pre-kindergarten. H.C.
enjoys school and gets good grades. They are an active member of the BETA Club, a service-
oriented organization at the school. H.C. is LGBTQ.

H.C.’s Buttons

10.  ECSD permits students to wear buttons and accessories on their backpacks and
clothing.
11. Upon information and belief, students frequently wear a wide variety of messages

that communicate information about their identities, beliefs, and associations. For instance,
students regularly wear clothing and accessories supporting sports teams, clubs, and school
events. Students also wear clothing featuring figures and icons in pop culture with whom they
identify. H.C. too has often worn various buttons and accessories without facing discipline.

12. During the fall semester of 2025, H.C. was wearing multiple buttons and
accessories while at school. Among them, were a button showing a cartoon duck holding a
rainbow pride flag, a button showing a rainbow-colored possum with the caption “[ SCREAMS
IN GAY],” and a smaller button showing the colors of the rainbow pride flag. H.C. also wore
several buttons and accessories depicting Japanese animated —i.e., “anime” — characters.

13. H.C.’s buttons did not cause disruption of any kind to the school environment.
One friend enjoyed the possum button and found it funny. No other students made any comments

or had any reaction to the buttons.
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14. On December 2, 2025, Defendant Principal Corless stopped H.C. in the hallway
while H.C. was wearing their three rainbow buttons and several anime character buttons and
accessories.

15. Defendant Corless ordered H.C. to remove their rainbow buttons immediately.
H.C. complied with the order and removed the two buttons with a duck and a possum. Defendant
Corless then told H.C. that they needed to remove the smaller rainbow button as well. H.C.
complied with the additional order.

16. During this encounter, Defendant Corless stated to H.C. that “they did not want to
spread the wrong message around.”

17. Defendant Corless did not make any comment on H.C.’s anime character buttons
and accessories or ask H.C. to remove them.

18. H.C. was upset. They told their parents that they were confused about why they
had to remove their rainbow buttons.

19. H.C.’s parents reached out to the school to ask about the incident. The school
provided them with the ECSD Dress Code Policy.

20. They read through the Policy but did not believe that anything in it precluded their
child from wearing their rainbow buttons.

21. H.C.’s parents communicated with Defendant Principal Corless who stated that
she had consulted with another ECSD official and determined that the buttons were “political
symbols,” which are not allowed under the ECSD Dress Code Policy.

22. H.C. and their parents were surprised because H.C. is not political and wore the
buttons to express that they are LGBTQ and to show support for other LGBTQ people. Neither

H.C. nor their parents had any idea that ECSD would consider the buttons “political.”
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23. Defendant Corless cited the following portion of the Dress Code Policy which
states: “No clothing or accessories which through language or graphics display, exploit, sanction,
or promote drugs, alcohol, tobacco, gangs, sex, violence, discrimination, vulgarity, or unlawful
activity are allowed. This would include political messages of any kind.” Defendant Corless
further stated that “the pins [are] political symbols and they are not allowed in the student dress
code.”

24. The ECSD Dress Code Policy provides for escalating punishments for each
violation of the Dress Code Policy.

* On the first violation, the student will be given a “[w]arning, parental contact, and

remedy uniform. Should the remedy require the student to sign out of school, the absence

will be recorded as unexcused.”

* On the second violation, the student will be punished with “[1]oss of privileges, after-

school detention, or ISS.”

* On the third violation, the student will be punished in “accordance with the Code of

Conduct which provides for various consequences depending on a student’s discipline

record and the severity of the offense.”

25. Defendant Corless advised H.C.’s parents that they could reach out to Defendant
ECSD’s Board of Education if they had further questions about the Dress Code Policy.

26. H.C.’s parents communicated to Defendant Corless that H.C. would continue to
wear their rainbow buttons regardless because they believed it was their child’s constitutional
right to do so.

217. The next day, December 3, 2025, H.C. chose not to wear their rainbow buttons to

school because they feared discipline.
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28. This same day, H.C. was scheduled to go to an off-campus convention for BETA
club.

29. Before leaving for the convention, H.C.’s art teacher who was chaperoning the
field trip, told them in words or substance, “I don’t want to do this, but you can’t wear those
buttons, and if you have them with you (which H.C. did not), you need to give them to me,”
referring to the rainbow buttons.

30. H.C. has not worn their rainbow buttons at school since the foregoing events for
fear of being disciplined.

31. Upon information and belief, other students who wanted to wear rainbow buttons
in support of H.C. have also refrained from doing so.

Rejection of Birthday Photos

32. Sand Hill Elementary School allows parents to pay $5 to put up pictures and a
short message on the lunchroom TVs during the month of their child’s birthday. There is no
requirement that the clothes the child wears in the pictures comply with the ECDS Dress Code
Policy. The school regularly permits photos of children wearing outfits that are not Dress Code
compliant, including gymnastic leotards and very short skirts.

33. H.C.’s parents submitted two photographs for H.C.’s December 2025 birthday.

34, In one, H.C. is holding their button with the rainbow-colored possum. In the other
picture, H.C. is holding their button with the duck with a rainbow flag.

35. The photos were rejected for being “inappropriate.” H.C.’s parents then sent in a
photo of H.C. in the snow and a photo of H.C. wearing face paint. Face paint is not allowed
under the ECSD Dress Code Policy. The school permitted both photos and displayed them on the

lunchroom screens.



Case 4:26-cv-00081-RSB-CLR  Document1l Filed 03/28/26 Page 9 of 14

36. H.C. wears their rainbow and anime buttons to express their personal LGBTQ
identity and affiliation. However, due to Defendants perceiving the buttons as “political” and
barring H.C. from wearing them at school or school-related events -- even though they cause no
disruption of any kind. H.C. no longer feels free or comfortable to wear the rainbow buttons in
public, even including sometimes when they are not at school.

COUNT 1

Violation of Freedom of Speech
First Amendment of the United States Constitution

37. Plaintiff H.C. incorporates by reference paragraphs 1 through 36 above.

38. Students do not “shed their constitutional rights to freedom of speech or
expression at the school house gate.” Tinker. 393 U.S. at 506. This right includes wearing
armbands or buttons that are a “silent, passive expression of opinion.” Id. at 508. “[W]here there
is no finding and no showing that engaging in the forbidden conduct would materially and
substantially interfere with the requirements of appropriate discipline in the operation of the
school, the prohibition cannot be sustained.” /d. at 509. In the student speech context,
“[u]ndifferentiated fear or apprehension [of disturbance]. . . is not enough to overcome the right
to freedom of expression.” Mahanoy Area Sch. Dist. v. B. L., 594 U.S. 180, 193 (2021)
(reaffirming that, under Zinker, schools may regulate speech occurring under their supervision if
it “materially disrupts classwork or involves substantial disorder or invasion of the rights of
others”).

39.  Defendant ECSD’s Dress Code Policy prohibits students from wearing clothing or
accessories that include “political messages of any kind,” without requiring any showing of
disruption or invasion of the rights of others. This facially violates the First Amendment of the

United States Constitution under 7inker and Mahanoy.
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40. As applied to H.C., ECSD’s Dress Code Policy violated their First Amendment
right because H.C.’s wearing their rainbow buttons in school and in photos displayed at school is
symbolic speech that did not materially or substantially disrupt the school environment or invade
the rights of others.

41. The ECSD Defendants cannot censor non-disruptive student speech merely
because it makes them uncomfortable or expresses a minority viewpoint. See Tinker. 393 U.S. at
509 (“In order for the State in the person of school officials to justify prohibition of a particular
expression of opinion, it must be able to show that its action was caused by something more than
a mere desire to avoid the discomfort and unpleasantness that always accompany an unpopular
viewpoint.”); see Holloman ex rel. Holloman v. Harland, 370 F.3d 1252, 1280 (11th Cir. 2004)
(reiterating that in the context of government speech regulation, the “fundamental prohibition
against viewpoint-based discrimination extends to public schoolchildren”); see, e.g., Young v.
Giles Cty. Bd. of Educ., 181 F. Supp. 3d 459 (M.D. Tenn. 2015) (granting a preliminary
injunction permitting a student to wear a shirt that said “Some people are gay, get over it”
because the shirt did not materially or substantially disrupt the school environment or invade the
rights of others).

COUNT I
ECSD Dress Code Policy is Unconstitutionally Vague and Overbroad
Fourteenth Amendment of the United States Constitution

42. The ECSD Dress Code Policy, which is adopted and approved by Defendant
Superintendent Ford and the Defendant members of the ECSD Board, enforced by Defendant
Superintendent Yancy Ford, and applied under the discretion of Defendant Principal Corless,

contains no criteria or standards for determining or designating what qualifies as a “political

10
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message” and no requirement that there be any showing of disruption or invasion of the rights of
others before banning students from wearing “political messages of any kind.”

43. Restrictions on protected speech are subject to a heightened vagueness standard.
Brown v. Entertainment Merchants Ass’n, 564 U.S. 786, 793 (2011).

44. A government enactment “can be impermissibly vague . . . if it authorizes or even
encourages arbitrary and discriminatory enforcement.” Hill v. Colorado, 530 U.S. 703, 732
(2000). Here, that arbitrary enforcement has in fact taken place. See paragraphs 10 through 36.

45. Without objective, workable standards, an open-ended phrase such as “political
messages of any kind” carries opportunity for abuse. Minnesota Voters All. v. Mansky, 585 U.S.
1, 4 (2018) (finding prohibition on “political” clothing at polling place unconstitutionally vague).

46. The ECSD Dress Code Policy’s lack of announced criteria or standards allows for
arbitrary, discriminatory, and viewpoint-based interpretation and enforcement of its “political
messages” ban to unconstitutionally restrict the First Amendment speech right of students.

47. Vague policies have an “obvious chilling effect on free speech.” Reno v. Am. Civ.
Liberties Union, 521 U.S. 844, 846 (1997).

48. The prohibition on political messages is unconstitutionally overbroad and
captures a substantial amount of protected speech. Tinker itself involved a political message
about the Vietnam War, and under the policy at issue all political messages are subject to
discipline even in the absence of any disruption. Here, the policy was applied to even a non-
political message regarding one’s identity.

49. Because the ECSD Dress Code Policy leaves students uncertain about what
speech is and is not allowed, they are likely to forgo — and in H.C.’s case are currently forgoing -

- their First Amendment rights and censoring themselves out of fear of punishment.
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REQUEST FOR RELIEF

Because the ECSD Dress Code Policy violates the First and Fourteenth Amendments of
the United States Constitution both facially and as applied to H.C., a declaratory judgement and
preliminary and permanent injunctive relief should issue, as well as actual damages to Plaintiff
arising out of the deprivation of their rights.

WHEREFORE, Plaintiff requests this Court:

a) Hold a trial by jury on all issues so triable;

b) Declare that the ECSD Dress Code Policy’s ban on students wearing clothing or
accessories with “political messages of any kind” without regard to disruption or
invasion of the rights of others, is both on its face and as applied to Plaintiff in
violation of the First and Fourteenth Amendments of the United States
Constitution;

C) Enjoin Defendants’ enforcement of the ECSD Dress Code Policy’s standard-less
restrictions on non-disruptive, non-invasive speech that is deemed by ECSD
officials to constitute a “political message;”

d) Enjoin the Defendants’ enforcement of the ECSD Dress Code Policy as applied to
Plaintiff’s rainbow buttons and photographs and order that Plaintiff be allowed to
wear their rainbow buttons in school;

e) Award nominal, presumed, and actual damages against the Defendants;

f) Award reasonable attorneys’ fees and expenses under 42 U.S.C. § 1988 and as
otherwise permitted by law;

g) Grant further relief as this Court deems just and proper.

12
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Respectfully submitted, this 28th day of March, 2026.

/s/ Clare Norins /s/ Gerald Weber

Clare Norins, Director Gerald Weber

Georgia Bar No. 575364 Georgia Bar No. 744878
cnorins@uga.edu wgerryweber@gmail.com
FIRST AMENDMENT CLINIC* Law Offices of Gerry Weber
University of Georgia P.O. Box 5391

School of Law Atlanta, GA 31107

Post Office Box 388 (404) 522-0507 (phone)

Athens, Georgia
(706) 542-1419 (phone)

*Thank you to Clinic students Erin Keough
and Sam Motley for their primary work on
this Complaint.
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IN THE UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT
SOUTHERN DISTRICT OF GEORGIA
SAVANNAH DIVISION

H.C. by and through her father WAYNE
CARVER

Civil Action File No.__ CV 426-081
Plaintiff,
JURY TRIAL DEMANDED

EFFINGHAM COUNTY SCHOOL DISTRICT,
Superintendent YANCY FORD, in his individual
and official capacities; Effingham County Board
of Education Chair VICKIE DECKER in her
individual and official capacities; Effingham
County Board of Education Members TROY
ALLEN, JAN LANDING, and BEN JOHNSON
in their individual and official capacities; and
Principal MICHELLE CORLESS in her
individual and official capacities,

Defendants.

VERIFICATION OF COMPLAINT
I, Wayne Carver, as father of H.C. in the above-captioned action, have read and know
the contents of the Complaint filed March 28, 2026. Pursuant to 28 U.S.C. § 1746, I declare under
penalty of perjury that the facts and matters set forth therein are true and correct to the best of my

knowledge and belief.

/s/ Wayne Carver
Wayne Carver
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