Supreme Court and Student Rights

· West Virginia State Board of Education v. Barnette
Citation: 319 U.S. 624 (1943)
Concepts: Flag Salute/State Rights v. Establishment Clause 

Facts

The West Virginia State Board of Education required by state law that all students salute the flag and recite the pledge of allegiance as a part of their daily routine. Students who refused were suspended, declared unlawfully absent, and subject to delinquency proceedings. Parents of such students were also subject to a fine or imprisonment. Several Jehovah’s Witnesses, who were citizens of West Virginia, sought from the court an injunction to stop the West Virginia State Board of Education from requiring the pledge and flag salute. 

Issue

Whether flag salute ceremonies in the schools violated students’ liberties as guaranteed by the First Amendment. 

Opinion

The Supreme Court of the United States ruled, 6-3, in favor of Barnette and the other Jehovah’s Witnesses. The Court held that the Board of Education could not require daily flag salute and pledge as a condition that students must meet to receive a public education. The Court’s ruling provided students “scrupulous protection” of their constitutional liberties as guaranteed by the First Amendment. 

  

· Engel v. Vitale
Citation: 370 U.S. 421 (1962)
Concepts: School Prayer/Establishment Clause v. State Rights 

Facts

The Board of Education of New Hyde Park, New York, instructed the schools of their district to have students recite a NYS Regents-composed prayer at the beginning of each school day. Parents of a number of students challenged this policy. They said that the official prayer was contrary to their religious beliefs and that a governmental agency did not have the right to force prayer on students. The parents felt that the prayer violated the First Amendment’s separation of church and state provision. The state contended that it was a non-denominational prayer and that the schools did not compel any student to recite it. 

Issue

Whether a non-denominational prayer, recited in every classroom in a school district, violated the First Amendment’s provision for separation of church and state. 

Opinion

The Supreme Court of the United States found that the school district violated the students’ First Amendment rights because even though the students did not have to say the prayer, the reciting of the prayer in class would put unwanted pressures on them. Further, this non-denominational prayer was found to be too religious for the state to mandate and was in violation of the establishment clause of the First Amendment. 

  

· Abington School District v. Schempp
Citation: 374 U.S. 203 (1963)
Concepts: Bible Readings/Reserved Clause v. Establishment Clause 

Facts

A Pennsylvania statute required that “at least ten verses from the Holy Bible shall be read at the opening of each public ... school day.” A student could be excused from the Bible reading with a written note from a parent or guardian. The Schempp family, who had children in the Abington school system, disapproved of the Bible reading because it violated their religious beliefs. The family refused to write a letter to have their children excused, and took legal action to stop the school district from conducting the daily Bible readings. The district court ruled in favor of the Schempp family. The school district appealed to the Supreme Court of the United States. 

Issue

Whether a state, in creating a statute that promotes prayer in its public school system, is violating the establishment clause of the First Amendment, which states that the government may not establish any religion. 

Opinion

The Court declared the law calling for “prayer in school” unconstitutional because it represented an establishment of religion by government. Stating that this was a direct violation of the establishment clause of the First Amendment, the Court prohibited Bible readings in public schools. 

· Epperson v. Arkansas
Citation: 393 U.S. 97 (1968)
Concepts: Teaching of Evolution/Establishment Clause v. State Rights 

Facts

An Arkansas statute forbade teachers in public schools from teaching the “theory or doctrine that mankind ascended or descended from a lower order of animals.” A teacher determined that the law was invalid and lost her job for violating it. The Supreme Court of the United States was called in to review this statute which made it unlawful for teachers in state schools to teach human evolution. 

Issue

Whether the Arkansas statute that prohibited the teaching of evolution violated the establishment clause of the First Amendment and the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment of the Constitution because of its religious purpose. 

Opinion

The Court held that the Arkansas statute forbidding the teaching of evolution in public learning institutions was contrary to the freedom of religion mandate of the First Amendment, and was also in violation of the Fourteenth Amendment. The Court ruled that a state may not eliminate ideas from a school’s curricula solely because the ideas come in conflict with the beliefs of certain religious groups. In this case, the law that compelled the evolution doctrine to be removed from the course of study was passed to agree with the religious point-of-view of certain fundamentalists. Thus, the reason for removing the doctrine was to aid a religious point-of-view and, therefore, was violative of the First Amendment. The Court said that the law must require religious neutrality. 

· Mills v. Board of Education of District of Columbia
Citation: 348 F.Supp. 866 (1972)
Concept: Education for Exceptional Children Equal Protection v. State Rights 

Facts

Seven children of school age were denied education because they were mentally retarded, emotionally disturbed, hyperactive, or had behavioral problems. The Board of Education did not provide schooling for these exceptional children, violating controlling statutes and their own board regulations. It was also estimated that 18,000 similar “exceptional” children in the Washington, D.C., area were not in school. The D.C. school system admitted that it had failed its duty to provide these children with publicly supported education suited to their individual needs. It also had failed to provide prior hearings and periodic reviews of each exceptional student case. 

Issue

Whether the Board of Education’s failure to provide schooling, hearings, and periodic reviews for “exceptional” children violated the children’s equal protection and due process rights of the Fourteenth Amendment. 

Opinion

The Supreme Court of the United States said that the Board of Education of the District of Columbia violated such rights as due process and certain statutes and regulations. The Court held that the Board of Education must provide public schooling for the exceptional children, along with a hearing beforehand to decide whether the child was exceptional. A plan was devised to adopt due process hearing procedures similar to that which the children requested. The Court said that the Board of Education had an obligation to provide whatever specialized instructions were needed to benefit the children, and that every child between the ages of seven and sixteen shall be provided regular instructions. No child eligible for public education should be excluded from school unless an adequate alternative suited to the child’s needs was provided. 

  

· Vernonia v. Acton
Citation: 115 S. Ct. 2386 (1995)
Concepts: Student Search and Seizure 

Facts

Vernonia school district of Oregon, concerned about the drug problem among athletes and students in their own school community and America in general, sought to reduce the problem by creating a student-athlete drug policy.  School officials worried that drug use by athletes might produce more risk of sports-related injuries.  The Vernonia school district student-athlete drug policy authorized urinalysis drug testing of student athletes.  James Acton refused the urinalysis test and was disallowed participation in the school’s junior high football program. 

Issue

Does drug testing of students athletes violate their protection against unreasonable search and seizure provided in the Fourth Amendment? 

Opinion

In a 6-3 decision, the Supreme Court of the United States reasoned that drug testing of student athletes was constitutional.  The Court accepted the argument that student rights were lessened at school if it was necessary to maintain student safety and to fulfill the educational mission of the school.  

