
10 Supreme Court Cases Every 
Teen Should Know 

Let the debate begin



#1 Tinker v. Des Moines Independent 
School District (1969)

• Issue:

–Freedom of 
Speech at School

• Background:

– Students wore black 
armbands to school to 
protest the war in 
Vietnam.  

– Told to remove 
armbands, when they 
refused they were 
suspended.  

• First Amendment

– Freedom of Speech



The Ruling…..

• In a 7-2 decision, the courts ruled that 
students and teachers don’t “shed their 
constitutional rights to freedom of speech or 
expression at the schoolhouse gate”

• However, the Court did not grant students an 
unlimited right to self-expression…..Must be 
balanced against a school’s need to keep order



The Bottom Line..

• You Have the Right To 
Express Yourself---Up To 
a Point



Impact….

 The disruption test

 “Bong Hits for Jesus”

 What do you think?



#2 New Jersey v T.L.O (1985)

• Issue: Privacy Rights at 
School

• Background:

– Terry was caught 
smoking in a school 
bathroom

– School Search her purse

– Found cigarettes, rolling 
papers, and marijuana

• Claimed the school 
violate the 4th

Amendment



Ruling….

• In a 6-3 decision, The Supreme Court ruled in 
favor of the school.  Students have ‘legitimate 
expectation of privacy,’ but must be balanced 
with ‘maintaining an environment in which 
learning can take place’



The Bottom Line….

• Your Belongings Can Be 
Searched, But Not 
Arbitrarily



Impact…

• School officials may search a student’s 
property if they have a ‘reasonable suspicion’



#3 Ingraham v. Wright (1977)

• Issue: School Discipline

• 8th Amendment at stake

• Background

– James Ingraham was 
being disruptive in the 
school auditorium

– Principal decided to give 
5 swats with paddle

– He refused, then held 
down for 20 swats



Ruling…

• In a 5-4 decision the Supreme Court upheld 
the decision by the Schools.  

• The court said that reasonable physical 
discipline at school doesn’t violate the 
Constitution.  



The bottom line…

• Teachers Can Use Corporal Punishment, If 
Your Locality Allows It



Impact…

• 22 states currently permit corporal 
punishment in public schools, and 28 have 
banned  the practice



#4 Santa Fe Independent School 
District v. Jane Doe (200

• Issue: School Prayer

• First Amendment at Stake

• Background:

• A Texas school district 
allowed a student 
‘chaplain,’ who had been 
elected by fellow students 
to lead prayer before 
football games

• Sued over this… 
“Congress shall make no 
law respecting an 
establishment of religion



Ruling….

• In a 6-3 decision, the Supreme Court ruled 
that the school district’s policy regarding 
prayer was unconstitutional 

• However, students may pray together, as long 
as coach or other school officials are not 
involved



The bottom line

• Public schools Cannot 
Sponsor Religious 
Activity



#5 Kent v. United States (1966)

• Issue: Juveniles and 
Serious Crime

• 8th Amendment 

• Background:

– Morris Kent, 16, was 
arrest and charged with 
3 home burglaries, 3 
robberies, and 2 counts 
of rape

– Was tried as an adult, 
claimed he should have 
been tried as a juvenile



Ruling…

• In a 5-4 decision, the 
Supreme Court ruled 
against Morris and said 
that a minor can be 
tried and punished as 
an adult.  

• However, must weigh a 
variety of factors when 
deciding whether or not 
move from a juvenile 
court

• The Bottom Line..
– Teens CAN Be Tried as 

Adults

• However, in 2005 the 
Supreme Court 
abolished the death 
penalty for juvenile 
offenders



#6 Hazelwood School District v. 
Kuhlmeier

• Issue: Student 
Journalism and the 1st

Amendment

• Background:

– Three girls wrote 
articles, in a school 
newspaper, about the 
impact of divorce and 
teen pregnancy

– Girls claimed this 
violated their 1st

Amendment Rights



Ruling…

• In a 5-3 decision, the 
Supreme Court rule in 
favor of the Hazelwood 
School District.

• “Educators do not offend 
the 1st Amendment by 
exercising editorial 
control over the style & 
Content of student 
speech….reasonably 
related to legitimate 
concerns

• Bottom Line: 
– Schools can Censor 

Student Newspapers



#7 Vernonia School District v. Acton 
(1995)

• Issue:  Student Athletes 
and Drug Testing

• 4th Amendment is at 
stake

• Background…

– James Anton, a 12 year-
old 7th grader wanted to 
try out for the football 
team. 

– He refuse drug testing

– Suspended for the 
season



Ruling…

• In a 6-3 decision, The 
Supreme Court rule in 
favor of the School 
district.

• “Students who 
voluntarily participate 
in school athletics have 
reason to expect 
intrusions upon normal 
rights and privileges, 
including privacy

• The Bottom Line:
– Schools Can Require It

• Additional Info…
• The court has ruled in 

favor of school policies 
requiring random drug 
test for all extracurricular 
activities



#8 West Side Community Schools v. 
Mergens (1990)

• Issue: Student Clubs

• The 1st amendment at 
stake

• Background

– Bridget Mergens wanted 
to start an after-school 
Christian club

– She got denied

– She challenged the 
decision



Ruling…

• In a 8-1 decision, the 
Supreme Court ruled in 
the favor of Bridget

• “We think that 
secondary-school 
students are mature 
enough and are likely to 
understand that a school 
does not endorse or 
support student speech 
that it merely permits it.

• The bottom line….
– Public schools that allow 

student-interest clubs 
cannot exclude religious or 
political ones 



#9 Grutter v. Bollinger (2003)

• Issues: Affirmative 
Action in College

• 14th Amendment 

• Background

– In 1997, Barbara Grutter
was denied admission to 
the University of 
Michigan Law School

– Grutter, sued over 
consideration of race as 
a factor

– Michigan admitted less-
qualified minority 
students.



Ruling…

• In a 5-4 decision, the 
Supreme Court upheld 
the use of affirmative 
action in higher 
education.

• ‘Student-body diversity 
is a compelling state 
interest that can justify 
the use of race in 
university admissions’

• Bottom line:

– Colleges Can Use Race as 
a Factor in Admissions

• Affirmative Action was 
issued by President 
Kennedy



#10 Deshaney v Winnebage County 
Social Services (1989)

• Issue:  Constitutional 
Rights at Home

• 14th Amendment

• Background:
– 4 year-old Joshua 

Deshaney lived with his 
father

– Was abused by him.  The 
state took him away 
from his father then 
return him to his father

– He was paralyzed from 
the abuse

– Josh and his mother 
sued the State



Ruling….

• In a decision of 6-3, the 
Supreme Court ruled 
against Joshua and his 
mother

• Constitution does not 
protect children from 
their parents and that 
therefore the 
government was not at 
fault.

• Bottom Line:

– The Constitution Doesn’t 
Protect Kids From Their 
Parents


