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A STUDENTCALL

TOACTION
Have you ever felt that you are powerless to

stop what you think is unfair treatment by
teachers and administrators in schools? While
students•rights are usually less than those that
adults enjoy, it is important for you to realize
that students have rights on a whole range of
issues, including criticizing your school, writing
in newspapers, expressing your religious views
and not being forced to follow those of other
people, privacy in your things, fairness and due
process if you•re punished, and protection
against discrimination. Unfortunately, many
students don•t seem to know that they have any
rights or that there is anything they can do if
their rights are violated.

This booklet is a tool to help you and your
peers know what your rights are at school.
Knowing your rights is the first step in using
them. Some say that having rights is not
enough if you don•t use them. Think about it: If
students aren•t educated about and don•t speak
up for their rights, it is easy for those in power
to violate, and even take away, these rights.

Speaking up about your rights and what you
believe to be fair can be difficult. Let•s face it:
students are up against a lot these days with
metal detectors, uniforms and an atmosphere
that does not encourage young people to
express themselves. Whether you are an indi-
vidual student who feels that your rights have
been violated, or you are part of a group of
students that has been unfairly affected by a
new school policy, it takes a lot of strength and
determination to demand that your school
respect your rights.

Contents
INTRODUCTION
Call to Action
Where Do You Get Your Rights? 
What is the ACLU?

FREEDOM OFEXPRESSION
School Clubs
School-Sponsored Newspapers
Zines, Underground Newspapers, 
& Student-Distributed Literature
Bulletin Boards
Cyberspace and the Internet
Protests and Demonstrations
Pledge of Allegiance
Dress Codes and School Uniforms

FREEDOM OFRELIGION
Prayer in Schools
Accommodating Religious Students
Teaching Religion in Schools
Religious Clothing and Accessories
Holiday Celebrations and Displays

EQUALPROTECTION
Discrimination and Harassment
Sexual Harassment 
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and 
Questioning (LGBTQ) Students
Students with Disabilities and Students 
Needing Special Education

STUDENTS PRIVACYRIGHTS
ANDSCHOOLSECURITY

Locker, Backpack and Body Searches
Weapons at School
Police Officers and School Security Guards
Drug Testing 
Metal Detectors

SCHOOLRECORDS

SEXUALHEALTH AND
EDUCATION

Pregnant and Parenting Teens 
Birth Control
Abortion

STUDENTDISCIPLINE
Suspensions
Expulsions
Discipline of Students with Disabilities 

22 

14 

03 

50 
48 
47 
47 

46 
45 
45 

44 

42 

41 
39 
38 
37 
35 

34 

32 

30 
28 
24 
24 

23 

20 
19 
17 
17 

15 
14 

11 
10 

09 
08 
08 
06 

05 
05 
03 



4

A lawsuit can take a long time and can be expensive
(but not if handled by the ACLU, which doesn•t
charge). It should be your last resort. Contact a pri-
vate lawyer, the ACLU, or a community organization
that offers legal aid to discuss your situation and
whether suing is the right step to take.

Where do you get 
your rights?

In this booklet, you will notice that we often refer
to different sources: the U.S. Constitution, the
Pennsylvania Constitution, the Pennsylvania Code and
the courts. Your rights come from and are protected
by these sources. 

The U.S. Constitution 
& Bill of Rights

These have a impact on your daily life as a student.
Public schools, including charter schools, must follow
the U.S. Constitution and the rights it provides to you.
Private schools, however, aren•t required to, so private
school students may not have the same protections.
Public school students usually end up with a junior
version of the Bill of Rights,and,as you read on, you•ll
learn how your constitutional rights are limited.
Throughout this book we refer to the First, Fourth and
Fourteenth Amendments to the Constitution, which are
particularly important for students.

The Pennsylvania Constitution

This also protects your rights as a student. While
the state constitution cannot give you less rights than
does the U.S. Constitution, in some areas the courts
have ruled that it gives you more rights.

Pennsylvania Code

This code regulates all of the state•s public schools
and student conduct. The code requires that each school
board adopt its own code of student conduct.  This code
of student conduct should include your school•s discipline
policies and a list of students•rights and responsibilities.
Your school should distribute the student conduct code to
every student and parent and make it available in the
school library. You can see the Pennsylvania Code online
at www.pacode.com. If your school•s code is inconsistent
with the U.S. or Pennsylvania Constitutions, a court can
order it changed.

In the Courts:
Sometimes, students who feel their rights have been

Fighting for your rights
Learn and understand your rights. Get a copy of

your school•s Code of Student Conduct. Read the Code
and this booklet carefully. Learn from this booklet what
rights you have and compare it to your student hand-
book to see how your school might be limiting your
rights. Find out if your school has an official way of
dealing with complaints. 

� Be pro-active
Don•t wait until your rights are violated to speak up.
Build relationships with school officials now to discuss
student rights. 

� Know your facts 
Write a statement that includes the who, what, when
and where of an incident in question. Get witnesses to
give statements. Make sure you have a copy of all rel-
evant school rules and policies. Be prepared: make
sure you know the other side•s arguments, too. 

� Identify the changes you want 
Do these changes affect just you, or do they involve
a rule or policy, affecting everyone in your school,
the school district, or the whole state?

� Identify who has the power to make   
the changes
If your problem is with a teacher, school official or
security guard,go to the principal first. If your prob-
lem is with the principal, go to a school board mem-
ber or the superintendent. If your problem is with a
policy, you may have to go to the school board.

� Work with others
Making your way through the system of administration
can be frustrating and ineffective. Find allies in other
students, teachers, counselors or parents who support
you or are going through the same situation. Find
community leaders or groups that can fight with and
for you. 

� Observe time limits 
Make sure to read carefully any letters and notices
from the school. Respond by all deadlines to ensure
your rights are preserved. 

� Consider legal action 
When all else fails and if your problem hasn•t been
resolved at the school level, it may be time to think
about a lawsuit against the school officials involved. 

Introduction
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violated take their case to court. The situation may be
resolved in a local, state, or federal court, or it may go
all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court. These court deci-
sions, especially those from higher courts, mean a lot
for students•rights. When a court decides whether a
school policy or action is legal, that decision becomes
case law.  We•ve included many important court deci-
sions that have affected students•rights.

ACL...Who?
WHAT IS THE ACLU?

The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) is a non-prof-
it organization that has been fighting to defend people•s
rights since 1920 . We do this in courts,in Congress, in local
and state governments and through public education. 

The ACLU works to extend basic rights to people
who have historically been denied them, such as stu-
dents and other young people; women; people of color;
religious minorities; immigrants; lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender and questioning people; people with dis-
abilities and homeless people. 

In Pennsylvania, the ACLU sponsors the Know Your
Rights program to empower students by informing them
about their rights in public schools. You can contact the
ACLU of Pennsylvania at any one of our three offices:

Eastern Office: PO Box 40008
Philadelphia, PA 19106

215-592-1513
info@aclupa.org

Western Office: 313 Atwood Street
Pittsburgh, PA 15213

412-681-7736
info@aclupgh.org

Central Office: PO Box 11761
Harrisburg, PA 17108

717-238-2258
hbginfo@aclupa.org

Many school districts offer students a
Student Complaint Procedure to address
"unfair treatment, injury, harassment or
wrong use of any rule." Most school dis-
tricts recommend starting by contacting
your principal or guidance counselor. The
Philadelphia School District allows stu-
dents to have an ombudsman - or advisor
- in each school, to help inform students
of their rights and responsibilities. The
Pittsburgh School District has Parent
Education Resource Centers and the
Harrisburg School District has a student
support services department. Find out
about the complaint policy for your
school and encourage other students to
use the procedure if they have a com-
plaint.

The First Amendment protects free-
dom of expression and says that the
government shall make no law abridg-
ing the freedom of speech. It also stops
the government from promoting or
endorsing religion and guarantees your
right to freely practice your religion.

The Fourth Amendment guarantees the
right of people to be secure in their per-
sons, houses, papers, and effects,
against unreasonable searches and
seizures.  

The Fourteenth Amendment gives peo-
ple equal protection of the law, which
protects them from discrimination and
harassment. It also protects our right to
privacy (which includes birth control
and abortion). And it says that every-
one is entitled to due process of law, or
fair procedure. 

Student Complaint

Procedure

Introduction

Everyone has an opinion, and the ACLU has lots
of them. In many places in this book, you•ll learn
what the ACLU•s position is on censorship, metal
detectors, uniforms and more. Just keep in mind
that the ACLU•s position is not necessarily what
the Pennsylvania Code says or what the courts
have decided.

WHAT THE
ACLU THINKS:

I N T HEConstitution
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Expression is how you choose to show
the world who you are and what you
believe in. 

WHAT ABOUT WHEN I GO TO SCHOOL?
DO I HAVE ANY RIGHTS TO EXPRESS MY
OPINIONS THERE? 

Yes! Students do not leave their First Amendment
rights outside the schoolhouse door. This means you have
some rights to express your opinions in school, but they
can be limited to prevent major disruptions to classes
and activities.

BUT I READ IN THE PAPER ABOUT A
GUY IN MICHIGAN WHO WASN’T ALLOWED
TO WEAR A T-SHIRT TO SCHOOL THAT
SHOWED PRESIDENT GEORGE W. BUSH
WITH THE WORDS INTERNATIONAL
TERRORIST. WHAT ABOUT HIS FREEDOM
OF EXPRESSION? 

You•re right. In 2003, high school senior Bretton

Freedom of Expression

The First Amendment guarantees
our right to free expression. This
means that the government •s power
is limited in being able to tell us what
to say or believe. Expression
includes your spoken and written
words, how you dress, your tastes in
art and music, what you post on the
Internet, your decision to salute the
flag or not, your participation in
protests and rallies and even what
clubs and organizations you choose
to join. 

I N T HEConstitution






























































































