Dartmouth College v. Woodward
Citation:  4 Wheat. 519 (1819)
Concepts: Contractual Obligations/State Rights/Private Rights 

Facts 

Dartmouth College was established in 1769 under a corporate charter from King George III of England, which was to last “forever.” When the United States was formed, the agreement with the King became an agreement with the state of New Hampshire.  In 1816, the New Hampshire state legislature amended (changed) the College’s charter, making it a state university, enlarging the number of trustees, and revising the educational purpose of Dartmouth College.  The trustees of the College protested, stating that the original charter was still valid, and sued. Daniel Webster represented Dartmouth College and argued that such amendments were contrary to the original charter and therefore could not be changed by the state.  

Issue 
Whether the Dartmouth College’s private corporate charter was constitutionally protected against any state law designed to interfere with the nature and purpose of the original charter. 

Opinion 
In a 6-1 decision, the Supreme Court of the United States ruled that the Dartmouth College charter was a contract and was unconstitutionally interfered with by the new laws enacted by the New Hampshire legislation.  Chief Justice Marshall stated that the College charter was a contract protected by the Constitution and the state of New Hampshire was bound to respect the original charter.

 

Plessy v. Ferguson
Citation: 163 U.S. 537 (1896)
Concepts: Separate But Equal/Equal Protection v. State Rights 
Facts 
In 1892, Plessy purchased a first class ticket on the East Louisiana Railway, from New Orleans to Covington, Louisiana. Plessy, who was of racially mixed descent (one-eighth black and seven-eighths Caucasian), was a United States citizen and a resident of the state of Louisiana. When he entered the train, he took a seat in the coach where only whites were permitted to sit. He was told by the conductor to leave the coach and to find another seat on the train where non-whites were permitted to sit. Plessy did not move and was ejected by force from the train. Plessy was sent to jail for violating the Louisiana Act of 1890, which required railway companies to provide “separate but equal” accommodations for white and black races. Plessy argued that this law was unconstitutional. 

Issue 
Whether laws which provided for the separation of races violated the rights of blacks as guaranteed by the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. 

Opinion 
The Supreme Court of the United States held that the Louisiana Act, which stated that “all railway companies were to provide equal but separate accommodations for white and black races” did not violate the Constitution. This law did not take away from the federal authority to regulate interstate commerce, nor did it violate the Thirteenth Amendment, which abolished slavery. Additionally, the law did not violate the Fourteenth Amendment, which gave all blacks citizenship, and forbade states from passing any laws which would deprive blacks of their constitutional rights. The Court believed that “separate but equal” was the most reasonable approach considering the social prejudices which prevailed at the time. 

[The Plessy doctrine of “separate but equal” was overturned by Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, 347 U.S. 483 (1954) (see p. 24), which held “separate but equal” to be unconstitutional.] 

  

Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka
Citation: 347 U.S. 483 (1954)
Concepts: School Segregation/Equal Protection v. State Rights 

Facts 

Four black children sought the aid of the courts to be admitted to the all-white public schools in their community after having been denied admission under laws which permitted racial segregation. The youths alleged that these laws deprived them of the equal protection of the law under the Fourteenth Amendment, even though their all-black schools were equal to the all-white schools with respect to buildings, curricula, qualifications and salaries of teachers, and other “tangible” factors. 

Issue 

Whether segregation of children in public schools denies blacks their Fourteenth Amendment right of equal protection under the law. 

Opinion 

The Supreme Court of the United States looked not to the “tangible” factors but the effect of segregation itself on public education. The Court decided unanimously that segregation of black children in the public school system was a direct violation of the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. It rejected the “separate but equal” doctrine of Plessy v. Ferguson, 164 U.S. 537 (1896), and stated that this doctrine had no place in education. According to the Court, even if the facilities were physically equal, the children of the minority group would still receive an inferior education. Separate educational facilities were held to be “inherently unequal.” 

  

Tinker v. Des Moines School District
Citation: 393 U.S. 503 (1969)
Concepts: Symbolic Speech/Students’ Right to Free Speech v. State Rights 

Facts 

In December 1965, Marybeth and John Tinker planned to wear black arm bands to school signifying their protest of the Vietnam War. School officials became aware of the plan beforehand and adopted regulation banning the wearing of such armbands. Failure to comply with this regulation would result in suspension until the student returned to school without the armbands. Both Tinkers went ahead and wore the black armbands to school. They were suspended and told not to return with the armbands. The Tinkers claimed that their rights of free speech and expression, which are protected under the First Amendment of the Constitution of the United States, had been violated, and that they should have been allowed to attend school wearing the armbands. 

Issue 
Whether Marybeth and John Tinker have a First Amendment right to free speech to wear black armbands as a symbol of protest in a public school. 

Opinion 
The Court decided that the students did have a right to wear the armbands. It reasoned that the wearing of the armbands was an exercise of the students’ right to free, silent, symbolic speech, which is protected under the First Amendment: “Students do not shed their constitutional rights at the schoolhouse gate, and therefore are entitled to the free expression of their views as long as there is no substantial or material interference of the educational process.” 

  

University of California Regents v. Bakke
Citation: 438 U.S. 265 (1978)
Concepts: Affirmative Action/State Rights v. Equal Protection 

Facts 
Allan Bakke, a white male, applied to the University of California at Davis Medical School. He was denied admission because he did not meet the standard entrance requirements. Davis Medical School also had a special admissions program for minorities. Sixteen per cent of the available places were reserved for minorities who did not meet the standard entrance requirements. Bakke argued that the requirements for special admissions to the medical school were discriminatory because only African-American, Chicano, and Asian students could compete for these places. The University of California argued that its special admissions program remedied the long standing historical wrong of racial discrimination. 

Issue 
Whether the University’s special admissions program, which accepted minority students with significantly lower scores than Bakke, violated Bakke’s Fourteenth Amendment equal protection rights; and whether the University was permitted to take race into account as a factor in its future admissions decisions. 

Opinion 
The Supreme Court of the United States did not render a majority opinion in this case (i.e., one in which five or more of the nine justices agree). Six separate opinions were written, and no more than four justices agreed in whole in their reasoning. The Court ordered Bakke’s admission to Davis Medical School and invalidated the University’s special admissions program because the program barred people like Bakke from applying for the special admissions seats in the medical school. However, of much greater significance was the fact that the Court allowed institutions of higher learning to take race into account as a factor in their future admissions decisions. Justices Brennan, White, Marshall, and Blackman said that this aspect was the central meaning of the case: “Government may take race into account when it acts not to insult any racial group but to remedy disadvantages cast on minorities by past racial prejudice.” 

[While to some observers Bakke won a place in the school and the particular special admissions program at Davis was invalidated, the case really stands as a landmark civil rights-affirmative action decision. Race may hereafter be taken into account as a factor in college admissions.]  
 New Jersey v. T.L.O.
Citation: 469 U.S. 325 (1985)
Concepts: Search & Seizure/State Rights v. Students’ Due Process 

Facts 

In 1980, a teacher at Piscataway High School, New Jersey, discovered two girls smoking in the lavatory. Since smoking was a violation of a school rule, the two students, T.L.O. and a companion, were taken to the principal’s office. There they met with the assistant vice-principal who demanded to see T.L.O.’s purse. Upon opening the purse, he found cigarettes and cigarette rolling paper. He proceeded to look through the purse and found marijuana, a pipe, plastic bags, money, lists of names, and two letters that implicated her in drug dealing. T.L.O. argued the search of her purse was unconstitutional. 

Issue 
Whether the state of New Jersey and its agent, the assistant vice-principal, violated T.L.O.’s Fourth Amendment right of protection from “unreasonable search,” her Fifth Amendment right of protection from self-incrimination, and her right to due process as provided in the Fourteenth Amendment. 

Opinion 
The Supreme Court of the United States held for the school and its assistant vice-principal. The Court reasoned that to maintain discipline in school, the school officials who have “reasonable suspicion” that a student has done something wrong can conduct a reasonable search of the suspicious student. A school’s main objective is to educate students in a legal, safe learning environment. Police need “probable cause,” a higher standard, to search people, places, and things. School officials, unlike the police, need only “reasonable suspicion” to search students when they believe unlawful conduct is occurring. 

