
Yes! All kids living in the United States
have the right to a free public education.
And the Constitution requires that all
kids be given eeqquuaall  eedduuccaattiioonnaall
ooppppoorrttuunniittyy  nnoo  mmaatttteerr  wwhhaatt
tthheeiirr  rraaccee,,  eetthhnniicc
bbaacckkggrroouunndd,,  rreelliiggiioonn,,  oorr  sseexx,,
oorr  wwhheetthheerr  tthheeyy  aarree  rriicchh  oorr
ppoooorr,,  cciittiizzeenn  oorr  nnoonn--cciittiizzeenn.
Even if you are in this country illegally,
you have the right to go to public school.
The ACLU is fighting hard to make sure
this right isn’t taken away.

In addition to this constitutional
guarantee of an equal education, many
federal, state and local laws also
pprrootteecctt  ssttuuddeennttss  aaggaaiinnsstt
ddiissccrriimmiinnaattiioonn  iinn  eedduuccaattiioonn
bbaasseedd  oonn  sseexxuuaall  oorriieennttaattiioonn
oorr  ddiissaabbiilliittyy,,  iinncclluuddiinngg
pprreeggnnaannccyy  aanndd  HHIIVV ssttaattuuss.

In fact, even though some kids may
complain about having to go to school,
tthhee  rriigghhtt  ttoo  aann  eeqquuaall
eedduuccaattiioonnaall  ooppppoorrttuunniittyy  iiss  oonnee
ooff  tthhee  mmoosstt  vvaalluuaabbllee  rriigghhttss
yyoouu  hhaavvee. The Supreme Court said this
in the landmark Brown v. Board of
Education case when it struck down race
segregation in the public schools.

IIff  yyoouu  bbeelliieevvee  yyoouu  oorr  ssoommeeoonnee
yyoouu  kknnooww  iiss  bbeeiinngg
ddiissccrriimmiinnaatteedd  aaggaaiinnsstt  iinn
sscchhooooll,,  ssppeeaakk  uupp!! Talk to a teacher,
the principal, the head of a community
organization or a lawyer so they can
investigate the situation and help you
take legal action if necessary. 

Yes, as long as they really do separate
students on the basis of learning ability
and as long as they ggiivvee  ssttuuddeennttss
tthhee  ssaammee  bbaassiicc  eedduuccaattiioonn. 

Many studies show, however, that the
standards and tests school officials use
in deciding on track placements are
often bbaasseedd  oonn  rraacciiaall  aanndd  ccllaassss
pprreejjuuddiicceess  aanndd  sstteerreeoottyyppeess
instead of on real ability and learning
potential. That means it’s often the
white, middle-class kids who end up in
the college prep classes, while poor and
non-white students, and kids whose first
language isn’t English, end up on “slow”
tracks and in vocational-training classes.
And often, the lloowweerr  tthhee  ttrraacckk
yyoouu’’rree  oonn,,  tthhee  lleessss  yyoouu’’rree
eexxppeecctteedd  ttoo  lleeaarrnn  ––  aanndd  tthhee
lleessss  yyoouu’’rree  ttaauugghhtt.

Even if you have low grades or nobody in
your family ever went to college, iiff  yyoouu
wwaanntt  ttoo  ggoo  ttoo  ccoolllleeggee,,  yyoouu
sshhoouulldd  ddeemmaanndd  tthhee  ttyyppee  ooff
eedduuccaattiioonn  yyoouu  nneeeedd  ttoo  rreeaalliizzee
yyoouurr  ddrreeaammss. And your guidance
counselor should help you get it! Your local
ACLU can tell you the details of how to go
about challenging your track placement.

Almost never. Public schools may not
have academic courses that are just for
boys – like shop – or just for girls – like
home economics. Both the Constitution
and federal law rreeqquuiirree  tthhaatt  bbooyyss
aanndd  ggiirrllss  aallssoo  bbee  pprroovviiddeedd
wwiitthh  eeqquuaall  aatthhlleettiicc
ooppppoorrttuunniittiieess. Many courts have
held, however, that separate teams for
boys and girls are allowed as long as
the school provides students of both
sexes the chance to participate in the
particular sport. Some courts have also
held that boys and girls may always be
separated in contact sports. The law is
different in different states; you can call
your local ACLU affiliate for information.

GGeettttiinngg  aann  eedduuccaattiioonn
iissnn’’tt  jjuusstt  aabboouutt  bbooookkss
aanndd  ggrraaddeess – we’re also
learning how to participate fully
in the life of this nation. (We’re
tomorrow’s leaders after all!)

But in order to really
participate, we need to know
our rights – otherwise we may
lose them. The highest law in
our land is the U.S.
Constitution, which has some
amendments, known as the
Bill of Rights. The Bill of
Rights guarantees that the
government can never deprive
people in the U.S. of certain
fundamental rights including
the right to freedom of
religion and to free speech
and the due process of law.
Many federal and state laws
give us additional rights, too.

The Bill of Rights applies to
young people as well as
adults. And what I’m going to
do right here is tell you about

EEQQUUAALL  TTRREEAATTMMEENNTT.

ASK
ASK

about
about

yyoouurr  rriigghhtt  ttoo

EQUALITY IN EDUCATION

We spend a big part of our life in school, and our voices count. Join the student
government! Attend school meetings! Petition your school administration! Talk about
your rights with your friends! Let’s make a difference!

DO ALL KIDS HAVE
THE RIGHT TO AN
EQUAL EDUCATION?

ARE TRACKING
SYSTEMS LEGAL?

CAN STUDENTS BE
TREATED DIFFERENTLY IN
PUBLIC SCHOOL BASED
ON THEIR SEX?



No. Federal law prohibits schools from
discriminating against pregnant
students or students who are married
or have children. So, iiff  yyoouu  aarree
pprreeggnnaanntt,,  sscchhooooll  ooffffiicciiaallss
ccaann’’tt  kkeeeepp  yyoouu  ffrroomm
aatttteennddiinngg  ccllaasssseess,,
ggrraadduuaattiioonn  cceerreemmoonniieess,,
eexxttrraaccuurrrriiccuullaarr  aaccttiivviittiieess
oorr  aannyy  ootthheerr  sscchhooooll  aaccttiivviittyy
except maybe a strenuous sport.
Some schools have special classes for
pregnant girls, but they cannot make
you attend these if you would prefer to
be in your regular classes.

SScchhooooll  ooffffiicciiaallss  sshhoouullddnn’’tt  bbee
aabbllee  ttoo  vviioollaattee  yyoouurr  rriigghhttss
jjuusstt  bbeeccaauussee  tthheeyy  ddoonn’’tt  lliikkee
yyoouurr  sseexxuuaall  oorriieennttaattiioonn..
However, even though a few states and
cities have passed laws against sexual
orientation discrimination,
public high schools have
been slow to establish
their own anti-bias codes –
and they’re slow to
respond to incidents of
harassment and
discrimination. So while
in theory, yyoouu  ccaann
ttaakkee  aa  ssaammee--sseexx
ddaattee  ttoo  tthhee  pprroomm,,
jjooiinn  oorr  hheellpp  ffoorrmm
aa  ggaayy  ggrroouupp  aatt
sscchhooooll  oorr
wwrriittee  aann
aarrttiiccllee  aabboouutt
lleessbbiiaann//ggaayy
iissssuueess  ffoorr
tthhee  sscchhooooll
ppaappeerr, 
in practice gay
students often have
to fight hard to have their
rights respected.

AAlltthhoouugghh  ssttuuddeennttss  wwiitthh
ddiissaabbiilliittiieess  mmaayy  nnoott  bbee
ccaappaabbllee  ooff  hhaavviinngg  eexxaaccttllyy
tthhee  ssaammee  eedduuccaattiioonnaall
eexxppeerriieenncceess  aass  ootthheerr
ssttuuddeennttss,,  ffeeddeerraall  llaaww
rreeqquuiirreess  tthhaatt  tthheeyy  bbee
pprroovviiddeedd  wwiitthh  aann  eedduuccaattiioonn
tthhaatt  iiss  aapppprroopprriiaattee  ffoorr
tthheemm. What is an appropriate
education must be worked out
individually for each student. For
example, a deaf student might be
entitled to be provided with a sign
language interpreter. 

In addition to requiring that schools
identify students with disabilities so
that they can receive the special
education they need in order to learn,
federal law also provides procedures
to make sure that students are not
placed in special education classes

when they are not disabled. If you
believe you’re not receiving an
appropriate education, either because
you are not in special classes when
you need to be, or because you are in
special classes when you don’t need
to be, call the ACLU!

And thanks to the Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA), students who are
HIV positive have the same rights as
every other student. PPeeooppllee  wwiitthh
HHIIVV  aarree  pprrootteecctteedd  aaggaaiinnsstt
ddiissccrriimmiinnaattiioonn, not only in school
but in many other public places such as
stores, museums and hotels. 

People with HIV aren’t a threat to anyone
else’s health, because the AIDS virus
can’t be spread through casual contact.
TThhaatt’’ss  jjuusstt  aa  mmeeddiiccaall  ffaacctt. Your
local ACLU can provide information on
how to ffiigghhtt  ddiissccrriimmiinnaattiioonn
aaggaaiinnsstt  ppeeooppllee  wwiitthh  HHIIVV.

Yes. It is the job of the public schools
to teach you to speak English and to
provide you with a good education in
other subjects while you are learning.
Students who do not speak English
have the right to require the school
district to provide them with bilingual
education or English language
instruction or both.

your local ACLU is:

““NNoo  ppeerrssoonn  iinn  tthhee  UUnniitteedd  SSttaatteess  sshhaallll,,  oonn  tthhee  bbaassiiss  ooff  sseexx,,  bbee  eexxcclluuddeedd  ffrroomm  ppaarrttiicciippaattiioonn  iinn,,
bbee  ddeenniieedd  tthhee  bbeenneeffiittss  ooff,,  oorr  bbee  ssuubbjjeecctteedd  ttoo  ddiissccrriimmiinnaattiioonn  uunnddeerr  aannyy  eedduuccaattiioonn  pprrooggrraamm  oorr

aaccttiivviittyy  rreecceeiivviinngg  FFeeddeerraall  ffiinnaanncciiaall  aassssiissttaannccee..”” Title IX, Education Amendments of 1972

AAllll  ssttuuddeennttss  iinn  tthhee  UU..SS..  hhaavvee  tthhee  rriigghhtt

ttoo  aann  eeqquuaall  eedduuccaattiioonnaall  ooppppoorrttuunniittyy

CAN GIRLS BE KICKED
OUT OF SCHOOL IF THEY
GET PREGNANT?

CAN SCHOOLS
DISCRIMINATE
AGAINST GAY
STUDENTS?

WHAT ABOUT
STUDENTS WITH
DISABILITIES?

CAN I GO TO
PUBLIC SCHOOL
IF I DON’T SPEAK
ENGLISH?
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