
COURTS

Many people do not real ize that a lot of
what we have achieved or not achieved in
the United States in terms of c iv i l  r ights is
because of the courts deciding whether
laws are “const i tut ional , ”  or fol lowing the
U.S .  Const i tut ion.  Laws themselves fol low a
chain of command, which is  important in
deciding how to chal lenge those laws.  State
laws must not confl ict  with federal  (U.S .)
laws and the    U.S .  Const i tut ion.  The
Const i tut ion of the United States is  the
highest law and al l  laws created must
fol low this .  I t  is  the job of the courts to
decide whether local  and state laws
confl ict  with federal  laws.
 
A famous case
Take for instance Brown v .  Board of
Education,  which many of us know is the
U.S .  Supreme Court decis ion that ended
segregation in schools .  Though i t  took
years and a number of local  court cases to
enforce the decis ion,  essent ial ly ,  i t  was the
courts that forced the change by declar ing
that state segregation laws were
unconst i tut ional .  On the state and local
level ,  the Louis iana Supreme Court and
local  courts do the same in terms of
making sure that we are fol lowing our
state laws and const i tut ion.
 
 

Using the courts
Sometimes advocacy can take the form of
a legal court case.  In some cases,  the
students themselves are the ones
demanding their  r ights .  For instance,  in
Compton,  Cal i fornia,  the ACLU represented
students in the distr ict  in a lawsuit  against
the school systems,  arguing that students
who have experienced trauma are ent i t led
to the same services and protect ions that
schools provide to tradit ional ly disabled
students .  The distr ict  court ruled in their
favor .     Local ly ,  in New Orleans,  lawsuits
have been brought on by organizat ions
such as the Southern Poverty Law Center
to make sure that students with disabi l i t ies
are receiv ing services in schools and that
discipl ine laws are not excessive.
 
Defend your r ights
Other t imes,  the students or their  parents
are the ones who have court cases,  which
is scary because courts have a lot of
power,  and i t  can be expensive and t ime
consuming.  You can work with advocacy
groups that have staff  lawyers,  or with
other groups that already have a legal
presence.  In cases where the court cases
are extremely unjust ,  organizat ions and
individuals can organize and ral ly in
support to try to impact the rul ing.  One
famous example of this was in 2006 in
Louis iana’s Jena Six case,  where s ix
teenagers were charged in an excessive
and racial ly discr iminatory way for beat ing
a fel low student .  The case sparked
protests and nat ional attent ion.
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