New Jersey v. T.L.O. (1985) 
Background of the case

     On March 7th, 1980, two Piscataway Township High School freshmen were caught smoking cigarettes in the bathroom. Smoking at the school in itself was not prohibited; however, students were only supposed to smoke in a designated smoking area. The teacher took the two girls to the principal's office, in which they met with the assistant vice principal, Theodore Choplick. 

     Choplick questioned them about violating a school rule by smoking in the bathroom. The first girl admitted to smoking, but the other girl – known as Tracy Lois Odem (name not confirmed, as her rights were protected due to age) – denied smoking in the bathroom and stated she had never smoked in her life.

     Choplick then asked Tracy Lois Odem into his private office and demanded she hand over her purse. Upon opening the purse he observed a pack of cigarettes; while removing the cigarettes he noticed a package of rolling papers. Based on his experience, the possession of rolling papers of high school students was closely tied to the use of marijuana. 

     Choplick then began a more thorough search for the evidence of drugs. His search revealed a small amount of marijuana, a pipe, empty plastic bags, a large quantity of money in $1 bills, an index card that appeared to list students who owed Tracy Lois Odem money, and two letters that implicated Tracy Lois in dealing marijuana. The principal then called the police and the girl's mother, who voluntarily drove her to the police station.

How would you rule on this?

The court's decision

     The Supreme Court of the United States, in a 6-3 decision issued by Justice White, between the individual's—even a child's—legitimate expectation of privacy and the school's interest in maintaining order and discipline, said that New Jersey won the case. According to school officials, they do require a "reasonable suspicion" to perform a search.

     Therefore, her possession of any cigarettes was relevant to whether or not she was being truthful, and since she had been caught in the bathroom and taken directly to the office, it was reasonable to assume she had the cigarettes in her purse. Thus, the vice-principal had reasonable cause to suspect a school rule had been broken, and more than just a "hunch" to search the purse. 

     When the vice-principal was searching for the cigarettes, the drug-related evidence was in plain view. 

Plain view is an exception to the warrant requirement of the 4th Amendment. 

Thus, the reasonable search for cigarettes led to some of the drug related material being discovered, which justified a further search (including the zippered compartments inside the bag) resulting in the discovery of the cigarettes and other evidence including a small bag of marijuana and cigarette rolling papers.

The dissenting opinion
       Justice Brennan, joined by Justice Marshall, agreed with the majority's reasoning regarding a balancing approach to school searches. He disagreed, however, with the new standard set down by the Court, which he felt was a departure from the traditional "probable cause" approach. He explained:

"Today's decision sanctions school officials to conduct full-scale searches on a 'reasonableness' standard whose only definite content is that it is not the same test as the 'probable cause' standard found in the text of the Fourth Amendment.

 In adopting this unclear, unprecedented, and unnecessary departure from generally applicable Fourth Amendment standards, the Court carves out a broad exception to standards that this Court has developed over years of considering Fourth Amendment problems.
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Answer the following questions about this case

1.  What was the Amendment involved in this case?

2.  What right is being discussed?

3.  What did the students do that got them into trouble at school?
4.  What did the girl (TLO) say when she was questioned about smoking?
5.  What did the vice principal do to further investigate this?
6.  What did he find?
7.  What led him to believe the girl may have been dealing drugs?
8.  How did the Supreme Court rule on this case?
9. What does "reasonable suspicion" mean?
10.  What does "plain view" mean?
11.  Once the drugs were discovered. what else was the vice principal allowed to do?

