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In 1989, the public school district in Vernonia, Oregon, began a policy that mandated 
drug testing for students who participated in athletics. Before the season, students and 
parents signed a form consenting to testing. Each student was tested at the start of the 
season. Weekly during the season, ten percent of athletes were randomly selected for an 
additional test. If a test was positive, a student was immediately retested. If the second test 
was positive, the student had two options: a six-week counseling program, or suspension 
from sports. James Acton signed up to play football, but was denied participation after 
refusing to sign the consent form. He sued under the Fourth Amendment right to be free from 
unreasonable searches.

DATE DECIDED

In a 6–3 decision, the court upheld the Vernonia school district’s policy of drug testing. The court 
created a test for a school search that balanced three factors: 1) the nature of the privacy interest 
at issue; 2) the character of the intrusion; and 3) the nature and immediacy of the school’s concern 
combined with the effectiveness of the search.

The decision’s three-part test has become precedent when reviewing in-school searches.

IMPACT OF THE DECISION
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CASE:

Read the Fourth Amendment. Do you think this amendment applies to students in public schools? Why or why not? 
Should it apply with certain limitations? 

Imagine your school wanted to drug test every student who takes an elective science class. Would this pass the 
Vernonia test? Why or why not? 
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