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PBPL 827: Education Law 
 
Instructor: Chad D. Ellis, Ph.D. 

  860-904-3885 

Chad.ellis@trincoll.edu 

 

Class website: https://sites.google.com/site/pbpl827/ 

 

Office hours: By appointment 

 

INTRODUCTION AND COURSE DESCRIPTION 

 

Course goal: This course is designed as an introduction to and overview of education law. It will provide 

a survey of statute and case law related to the structure and organization of schools and districts, 

constitutional law in schools, teacher and student rights, special education, and school finance. Our 

discussions will focus not only on the legal but the social implications of education law. Of particular 

note will be the ways in which law can both help and inhibit efforts to build greater equity in education. 

 

Course objectives: By the end of this course, you should know and be able to… 

 

KNOWLEDGE 

 Identify major areas of regulation and litigation in education law 

 Explain the organizational and governance structures of public schools 

 Evaluate the role and effectiveness of the courts in education and schools 

 Analyze the role of law in efforts to promote educational equity 

 Describe the role of constitutional law in regulating the rights and restrictions of students and 

teachers 

 Identify and explain the origins and key provisions of special education law 

 Analyze statutory and common law related to school climate and student discipline  

 Describe the origin and effects of school finance law and litigation on districts and schools 

 

SKILLS 

 Hone argumentative writing skills through class assignments 

 Practice and refine legal research skills 

 Practice discussion and debate skills 

 Conduct in-depth research on a particular area of education law and produce a polished research 

paper 

 

COURSE POLICIES AND REQUIREMENTS 

 

Attendance: Weekly attendance is expected. Having said that, people do get sick and other conflicts 

emerge. If you know that you are going to miss class, please email me in advance. For absences due to 

religious observances, please see below: 

 

Trinity College is a place that welcomes students from a variety of religious backgrounds. As part 

of the depth of this diversity, the observance of religious holidays is a vital part of the religious 

practice of many students. Individuals are not only encouraged to observe these holidays but will 

not suffer any academic or extracurricular penalty as a result of their observance. 

 

https://sites.google.com/site/pbpl827/
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Accordingly, all students whose conscientious religious observance requires their absence on a 

given day are expected to inform their instructors of such obligations at the beginning of each 

semester. The policy further states that faculty who have been properly notified “will permit these 

students to make up exams, quizzes, assignments, etc. within a reasonable time of the absence.” 

 

 

Academic Accommodations: Trinity College complies with the Americans with Disabilities Act and 

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act.  If you have a documented disability and require academic 

accommodations, please present your accommodations letter during my office hours within the first two 

weeks of the semester. If you do not have a letter but have a disability requiring academic 

accommodations, or if you have questions about applying for academic accommodations, please contact 

Lori Clapis, Coordinator of Accommodation Resources, at 860-297-4025 or at Lori.Clapis@trincoll.edu. 

 

Honesty: The element of greatest importance to me is honesty: personal and academic. I expect that all of 

the work you produce will be your original product and that you will cite other people’s work and ideas 

accordingly. If you are having any difficulties, please see me privately and be honest with me about your 

concerns.  

 

Intellectual freedom and rational discussion: There is an old adage that “polite conversation never 

touches on religion or politics; you never know who you might offend.” The same could be true of 

discussions about education. Everyone has had some experience with education and many of us have 

strong opinions about the education system. We will undoubtedly represent differing ideologies and 

experiences—which is good! It will make for interesting and lively discussion. Our job is to model 

responsible and rational argumentation based on reason and evidence. It is expected that all perspectives 

shared in class will be given equal consideration and when points of disagreement arise, we will be 

comfortable addressing those disagreements in a respectable manner: “let us reason together” (Isaiah, 

1:18). 

 

Weather related cancellation of class: If, due to inclement weather or another unforeseen event, class 

must be cancelled, the instructor will email all members of the class by 3:30PM that day. Any class 

sessions missed due to cancellation will be made up at a time agreeable to the majority of class members. 

 

 

ASSIGNMENTS AND GRADING 

 

Student grades will be based on four elements. Separate descriptions for each assignment will be posted 

on the class website. 

 Attendance and contribution to class (20%) 

 Two written legal briefs (40% total—20% each) 

 Final research product (40%) 

 

The writing center: You are encouraged to use the Writing Center, staffed by specially trained 
Writing Associates, to improve your writing—no matter your skill level. I suggest taking your 
writing projects to the Writing Center several times during the process of composing. The main 
Writing Center is in room 109 of the English House at 115 Vernon Street, and satellite locations 
with limited hours are located at the Nutt Center Room 183 and at the Library in the 24-hour area, 
Level A. For more information, visit: http://writingcenter.trincoll.edu. To reserve an appointment 
using the online scheduling system use: https://trincoll.mywconline.com/. Be sure to note the 
location of your reserved appointment. Appointments begin on the hour and half-hour and drop-ins 
are welcome. 
 

mailto:Lori.Clapis@trincoll.edu
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Citation format: Scholarship in education policy (and other education fields) follows the American 

Psychological Association’s (APA) Standards for Publication. You will be expected to use APA format 

for in-text citations and references. If you are unfamiliar with the format, our friends at Purdue University 

have created a stupendous resource in their “OWL” (online writing lab). A link to the APA section can be 

found here: https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/01/ 

 

 

Grading criteria: Student grades will be based on overall contribution to class discussion, quality of 

written work, and the quality of the final research project. A grading rubric is below: 

 
Score Class participation Written work (legal briefs) Final project 

 

 

A (range) 

 

Class attendance is consistent 

and the student contributes 

regularly to class discussion. 

Contributions are insightful, 

grounded in research, and 

apply directly to course 

content.  

Written work is polished. 

Language use and mechanics 

are excellent with no errors. 

Writing is clear, concise, and 

focused. Arguments are clear 

and supported with reason and 

evidence. Takes into account 

and evaluates counter claims. 

Well researched and richly 

documented presentation. Work 

product is polished and 

professional. Deep 

understanding of the topic is 

evident through the ability to 

respond to questions from the 

class. 

 

 

B (range) 

 

Class attendance is 

inconsistent and 

contributions to class may be 

limited. Contributions may 

be merely anecdotal or 

limited in their application to 

course content. 

Written work is solid but may 

contain some areas of 

improvement. Language use 

and mechanics are solid with 

few errors. Arguments are 

clear and supported with 

evidence, but may not be as 

richly developed. Analysis and 

evaluation of counter claims 

may not be fully developed. 

 

Project may be based on 

limited research. Work product 

may not be well developed or 

may contain minor errors that 

do not detract from the overall 

presentation. Deep 

understanding of the topic may 

not be evident. 

 Students performing below “B” level will conference with the instructor by the mid-term to develop an 

improvement plan.  

 Students may request at any time, individual feedback on their class performance.  

 

 

READINGS AND CLASS MEETINGS 

 

 

Required readings: 

 

 Books 
 

Dunn, J. M. (2009). From school house to courthouse: the judiciary’s role in American education.  

Washington, DC: Brookings Institution. 

 

Mooney, T. B. (2014). A practical guide to Connecticut school law (8th ed.). Wethersfield, CT:  

Connecticut Association of Boards of Education.  

 

Osborn, Jr., A. G. & Russo, C. J. (2014). Special education and the law: A guide for practitioners  

(Third ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin. 

 

 

https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/01/
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Rebell, M. A. (2009). Courts and kids: pursuing educational equity through the state courts. Chicago,  

IL: University of Chicago Press. 

 

Rosenberg, G. N. (2008). The hollow hope: can courts bring about social change? (2nd ed.). Chicago,  

IL: University of Chicago Press. 

 

Welner, K. G. (2001). Legal rights, local wrongs: when community control collides with educational  

equity. New York, NY: State University of New York Press. 

 

 Articles, chapters, and other readings (will be posted electronically on the class website) 
 

Baker, B. D. & Green, P. C. (2007) Conceptions of equity and adequacy in school finance, from:  

Handbook of Research in Education Finance and Policy. Routledge. 

 

Connecticut State Department of Education (2007). A parent’s guide to special education in  

Connecticut (English or Spanish) 

 

Connecticut State Department of Education (2011). Procedural Safeguards (English or Spanish) 

 

La Morte, M. W. (2011). School law: cases and concepts (10th ed.). Boston, MA: Pearson. Chapters 5  

& 7 

 

 Court Cases 
 

Bethel School District No. 403 v. Fraser, 478 U.S. 675 (1986) 

 

Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, 347 U.S. 483 (1954) 

 

Connecticut Coalition for Justice in Educational Funding v. Rell, 295 Conn. 240 (2010) 

 

Engel v. Vitale, 370 U.S. 421 (1962) 

 

Goss v. Lopez, 419 U.S. 565 (1975) 

 

Hazelwood School District v. Kuhlmeier, 484 U.S. 260 (1988) 

 

Horton v. Meskill, 172 Conn. 615 (1977) 

 

Lemon v. Kurtzman, 403 U.S. 602 (1971) 

 

Morse v. Frederick, 551 U.S. 393 (2007) 

 

New Jersey v. T.L.O., 469 U.S. 325 (1985) 

 

Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School District No. 1, 551 U.S. 701 (2007) 

 

Sheff v. O’Neill, 238 Conn. 1, 678 A.2d 1267 (1999) 

 

Tinker v. Des Moines Independent Community School District, 393 U.S. 503 (1969) 
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West Virginia v. Barnette, 319 U.S. 624 (1943) 

 

Zelman v. Simmons-Harris, 536 U.S. 639 (2002) 

 

Optional, but highly recommended: If you are likely to be involved with school law or education policy 

in the future, you would do well to have these in your library. 

 

La Morte, M. W. (2011). School law: cases and concepts (10th ed.). Boston, MA: Pearson. 

 

Shoop, R. J., & Dunklee, D. R. (2005). Anatomy of a lawsuit: what every education leader should know  

about legal actions. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin. 

 

 

 

 

Weekly schedule and readings (subject to revision at the discretion of the instructor. Any changes 

will be announced in advance): 

NOTE: Readings are due on the day listed—not the week after. 

 

Dates: Class topic: Readings due: 

Week One 

(September 10) 

Course overview and introduction to studying 

law: 

 Review of legal reading, writing, and 

research 

 Legal and organizational structure of 

public education 

 Legal status of public schools 

 

 

Week Two 

(September 17) 
 The role of courts and the law on social 

change 

 The connection to education 

 

Rosenberg (2008)—whole book 

Week Three 

(September 24) 
 Schools and the courts: how the legal 

system affects education 

 

 Dunn (2009)—whole book 

 Mooney—Chapters 1 & 7 

Week Four 

(October 1) 

Constitutional law in schools, week 1 

 Expression in school, speech and 

religion 

 Mooney—Chapter 2 

 Bethel v. Fraser (1986) 

 Hazelwood v. Kuhlmeier 

(1988) 

 Morse v. Frederick (2007) 

 Tinker v. Des Moines (1965) 

 Engel v. Vitale (1962) 

 

Week Five 

(October 8) 

Constitutional law in schools, week 2 

 Continuation of previous week 

 Fourth amendment issues, search and 

seizure 

 Lemon v. Kurtzman  

 West VA v. Barnette (1943) 

 NJ v. TLO (1985) 

 

Legal brief 1 due 
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Week Six 

(October 15) 

Equity under the law, week 1 

 Desegregation and access to “equal” 

education 

 LaMorte, Chapter 5 

 Brown v. Board (1954) 

 Sheff v. O’Neill (1999) 

 Welner (2001)—whole book 

 

Week Seven 

(October 22) 

Equity under the law, week 2 

 Continue discussion from previous week 

 Discuss Rebell 

 Rebell (2009)—whole book 

 PICS v. Seattle (2007) 

 

Week Eight 

(October 29) 

Special Education, week 1 (alphabet soup) 

 Origins of special education 

 ADA, IDEA 

 504 plans 

 FAPE and LRE 

 Mooney—Chapter 5 

 CSDE (2007) Parents’ guide 

(English or Spanish) 

 CSDE (2011) Procedural 

safeguards (English or 

Spanish) 

Week Nine 

(November 5) 

Special Education, week 2 

 Guest speaker: district-level Director of 

Pupil Services 

 

 

Osborn & Russo (2014)—whole 

book 

 

Legal brief 2 due 

Week Ten 

(November 12) 

School climate and safety, week 1 

 Duty of care 

 In loco parentis 

 Student discipline 

 

Mooney—Chapter 4 

Week Eleven 

(November 19) 

School climate and safety, week 2 

 Bullying and harassment 

 Guest speaker: school resource officer 

 

Goss v. Lopez (1975) 

Thanksgiving 

break 

  

Week Twelve 

(December 3) 

School finance and the law  La Morte, Chapter 7 

 Baker & Green (2007) 

 Horton v. Meskill (1977) 

 CCJEF v. Rell (2010) 

 Zelman v. Simmons-Harris 

(2002) 

 

Week Thirteen 

(December 10) 

Case summaries Final papers/products due 

 

 

 

 


