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SUMMARY

The Oregon Supreme Court considered whether the school-safety exception to the warrant
requirement permitted a high school principal to search a student's backpack after receiving a specific
threat that the student would bring a gun to school. The court held that the principal reasonably
suspected an immediate safety threat and that the limited search of compartments capable of
containing a firearm was reasonable under Article I, section 9, of the Oregon Constitution. The court
affirmed the Court of Appeals and the juvenile court's judgment.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE A juvenile challenged the denial of his pretrial motion to suppress
evidence obtained during a warrantless search of his backpack by a
school principal. The juvenile court denied suppression and ultimately
took jurisdiction over the youth. The Oregon Court of Appeals
affirmed, and the Oregon Supreme Court granted review.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Whether a warrantless search violated Article I, section 9, of the
Oregon Constitution is reviewed as a question of law, based on the
historical facts found by the juvenile court when those findings are
supported by the record. The reasonableness of protective measures is
assessed under the circumstances as they reasonably appeared to the
official when the decision was made.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the school-safety exception to the warrant requirement under Article I, section 9, of the Oregon
Constitution permitted the principal to conduct a warrantless search of the youth's backpack after taking
control of it.

2. Whether the immediate safety threat had dissipated because the backpack was secured and the youth was
calm and compliant, such that a further search required additional facts, such as the youth reaching for
the backpack.

HOLDINGS

1. A school official may conduct a limited warrantless search when, based on specific and articulable facts,
the official reasonably suspects that a person on school property possesses an item posing an immediate
threat to students, staff, or others, and the particular search is reasonable under the totality of the
circumstances.

2. The fact that the principal had secured the backpack and that the youth was calm and compliant did not,
by itself, eliminate the immediate safety threat or make a limited search unreasonable.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“when a school official develops a reasonable suspicion, based on specific and articulable facts, that a
particular individual on school property either personally poses or is in the possession of some item that
poses an immediate threat to the safety of the student, the official, or others at the school, the school official
must be allowed considerable latitude to take safety precautions.” (at 558-59)

“Thus, school officials are not licensed to engage in an unlimited search of students and their belongings on
campus based on generalized threats to safety.” (at 566)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

A student told school officials that A. J. C. had threatened the night before to bring a gun to school and shoot her
and other students. The principal investigated, learned that the threat was specific and current, and confirmed
through questioning that the student and youth had been in a relationship. The principal took control of the
youth's backpack, brought it to his office, and conducted a limited search of compartments capable of holding a
firearm. He found .45-caliber bullets and then a .45-caliber handgun, which he turned over to a deputy sheriff.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The juvenile court concluded that the principal's search fell within Oregon's school-safety exception to the
warrant requirement and denied the motion to suppress. After trial, the juvenile court found the youth within its
jurisdiction. The Court of Appeals affirmed, concluding that the principal reasonably suspected an immediate
safety threat and that the limited backpack search was reasonable. The Oregon Supreme Court affirmed the
Court of Appeals and the juvenile court.
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