Ingram v. Wright (1977)

The Facts in Ingraham 

Old Jack Seaver would have fit perfectly into the administration at Drew Junior High in 1970-71. According to students, assistant principal Lemmie Deliford displayed brass knuckles as he patrolled the corridors. Solomon Barnes, another assistant to the principal, was said to sport both brass knuckles and a large wooden paddle at the school. One day, because fourteen year old James Ingraham was slow to leave the auditorium stage he was held face down on a table by Deliford and Barnes while the principal, Willie J. Wright, hit him on the buttocks at least twenty times with the paddle. Later that day Ingraham's mother took him to a hospital where painful bruises on his backside were diagnosed as a hematoma. A doctor prescribed ice packs, pain pills, sleeping pills, and a laxative and advised Ingraham to rest at home for at least a week. More than a week after the beating, another doctor examined him and found that the hematoma was still "swollen, tender, and purplish in color" and was discharging fluid. This doctor prescribed rest at home for an additional seventy-two hours. Ingraham could not sit comfortably for about three weeks. 2 

Ingraham was not the only student to feel the sting of the paddle. Roosevelt Adams was paddled on about ten different occasions during the year. Once, in a hair-raising episode in a bathroom, he was whacked by Barnes on the leg, arm, back and neck. Another time, for an infraction which Adams claims he did not commit, Wright hit him on the wrist. A doctor prescribed pain pills and an ice pack for the resulting swelling. Adams could not use the arm for about a week. Daniel Lee, who claimed to be an innocent bystander to a paddling incident, was asked by Barnes to bend down and "get a little piece of the board." Barnes rapped Lee on the hand four or five times; the hand was fractured, enlarged and disfigured. For the grievous infraction of standing up in the study hall to wipe some foreign matter off the seat of his chair, Rodney Williams was beaten on the head and back with a paddle and whipped with a belt. Williams was out of school for about a week to undergo surgery to remove a lump on the side of his head caused by the beating. Other beatings by Deliford and Wright caused Williams to cough blood and receive treatment at a hospital. 

The Supreme Court Decision 

The Supreme Court granted certiorari on the questions of cruel and unusual punishment and procedural due process while denying review of the question of whether corporal punishment was so arbitrary capricious and unrelated to any legitimate educational objective that it violated the concept of substantive due processes.'13 In a 5-4 decision issued on April 19, 1977, the Court affirmed the en banc decision of the Fifth Circuit.' 14 Mr. Justice Powell, writing for Chief Justice Burger and Justices Stewart, Blackmun and Rehnquist, first examined the common law tradition permitting the reasonable use of corporal punishment by public school teachers. Next he noted that of the twenty-three states which have enacted legislation on corporal punishment, only two (Massachusetts and New Jersey) have banned it, while the remainder have retained the common law standard or modified it only slightly. 15 

With this "background of historical and contemporary approval of reasonable corporal punishment," Powell plunged into the constitutional issues of the case. Regarding the cruel and unusual punishment clause, he noted that the derivation of the language goes back to the English Bill of Rights of 1869 and was prompted by an "exclusive concern" for the "conduct of judges in enforcing the criminal law."16 Powell observed that this has also been the paramount concern of the U.S. Supreme Court in interpreting the Eighth Amendment. He could find no case outside the criminal process where the Court has ruled the Eighth Amendment to be applicable. Although Powell acknowledged that the Court has on several occasions stated that the meaning of the cruel and unusual punishment clause may evolve "as public opinion becomes enlightened by a humane justice," he asserted that any such evolution should not take the Eighth Amendment beyond the realm of criminal punishment.17 Moreover, and most important for this analysis, Powell concluded: "The schoolchild has little need for the protection of the Eighth Amendment."18 He listed a panoply of safeguards which "effectively remedy and deter" excessive corporal punishment. Among these are the openness of the school, the support of the student by family and friends, the constant accompaniment of other students and teachers, and the constraints imposed by potential civil and criminal liability. 

Turning to procedural due process, Powell found that insofar as corporal punishment involves restraint and physical punishment, it implicates a liberty interest entitled to due process protection. These procedures should "minimize the risk of wrongful punishment and provide for the resolution of disputed questions of justification."19 These standards are fully met, in Powell's view, by existing procedures in state law. In Florida, for example, the teacher must confer with the principal before inflicting corporal punishment. Following the punishment, the teacher could be personally liable for damages in a civil tort suit or be prosecuted for the crime of assault and battery. Powell asserted that these safeguards "may be viewed as affording substantially greater protection" 20 than the procedures prior to a short-term suspension as mandated by the court in Goss v. Lopez. 21 Moreover, according to Powell, the imposition of procedural safeguards on the administration of corporal punishment could have deleterious effects on discipline in the schools. If a teacher's recommendation to paddle a student was rejected at a hearing, Powell felt that there would be a "consequent impairment of the teacher's ability to maintain discipline in the classroom...." 22 Individual teachers and entire school systems might abandon corporal punishment in favor of disciplinary measures which they believe are less effective. This might exacerbate the already serious disciplinary problem in the nation's schools, as documented recently by a Congressional committee.23 Therefore, while procedural safeguards might "marginally" reduce the risk of unwarranted corporal punishment, Powell concluded that the costs are far too great to justify such "a significant intrusion into an area of primary educational responsibility." 24

