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I.​ Introduction 

California state law specifically protects students’ right to wear “traditional tribal regalia or recognized 

objects of religious or cultural significance as an adornment at school graduation ceremonies.1” In 

addition, state and federal civil rights laws protect student rights to expressive and religious conduct, and 

freedom of expression as a student. Students have the right to wear an eagle feather in their graduation 

caps, a beaded graduation cap, and other tribal regalia at graduation ceremonies. Schools cannot limit or 

prohibit student participation in graduation ceremonies because a student asserts their right to wear 

tribal regalia. 

But even so, they sometimes do. So California Indian Legal Services,  ACLU Foundation of Northern, & 

ACLU Foundation of Southern California have put together this toolkit. We include some background on 

the importance of protecting students’ rights to tribal regalia and share resources we’ve created to 

defend and exercise this right, along with social media assets to spread the word. All of the materials we 

reference are available on this google drive. Please share this toolkit and the resources with students, 

advocates and community members who might benefit from this information! 

We also recorded a short Tribal Regalia at Commencement webinar covering this material. 

If you have any questions or need further guidance, please contact Jay Petersen at California Indian Legal 

Services at jpetersen@calindian.org; Dakota Bodell at the ACLU of Northern California at 

dbodell@aclunc.org; or Ana Mendoza at the ACLU Foundation of Southern California at 

amendoza@aclusocal.org.  

If your school is violating your rights and you want to talk to a lawyer, you can reach out to us at: 

●​ California Indian Legal Services:  Call the CILS office in your region.  You can find a map to find 

out which office covers your region online at https://www.calindian.org/coveragemap/ and call 

the number on the webpage. 

●​ ACLU Foundation of Northern California: Call their Intake Line at (415) 621-2488 or submit your 

complaint online. 

●​ ACLU Foundation of Southern California:  Call their Intake Line at 213-977-5253 or contact the 

ACLU Foundation of Southern California online.   

●​ During graduation season (March 2025-May 2025), you can also email graduation@aclunc.org.   

This toolkit is available online. Please disseminate it broadly! 

 

1 California Education Code § 35183.1.  
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II.​ Students’ Rights To Tribal Regalia and Cultural and 

Religious Objects At Graduation Under California Law 

In 2018, California Indian Legal Services (CILS) and California tribes worked with Assemblymember Todd 

Gloria to pass AB 1248, adding section 35183.1 to the California Education Code and specifically 

providing that: “A pupil may wear traditional tribal regalia or recognized objects of religious or cultural 

significance as an adornment at school graduation ceremonies.”  A school can only prohibit the wearing 

of traditional or cultural adornment (regalia) if it:  “… is likely to cause a substantial disruption of, or 

material interference with, the ceremony.” 

 

For purposes of this right, the statute further defines the terms “adornment” to mean “something 

attached to, or worn with, but not replacing, the cap and gown customarily worn at school graduation 

ceremonies” and “cultural” to mean “recognized practices and traditions of a certain group of people.”  

 

While students have long had this right under federal and state law2, this important state law was 

intended to remedy several instances where California schools denied students the ability to wear 

cultural or religious attire or objects at graduation. For example, in 2015, CILS, ACLU NorCal, and the 

Native American Rights Fund successfully fought alongside Christian Titman, a graduating senior in Clovis 

Unified School District, which tried to prevent him from wearing an eagle feather in his cap at 

graduation. Notably, the legislative record in support of AB 1248 indicates that Native American students 

have been denied the ability to adorn their graduation caps with eagle feathers and that “an African 

American student was warned against wearing a Kente cloth, a fabric worn during important occasions in 

African culture, and was escorted out of the graduation before officially receiving his diploma.”3 

 

California Education Code section 35183.1 applies to all California students. In future years, we will 

update this toolkit to be representative of a broader diversity of California students and communities.  

 

Do I have the right to wear tribal regalia or other items of religious or cultural significance, like an 

eagle feather, at my graduation ceremony? 

 
YES. California state law specifically protects students’ right to wear “traditional tribal regalia or 

recognized objects of religious or cultural significance as an adornment at school graduation 

ceremonies.” In addition, state and federal civil rights laws protect your rights to expressive and religious 

conduct, and your freedom of expression as a student. You have the right to wear an eagle feather in 

your graduation cap, a beaded graduation cap, and other tribal regalia at your graduation ceremony. 

Your school cannot limit or prohibit your participation in your graduation ceremony because you are 

asserting your right to wear an eagle feather or any other item of tribal regalia. 

3 California Assembly Bill 1248: Third Reading: Analysis, SENATE RULES COMMITTEE at 6 (Aug. 27, 2018), 
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billAnalysisClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180AB1248. 

2 See U.S. Const. amend. I; Cal. Const. art. I, § 2(a), 4; Cal. Educ. Code §§ 48907, 48950. 
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What is an adornment? 

 
An “adornment” is something that’s worn attached to the cap and gown (or other graduation clothing 

required by your school), not in place of them. An eagle feather, beaded caps, necklaces, or tribal honor 

cords or sashes, are all examples of adornments.  

 

Can my school limit my right to wear regalia or objects with religious or cultural significance at my 

graduation ceremony? 

 
Rarely. The only time a school may be able to limit a student’s right is if they can prove the item is likely 

to cause a substantial disruption or material interference with the graduation ceremony. Schools cannot 

use this exception to limit eagle feathers or other regalia. 

 

A substantial disruption or material interference encourages violations of school rules or illegal activities. 

Your school can’t restrict your ability to wear tribal regalia because they are concerned the object might 

encourage students to violate school policies or engage in illegal activities. 

 

Additionally, something like an eagle feather is an object that merely adorns your graduation cap and 

gown and does not cause an interference to the graduation ceremony. Many schools allow students to 

wear sashes, pins, insignias or other school-sponsored objects on their graduation gowns, further 

suggesting that an adornment  does not materially interfere with graduation ceremonies. 

 

Visit My School, My Rights for more information.  
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III.​ Why the Right to Tribal Regalia Matters 

Whether an eagle feather or plume, beadwork, basket cap, tribal sash, or other object, tribal regalia 

plays a unique role, spiritually and culturally, for graduating Indigenous students. Students who wear 

tribal regalia at commencement are a symbol of resistance, resilience, and reclamation of their right to 

an education that honors their culture and heritage. 

After centuries of attempted genocide and the attempted erasure of Indigenous culture and tradition, 

the ability to celebrate commencement in a culturally appropriate way is deeply important.  Through 

federal Indian boarding schools, thousands of Indigenous children and youth across California were 

violently torn from their homes and communities and sent to institutions where they faced brutal 

punishment and abuse for speaking their Indigenous languages or engaging in any cultural or religious 

practices.4  For over a century, Indigenous spiritual and religious practices were against the law, 

punishable by imprisonment or withholding of subsistence food rations.  It was not until 1978, with the 

passage of the American Indian Religious Freedom Act, that the rights of Indigenous people to “believe, 

express, and exercise their traditional religions” was protected under federal law.5 

Sadly, this legacy continues, as schools across our state are still unwelcoming places for Indigenous 

students.  As a result, Indigenous students face disproportionate educational outcomes across a range of 

educational statistics, including high rates of exclusionary discipline and the lowest graduation rates. 

According to the California School Dashboard, for 2022, Native American students across California were 

rated at the “low” performance level in English Language Arts, Mathematics, and graduation rate; “very 

high” in the chronic absenteeism indicator; and “high” in the suspension rate category.6 For 2018-19 (the 

last full year before the pandemic), only 20% of Native American students met or exceeded English 

Language Arts standards; Native American students met or exceeded grade-level math standards at less 

than half the rate of all California students; and Native American students experienced chronic 

absenteeism at more than double the rate of all California students.7  

7 Failing Grade: The Status Of Native American Education in Humboldt County. October 2020. ACLU 
Northern California. Available at: 
https://www.aclunc.org/publications/failing-grade-status-native-american-education-humboldt-county  

6  California School Dashboard, State of California:  Conditions and Climate 2022, available at 
https://www.caschooldashboard.org/reports/ca/2022/conditions-and-climate#suspension-rate  

5 H.R. Exec. Doc. No. 1-48 (1883), available at: 
https://digitalcommons.law.ou.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=6725&context=indianserialset; See also, 
Dennis Zotigh, Native Perspectives on the 40th Anniversary of the American Indian Religious Freedom 
Act, Smithsonian Magazine, Nov. 30, 2018, 
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/blogs/national-museum-american-indian/2018/11/30/native-perspe
ctives-american-indian-religious-freedom-act/; David Martínez, Life of the Indigenous Mind:  Vine Deloria 
Jr. and the Birth of the Red Power Movement (2019); and Stephen L. Pevar, The Rights of Indians and 
Tribes:  The Authoritative Guide to Indian and Tribal Rights, 4th ed., 225-226 (2012). 

4  See generally, National Native American Boarding School Healing Coalition, Healing Voices Volume 1:  A 
Primer on American Indian and Alaska Native Boarding Schools in the U.S., 2d ed. (June 2020), available 
at Healing Voices Volume 1: A Primer on American Indian and Alaska Native Boarding Schools in the U.S.. 
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Policies or practices that strip Indigenous students of their cultural and religious heritage – such as 

preventing Indigenous students from wearing regalia during important celebrations – compound the 

violence and oppression that these students and their communities have suffered.  Students and 

communities face many barriers to overcoming the legacy of federal Indian boarding schools and the 

history of abuse and exclusion of Indigenous students in schools, making commencement all the more 

special a time for celebration. 
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IV.​ How to Defend Students’ Rights to Tribal Regalia and 
Educate Others: What Can I Do? 

 

Although the California Education Code is clear, schools don’t always comply. Every year, organizations 

like CILS and ACLU hear from students and community members that their schools have told them they 

cannot wear tribal regalia at commencement. We’ve created the following materials to help students 

and advocates defend students’ rights, educate school administrators, and spread the word about this 

important right through social media channels.  

 

If you are a ... 

 

●​ School Administrator, update your board policies to ensure that they reflect the law and best 

practices in creating safe, welcoming, and affirming schools for all students.  Also, make sure that 

your entire school community knows their rights! This includes those who will be working at 

graduation - we have heard in recent years that school staff, unaware of the law, have gone so 

far as to take students’ sacred eagle feathers from them. You can prevent this by ensuring that 

your entire school community understands students’ rights!   

●​ Teacher, make sure your school district’s policies reflect the law and tell your students about 

their rights! You can direct them to My School, My Rights for more information. 

●​ Student, defend your rights and educate your school! You can use this self-advocacy letter as a 

template. And share your story to encourage other Indigenous graduates to wear their tribal 

regalia and raise awareness of their rights. You can reach out to Ana Mendoza at ACLU SoCal at 

amendoza@aclusocal.org with the subject “Tribal Regalia Blog” during graduation season 

(March-May 2025) if you want to write a blog post that we can feature on the ACLU’s My School, 

My Rights website.  Also, if your school is not allowing you to wear your cultural, tribal, or 

religious regalia and adornments at graduation but is allowing other students to wear secular or 

non-cultural adornments, you should consider filing a complaint based on discrimination 

because of your religion, race/ethnicity, ancestry, or national origin.  These types of complaints 

are called Uniform Complaint Procedures complaints, commonly referred to as UCP complaints. 

You can learn about UCP complaints generally at 

https://www.myschoolmyrights.com/rights/file-a-complaint-with-your-school/. Be sure to check 

your school district’s or charter school’s policies to learn how to submit a UCP complaint to your 

school district or charter school.  Every school district and charter school is required to describe 

its UCP complaint process, including whom you should direct your complaint to. If you can’t find 

this information on the website, ask a trusted adult at your school for the policy and complaint 

form, if there is one.  

●​ Parents, Community Members, or Advocates, share these resources with your graduating 

students and support them in defending their rights. You or your students can call the ACLU of 

Northern California’s Intake Line at (415) 621-2488 or submit your complaint online or call the 

ACLU of Southern California’s Intake Line at 213-977-5253 if you need additional support.
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V.​ Students’ Rights to Tribal Regalia: Resources  
 
All of the resources listed here are available in the tribal regalia toolkit google drive. CILS, ACLU NorCal, 
and ACLU SoCal recorded a short Tribal Regalia at Commencement Webinar for advocates, walking 
through the resources available in this toolkit.  
 

A.​ Know Your Rights Guide 
 
A know your rights guide on Students’ Rights to Tribal, Cultural, and Religious Objects at Graduation is 
available online at 
myschoolmyrights.com/rights/student-rights-to-tribal-cultural-and-religious-objects-at-graduation/.  It is 
also available in Spanish and Mandarin.   
 

B.​ Self-Advocacy Letter 
 
If you or someone you know has been told they cannot wear tribal regalia at their graduation ceremony, 
you can advocate with the school by informing them of students’ rights and asking that the school 
respect them. Use this letter template. 
 

C.​ ACLU & CILS Policy Report on Violations of Students’ Rights 
 
To better understand and address ongoing challenges faced by students to wearing religious, cultural, or 
tribal regalia at graduation ceremonies in California, the ACLU Foundation of Southern California, the 
ACLU Foundation of Northern California, and California Indian Legal Services published a report, 
California’s Graduation Dress Codes:  Violations of Indigenous Students’ Rights to Self-Determination and 
Cultural Preservation. The report documents instances of California schools whose policies continue to 
restrict or deny students' legal right to wear tribal regalia and cultural or religious adornments at 
commencement ceremonies—despite clear protections under state and federal law. It analyzes dress 
code policies across 50 school districts and county offices of education, revealing disturbing patterns of 
noncompliance. The report also offers concrete policy recommendations and urges schools to update 
their practices to honor students’ rights and cultural heritage. You can access the full report here. 
 

D.​ ACLU & CILS Administrative Complaint to the California Attorney General To Protect 
Students’ Rights to Tribal Regalia at Graduation 

 
In September 2024, the ACLU Foundation of Northern California, ACLU Foundation of Southern 
California, and California Indian Legal Services filed an administrative complaint with the California 
Attorney General on behalf of Indigenous students and families challenging Clovis Unified School 
District’s repeated violations of students’ rights to wear tribal regalia and cultural or religious 
adornments at graduation. The complaint urges the Attorney General to investigate Clovis Unified and 
other school districts with similar discriminatory policies and practices, and to ensure statewide 
compliance with students’ statutory and constitutional rights to celebrate their cultural identity at 
graduation. You can read the full complaint here. 
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E.​ ACLU & CILS 2024 “Dear Superintendent” Letter 
 
In April 2024, the ACLU Foundations of Northern and Southern California and CILS sent this letter to 
dozens of school districts throughout California reminding them of their obligations under California ed 
code. We hope that this prevents school districts from wrongly telling students they cannot wear tribal 
regalia at commencement. If you would like to send a similar letter to your school district, please feel 
free to borrow the language in this letter.  
 

F.​ California Attorney General’s 2021 “Dear Superintendent” Letter and Tribal Regalia 
Information 

 
In May 2021, Attorney General Bonta sent a letter to school Superintendents informing them of their 
obligations under the law. The letter can be found here.   
 
The California Attorney General’s website also has a dedicated page on “Tribal Regalia at Graduation 
Ceremonies.”  You can read more here. 
 

G.​ California Department of Education’s “Dear Superintendent” Letter on Tribal Regalia 
 
In May 2024, California Superintendent of Public Instruction Tony Thurmond issued a letter reminding 
California school leaders that students have the legal right to wear tribal regalia and cultural or religious 
adornments at graduation, per Assembly Bills 1248 and 945 and Education Code Section 35183.1. The 
letter encourages schools to adopt inclusive graduation policies, engage with tribal leaders, and 
celebrate the cultural diversity of their student communities to create respectful, supportive 
environments.  Superintendent Thurmond declared that, “The CDE fully supports policies allowing 
students to wear items honoring their unique cultures. Wearing items such as eagle feathers, beaded 
caps, tribal insignias, and stoles during graduation ceremonies is crucial for fostering a respectful and 
inclusive environment for American Indian students and their families.”  The letter can be found here. 
 

H.​  California Department of Education’s Native American Graduation Adornments Task 
Force (NAGAT) 

 
The California Department of Education convened the Native American Graduation Adornments Task 
Force (NAGAT) pursuant to California Assembly Bill 945 (2021-2022), authored by Assemblymember 
James C. Ramos.  This legislation mandated the California Department of Education to convene a 
10-member task force to gather information and develop recommendations for best practices, protocols, 
proposed legislation, and other policies to comprehensively implement students’ rights to wear 
traditional tribal regalia or recognized objects of religious or cultural significance at school graduation 
ceremonies.  You can read more about the NAGAT on the CDE’s website at 
https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/ai/re/nagat.asp.  
 

I.​ Comms Assets to Share & Raise Awareness 
 

1.​ Pre-existing Content:  
 
Social Media Posts 

●​ We will be uploading social media content here. Please re-post and share! 
●​ Please follow these social media accounts and use these hashtags when you post! 
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Twitter: ​ @ACLU_NorCal​​ @CAIndianLegal ​ ​ ​ @ACLUSoCal 

IG:​ ​ @Aclu_norcal​ ​ @californiaindianlegalservices​ ​ @aclu_socal 

 

#GraduNative, #LetTheFeathersFly, #PhenomenallyIndigenous, #NativeGrad, #TribalRegalia, #NativeEd, 

#studentsrights 

 

Videos 
●​ Watch and share this powerful video highlight the importance of Tribal Regalia at Graduation 

 Indigenous Students Share the Importance of Tribal Regalia at Graduation | ACLU
 
Blogs & Other Writings 

●​ Blog: State Lawmakers Must Protect the Cultural and Religious Expression of Indigenous 

Students | ACLU 

●​ Blog: Preserving Our Cultural Rights at Graduation - My School My Rights 

●​ Blog:  Student Tribal Regalia Rights and Graduation - My School, My Rights 

 

2.​ Create your Own Social Media Posts! 

 

Share your story of wearing tribal regalia at commencement to inspire and encourage other Indigenous 

youth to proudly celebrate their culture and heritage at graduation!   

 

Students can share a few photos of the regalia they wore or plan to wear at graduation and explain what 

it means to them, or make a video explaining why regalia matters and how they’re exercising your rights. 

Be sure to tag CILS, ACLU NorCal, and ACLU SoCal and use hashtags: #GraduNative, #LetTheFeathersFly, 

#PhenomenallyIndigenous, #NativeGrad, #TribalRegalia, #NativeEd, #studentsrights. 

 

If you want to write a blog about your experience, we can publish it at MySchoolMyRights.com. Reach 

out Ana Mendoza at ACLU SoCal at amendoza@aclusocal.org with the subject “Tribal Regalia Blog.” 
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VI.​ Additional Nationwide Resources 

 

Not in California? Know of a student outside of California who needs support? Here are some 
additional, nationwide resources: 
 

●​ The Native American Rights Fund (NARF) has this Graduating Students And Families Resource 
Page, especially focused on defending students’ rights to wear eagle feathers at graduation.  

●​ The National ACLU has a Know Your Rights page that offers information about students’ rights 
across the country and provides additional letter templates to help advocate for those rights 
with their school districts. This  Tribal Regalia Campaign page further highlights the importance 
of this issue to Indigenous students and families, as well as efforts to pass state laws protecting 
the right to wear tribal regalia. The Share Your Story page will allow Indigenous students and 
their families to share with us their challenges and successes relating to this issue. 

 

If you have any questions or wish to discuss this topic for further guidance, please contact Jay Petersen 

at California Indian Legal Services at jpetersen@calindian.org; Dakota Bodell at the ACLU of Northern 

California at dbodell@aclunc.org; or Ana Mendoza at the ACLU Foundation of Southern California at 

amendoza@aclusocal.org.  
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