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In this case the United States Supreme Court considers whether members of the Old Order
Amish have a constitutional right to refuse to comply with a state’s compulsory high school
attendance law.

Mr. Chief Justice Burger delivered the opinion of the Court.

... Respondents Jonas Yoder and Wallace Miller are members of the Old Order Amish
religion, and respondent Adin Yutzy is a member of the Conservative Amish Mennonite Church.
They and their families are residents of Green County, Wisconsin. Wisconsin’s compulsory
school-attendance law required them to cause their children to attend public or private school
until . . . age 16 but the respondents declined to send their children, ages 14 and 15, to public
school after they completed the eighth grade. The children were not enrolled in any private
school, or within any recognized exception to the compulsory-attendance law, and they are
conceded to be subject to the Wisconsin statute.

On complaint of the school district administrator for the public schools, respondents were
charged, tried, and convicted of violating the compulsory-attendance law in Green County Court
and were fined the sum of $5 each. Respondents defended on the ground that the application of
the compulsory-attendance law violated their rights under the First and Fourteenth Amendments.
The trial testimony showed that respondents believed, in accordance with the tenets of Old Order
Amish communities generally, that their children’s attendance at high school, public or private,
was contrary to the Amish religion and way of life. They believed that by sending their children
to high school, they would not only expose themselves to the danger of the censure of the church
community, but, as found by the county court, also endanger their own salvation and that of their
children. The State stipulated that respondents’ religious beliefs were sincere.

In support of their position, respondents presented as expert witnesses scholars on
religion and education whose testimony is uncontradicted. They expressed their opinions on the
relationship of the Amish belief concerning school attendance to the more general tenets of their
religion, and described the impact that compulsory high school attendance could have on the
continued survival of Amish communities as they exist in the United States today. The history of
the Amish sect was given in some detail, beginning with the Swiss Anabaptists of the 16th
century who rejected institutionalized churches and sought to return to the early, simple,
Christian life de-emphasizing material success, rejecting the competitive spirit, and seeking to
insulate themselves from the modern world. As a result of their common heritage, Old Order
Amish communities today are characterized by a fundamental belief that salvation requires life
in a church community separate and apart from the world and worldly influence. This concept of
life aloof from the world and its values is central to their faith. . . .

Amish objection to formal education beyond the eighth grade is firmly grounded in these
central religious concepts. They object to the high school, and higher education generally,
because the values they teach are in marked variance with Amish values and the Amish way of



life; they view secondary school education as an impermissible exposure of their children to a
“worldly” influence in conflict with their beliefs. The high school tends to emphasize intellectual
and scientific accomplishments, self-distinction, competitiveness, worldly success, and social life
with other students. Amish society emphasizes informal learning-through-doing; a life of
“goodness,” rather than a life of intellect; wisdom, rather than technical knowledge, community
welfare, rather than competition; and separation from, rather than integration with, contemporary
worldly society. . . .

The Amish do not object to elementary education through the first eight grades as a
general proposition because they agree that their children must have basic skills in the “three
R’s” in order to read the Bible, to be good farmers and citizens, and to be able to deal with
non-Amish people when necessary in the course of daily affairs. They view such a basic
education as acceptable because it does not significantly expose their children to worldly values
or interfere with their development in the Amish community during the crucial adolescent
period. While Amish accept compulsory elementary education generally, wherever possible they
have established their own elementary schools in many respects like the small local schools of
the past. In the Amish belief higher learning tends to develop values they reject as influences that
alienate man from God. . . .

Although the trial court in its careful findings determined that the Wisconsin compulsory
school-attendance law “does interfere with the freedom of the Defendants to act in accordance
with their sincere religious belief” it also concluded that the requirement of high school
attendance until age 16 was a “reasonable and constitutional” exercise of governmental power,
and therefore denied the motion to dismiss the charges. The Wisconsin Circuit Court affirmed
the convictions. The Wisconsin Supreme Court, however, sustained respondents’ claim under the
Free Exercise Clause of the First Amendment and reversed the convictions. A majority of the
court was of the opinion that the State had failed to make an adequate showing that its interest in
“establishing and maintaining an educational system overrides the defendants’ right to the free
exercise of their religion.” . . .

There is no doubt as to the power of a State, having a high responsibility for education of
its citizens, to impose reasonable regulations for the control and duration of basic education. See,
e.g., Pierce v. Society of Sisters . . . (1925). Providing public schools ranks at the very apex of
the function of a State. Yet even this paramount responsibility was, in Pierce, made to yield to
the right of parents to provide an equivalent education in a privately operated system. There the
Court held that Oregon’s statute compelling attendance in a public school from age eight to age
16 unreasonably interfered with the interest of parents in directing the rearing of their offspring,
including their education in church-operated schools. As that case suggests, the values of
parental direction of the religious upbringing and education of their children in their early and
formative years have a high place in our society. . . . Thus, a State’s interest in universal
education, however highly we rank it, is not totally free from a balancing process when it
impinges on fundamental rights and interests, such as those specifically protected by the Free
Exercise Clause of the First Amendment, and the traditional interest of parents with respect to
the religious upbringing of their children so long as they, in the words of Pierce, “prepare [them]
for additional obligations.” . . .



It follows that in order for Wisconsin to compel school attendance beyond the eighth
grade against a claim that such attendance interferes with the practice of a legitimate religious
belief, it must appear either that the State does not deny the free exercise of religious belief by its
requirement, or that there is a state interest of sufficient magnitude to override the interest
claiming protection under the Free Exercise Clause. ...

... A'way of life, however virtuous and admirable, may not be interposed as a barrier to
reasonable state regulation of education if it is based on purely secular considerations; to have
the protection of the Religion Clauses, the claims must be rooted in religious belief. Although a
determination of what is a “religious” belief or practice entitled to constitutional protection may
present a most delicate question, the very concept of ordered liberty precludes allowing every
person to make his own standards on matters of conduct in which society as a whole has
important interests. . . .

... [T]he record in this case abundantly supports the claim that the traditional way of life
of the Amish is not merely a matter of personal preference, but one of deep religious conviction,
shared by an organized group, and intimately related to daily living. . ..

The impact of the compulsory-attendance law on respondents’ practice of the Amish
religion is not only severe, but inescapable, for the Wisconsin law affirmatively compels them,
under threat of criminal sanction, to perform acts undeniably at odds with fundamental tenets of
their religious beliefs. . . . Nor is the impact of the compulsory-attendance law confined to grave
interference with important Amish religious tenets from a subjective point of view. It carries
with it precisely the kind of objective danger to the free exercise of religion that the First
Amendment was designed to prevent. As the record shows, compulsory school attendance to age
16 for Amish children carries with it a very real threat of undermining the Amish community and
religious practice as they exist today; they must either abandon belief and be assimilated into
society at large, or be forced to migrate to some other and more tolerant region.

In sum, the unchallenged testimony of acknowledged experts in education and religious
history, almost 300 years of consistent practice, and strong evidence of a sustained faith
pervading and regulating respondents’ entire mode of life support the claim that enforcement of
the State’s requirement of compulsory formal education after the eighth grade would gravely
endanger if not destroy the free exercise of respondents’ religious beliefs. ...

Wisconsin concedes that under the Religion Clauses religious beliefs are absolutely free
from the State’s control, but it argues that “actions,” even though religiously grounded, are
outside the protection of the First Amendment. But our decisions have rejected the idea that
religiously grounded conduct is always outside the protection of the Free Exercise Clause. It is
true that activities of individuals, even when religiously based, are often subject to regulation by
the States in the exercise of their undoubted power to promote the health, safety, and general
welfare, or the Federal government in the exercise of its delegated powers. . . . But to agree that
religiously grounded conduct must often be subject to the broad police power of the State is not
to deny that there are areas of conduct protected by the Free Exercise Clause of the First
Amendment and thus beyond the power of the State to control, even under regulations of general
applicability. . . . This case, therefore, does not become easier because respondents were



convicted for their “actions” in refusing to send their children to the public high school; in this
context belief and action cannot be neatly confined in logic-tight compartments. . . .

Nor can this case be disposed of on the grounds that Wisconsin’s requirement for school
attendance to age 16 applies uniformly to all citizens of the State and does not, on its face,
discriminate against religions or a particular religion, or that it is motivated by legitimate secular
concerns. A regulation neutral on its face may, in its application, nonetheless offend the
constitutional requirement for governmental neutrality if it unduly burdens the free exercise of
religion. . . . The Court must not ignore the danger that an exception from a general obligation of
citizenship on religious grounds may run afoul of the Establishment Clause, but that danger
cannot be allowed to prevent any exception no matter how vital it may be to the protection of
values promoted by the right of free exercise. . . .

The State advances two primary arguments in support of its system of compulsory
education. It notes, as Thomas Jefferson pointed out early in our history, that some degree of
education is necessary to prepare citizens to participate effectively and intelligently in our open
political system if we are to preserve freedom and independence. Further, education prepares
individuals to be self-reliant and self-sufficient participants in society. We accept these
propositions.

However, the evidence adduced by the Amish in this case is persuasively to the effect
that an additional one or two years of formal high school for Amish children in place of their
long-established program of informal vocational education would do little to serve those
interests. Respondents’ experts testified at trial, without challenge, that the value of all education
must be assessed in terms of its capacity to prepare the child for life. It is one thing to say that
compulsory education for a year or two beyond the eighth grade may be necessary when its goal
is the preparation of the child for life in modern society as the majority live, but is quite another
if the goal of education be viewed as the preparation of the child for life in the separated agrarian
community that is the keystone of the Amish faith. . . .

The State attacks respondents’ position as one fostering “ignorance” from which the child
must be protected by the State. No one can question the State’s duty to protect children from
ignorance but this argument does not square with the facts disclosed in the record. Whatever
their idiosyncrasies as seen by the majority, this record strongly shows that the Amish
community has been a highly successful social unit within our society, even if apart from the
conventional “mainstream.” Its members are productive and very law-abiding members of
society; they reject public welfare in any of its usually modern forms. The Congress itself
recognized their self-sufficiency by authorizing exemption of such groups as the Amish from the
obligation to pay social security taxes.

It is neither fair nor correct to suggest that the Amish are opposed to education beyond
the eighth grade level. What this record shows is that they are opposed to conventional formal
education of the type provided by a certified high school because it comes at the child’s crucial
adolescent period of religious development. . . .

... There can be no assumption that today’s majority is “right” and the Amish and others



like them are “wrong.” A way of life that is odd or even erratic but interferes with no rights or
interests of others is not to be condemned because it is different.

The State, however, supports its interest in providing an additional one or two years of
compulsory high school education to Amish children because of the possibility that some such
children will choose to leave the Amish community, and that if this occurs they will be
ill-equipped for life. The State argues that if Amish children leave their church they should not
be in the position of making their way in the world without the education available in the one or
two additional years the State requires. However, on this record, that argument is highly
speculative. There is no specific evidence of the loss of Amish adherents by attrition, nor is there
any showing that upon leaving the Amish community Amish children, with their practical
agricultural training and habits of industry and self-reliance, would become burdens on society
because of educational shortcomings. ...

Insofar as the State’s claim rests on the view that a brief additional period of formal
education is imperative to enable the Amish to participate effectively and intelligently in our
democratic process, it must fall. The Amish alternative to formal secondary school education has
enabled them to function effectively in their day-to-day life under self-imposed limitations on
relations with the world, and to survive and prosper in contemporary society as a separate,
sharply identifiable and highly self-sufficient community for more than 200 years in this country.
In itself this is strong evidence that they are capable of fulfilling the social and political
responsibilities of citizenship without compelled attendance beyond the eighth grade at the price
of jeopardizing their free exercise of religious belief. ...

Finally, the State . . . argues that a decision exempting Amish children from the State’s
requirement fails to recognize the substantive right of the Amish child to a secondary education,
and fails to give due regard to the power of the State as parens patriae to extend the benefit of
secondary education to children regardless of the wishes of their parents. . . .

The State’s argument proceeds without reliance on any actual conflict between the wishes
of parents and children. It appears to rest on the potential that exemption of Amish parents from
the requirements of the compulsory-education law might allow some parents to act contrary to
the best interests of their children by foreclosing their opportunity to make an intelligent choice
between the Amish way of life and that of the outside world. The same argument could, of
course, be made with respect to all church schools short of college. There is nothing in the record
or in the ordinary course of human experience to suggest that non-Amish parents generally
consult with children of ages 14-16 if they are placed in a church school of the parents’ faith.

Indeed it seems clear that if the State is empowered, as parens patriae, to “save” a child
from himself or his Amish parents by requiring an additional two years of compulsory formal
high school education, the State will in large measure influence, if not determine, the religious
future of the child. [T]his case involves the fundamental interest of parents, as contrasted with
that of the State, to guide the religious future and education of their children. ...

For the reasons stated we hold, with the Supreme Court of Wisconsin, that the First and
Fourteenth Amendments prevent the State from compelling respondents to cause their children to



attend formal high school to age 16. . ..

Nothing we hold is intended to undermine the general applicability of the State’s
compulsory school-attendance statutes or to limit the power of the State to promulgate
reasonable standards that, while not impairing the free exercise of religion, provide for
continuing agricultural vocational education under parental and church guidance by the Old
Order Amish or others similarly situated. The States have had a long history of amicable and
effective relationships with church-sponsored schools, and there is no basis for assuming that, in
this related context, reasonable standards cannot be established concerning the content of the
continuing vocational education of Amish children under parental guidance, provided always
that state regulations are not inconsistent with what we have said in this opinion.

Affirmed.

Mr. Justice Powell and Mr. Justice Rehnquist took no part in the consideration or decision of
this case.

Mr. Justice Stewart, with whom Mr. Justice Brennan joins, concurring. . . .
Mr. Justice Douglas, dissenting in part.

I agree with the Court that the religious scruples of the Amish are opposed to the
education of their children beyond the grade schools, yet | disagree with the Court’s conclusion
that the matter is within the dispensation of parents alone. The Court’s analysis assumes that the
only interests at stake in the case are those of the Amish parents on the one hand, and those of
the State on the other. The difficulty with this approach is that, despite the Court’s claim, the
parents are seeking to vindicate not only their own free exercise claims, but also those of their
high-school-age children. . . .

... Our opinions are full of talk about the power of the parents over the child’s education.
... And we have in the past analyzed similar conflicts between parent and State with little regard
for the views of the child. . . . Recent cases, however, have clearly held that the children
themselves have constitutionally protectible interests. . . .

On this important and vital matter of education, | think the children should be entitled to
be heard. While the parents, absent dissent, normally speak for the entire family, the education of
the child is a matter on which the child will often have decided views. He may want to be a
pianist or an astronaut or an oceanographer. To do so he will have to break from the Amish
tradition.

It is the future of the student, not the future of the parents, that is imperiled by today’s
decision. If a parent keeps his child out of school beyond the grade school, then the child will be
forever barred from entry into the new and amazing world of diversity that we have today. The
child may decide that that is the preferred course, or he may rebel. It is the student’s judgment,
not his parents’, that is essential if we are to give full meaning to what we have said about the
Bill of Rights and of the right of students to be masters of their own destiny. If he is harnessed to



the Amish way of life by those in authority over him and if his education is truncated, his entire
life may be stunted and deformed. The child, therefore, should be given an opportunity to be
heard before the State gives the exemption which we honor today.

The views of the two children in question were not canvassed by the Wisconsin courts.
The matter should be explicitly reserved so that new hearings can be held on remand of the case.



