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year-old boy he hired—an exception he
made out of sympathy for the boy, who
would otherwise be hanging around on
street corners. A few weeks later he
caught the boy trying to steal a motor-
cycle from the store; he spent some time
trying to convince the youngster that it
would be better for him to go to school.
The reply: “There's no money in it.” A
cynical remark but far from incorrect.
Many students who have stayed in school
report that upon graduation they find
that dropouts have gotten all the jobs
and have collected experience and senior-
ity, while students who stayed in school
were toiling away at courses that gave
them no useful knowledge and bored
them to death.

Perhaps the most disheartening reason

for non-attendance in school applies to
younger children: The educational con-
veyor belt in Mississippi, as in the rest of
the United States, is not adjustable for
anyone who does not fit the mold. If a
youngster stays at home to baby-sit and
does not begin school until he is ten, he
will be sixteen in the sixth grade. This
embarrassment, which often is aggra-
vated by teachers who know that without
compulsory attendance they don’t have
to deal with anyone they find difficult, is
too much to bear. Many students who
find themselves in this predicament are
forced to drop out to save their self-
respect. There are no special programs to
meet these pressures of economic reality
in Mississippi.

White racism is also a factor, despite
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a surface mellowing of attitudes. Some
white Mississippi high school students,
like low-income high school students in
Boston or Detroit or San Francisco, find
nothing useful or stimulating about pub-
lic schools, They do not want to go, but
they know that their parents will insist.
Then the students catch on to something
about the history of racism and how easy
it is for anyone, state or child, to manipu-
late the fears of insecure citizens. “Ma,”
they say, “I don't want to go to school
with them niggers.” They are allowed to
drop out.

These youngsters claim they are not
racists themselves. They say that meeting
black students in school has broken down
hostility between races. In small discus-
sions, however, they will say that if bus-

A Parent’s “Right to Decide”

Ajmost all American parents send their
children to school voluntarily. Thus
compulsory attendance laws affect only
a few families. However, some parebts
are now deliberately violating these laws
-—and are challenging their constitution-
ality in court.

Common to all these cases, including
the well-known cases involving the
Amish sect, is the parents’ insistence on
their right to decide about the upbringing
and education of their children—includ-
ing decisions about keeping them out of
school. (In most states children are re-
quired to attend school from age six to
sixteen.) Many of these families would
put their children back in public school
if what the schools offecred were more to
their liking. Some would move to :an-
other public school district or find a pri-
vate school in which to enroll their chil-
dren if they could afford it. Consider
these examples:

+ Barbara Hoag, a black mother on
welfare in Sacramento, California, delib-
erately risked a jail term in order to keep
her ten-year-old daughter home from
school for more than a year. Mrs, Hoag
refused to comply with the state’'s com-
pulsory attendance laws because she
complained about the low reading scores,
skimpy resources, violence, exposure to
drugs, and racist values in the local pub-
lic school. School authorities would not
approve a transfer to another school ac-
ceptable to Mrs. Hoag, who was too poor
to afford private school tuition. She there-
fore tried to educate her daughter her-
self at home. When school officials
started to prosecute her, Mrs, Hoag de-

cided to leave California, and the dis-
trict attorney seemed happy to “solve”
the problem that way.

* Lydia and Kenneth Williams are at
odds with, Morgan County, West Vir-
ginia, school authorities over their de-
cision as parents to educate their young
children at home. West Virginia law per-
mits home teaching by “‘qualified” tutors,
but the school board has resisted the idea
that parents are automatically “quali-
fied,” and it has not approved the Wil-
liamses’ specific home education pro-
gram. The Williamses, who live in a rural
community in Unger, argue that home
training is better for their children, pri-
marily because the local public school
teaches them undesirable values. They
explain that the school tells their children
that they must account for every move
and that they must not challenge deci-
sions of those with power, even if the
decisions are arbitrary or capricious. The
Williamses say the school makes children
believe they are untrustworthy and de-
pendent. To the Williamses this is hardly
appropriate preparation for participation
as citizens in a democracy.

» A Northern California father of two
teen-age daughters recently was sen-
tenced to jail because he had refused to
send them to school. A firm believer in
education, he discovered that his daugh-
ters had played hooky for almost a month
without school officials’ ever asking about
their absence. He concluded that since
he could not afford to send his daughters
to private school, they would be better
off at home than on the streets. Although
school officials had showed little interest

when the girls were merely truants, they
prosecuted the father when he decided to
keep them out of school himself. His
case is now on appeal,

* Parents in Orinda Village, a San
Francisco suburb, kept their child out
of grade school about half the time
for three years. Each term, with the
teachers' agreement, they would instruct
the child at home in some subjects but
would send him to school for others. But
when the boy reached seventh grade,
the school said the arrangement was no
longer acceptable; so the parents kept
the child home for most of the year. The
mother said the school wasn't doing a
good enough job and that it was teach-
ing seventh graders with fifth-grade ma-
terials, because most of the class, she
said, was reading at the fifth-grade level.
She thinks the family can do more for
the child. The parents have received
warnings of criminal prosecution.

THESE EXAMPLES illustrate the wide
range of reasons parents cite for disre-
garding the law, In each case the parents
make a substantial claim for exemption;
yet unless the Constitution protects them,
parents who keep children home for
these reasons will certainly lose in most
jurisdictions.

Prosecution of such parents probably
will be sporadic, In some big cities the
absentee rate, particularly at the junior
and senior high school levels, is so stag-
gering that school officials actually have
given up trying to compel attendance—-
let alone trying to find out whether ab-
sence is caused by simple truancy or by
the parents’ wishes.
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