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MR. CHIEF JUSTICE BURGER delivered the opinion of the Court.
On petition of the State of Wisconsin, we granted the writ of certiorari in this case to
review a decision of the Wisconsin Supreme Court holding that respondents' convictions
of violating the State's compulsory school-attendance law were invalid under the Free
Exercise Clause of the First Amendment to the United States Constitution made
applicable to the States by the Fourteenth Amendment. For the reasons hereafter stated
we affirm the judgment of the Supreme Court of Wisconsin.
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 reaching age 16 but the respondents declined to send their
children, ages 14 and 15, to public school after they completed the eighth grade.1 1 The
children were not enrolled in any private school, or within any recognized exception to
the compulsory-attendance law, 2 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
Country 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.
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
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The children, Frieda Yoder, aged 15, Barbara Miller, aged 15, and Vernon Yutzy, aged 14, were all
graduates of the eighth grade of public school.

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.
Formal high school education beyond the eighth grade is contrary to Amish beliefs, not
only because it places Amish children in an environment hostile to Amish beliefs with
increasing emphasis on competition in class work and sports and with pressure to
conform to the styles, manners, and ways of the peer group, but also because it takes
them away from their community, physically and emotionally, during the crucial and
formative adolescent period of life. During this period, the children must acquire Amish
attitudes favoring manual work and self-reliance and the specific skills needed to perform
the adult role of an Amish farmer or housewife. They must learn to enjoy physical labor.
Once a child has learned basic reading, writing, and elementary mathematics, these traits,
skills, and attitudes admittedly fall within the category of those best learned through
example and "doing" rather than in a classroom. And, at this time in life, the Amish child
must also grow in his faith and his relationship to the Amish community if he is to be
prepared to accept the heavy obligations imposed by adult baptism. In short, high school
attendance with teachers who are not of the Amish faith - and may even be hostile to it interposes a serious barrier to the integration of the Amish child into the Amish religious
community.
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
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."

I
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. 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. 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.
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.

II
We come then to the quality of the claims of the respondents concerning the alleged
encroachment of Wisconsin's compulsory school-attendance statute on their rights and
the rights of their children to the free exercise of the religious beliefs they and their
forebears have adhered to for almost three centuries.
The values and programs of the modern secondary school are in sharp conflict with the
fundamental mode of life mandated by the Amish religion; modern laws requiring
compulsory secondary education have accordingly engendered great concern and
conflict. The conclusion is inescapable that secondary schooling, by exposing Amish
children to worldly influences in terms of attitudes, goals, and values contrary to beliefs,
and by substantially interfering with the religious development of the Amish child and his
integration into the way of life of the Amish faith community at the crucial adolescent
stage of development, contravenes the basic religious tenets and practice of the Amish
faith, both as to the parent and the child.

III
We turn, then, to the State's broader contention that its interest in its system of
compulsory education is so compelling that even the established religious practices of the
Amish must give way.
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 it 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 lawabiding members of society; they reject public welfare in any of its usual 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.
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 selfreliance, would become burdens on society because of educational short-comings.
The requirement for compulsory education beyond the eighth grade is a relatively recent
development in our history. Less than 60 years ago, the educational requirements of
almost all of the States were satisfied by completion of the elementary grades, at least
where the child was regularly and lawfully employed. The independence and successful
social functioning of the Amish community for a period approaching almost three
centuries and more than 200 years in this country are strong evidence that there is at best
a speculative gain, in terms of meeting the duties of citizenship, from an additional one or
two years of compulsory formal education. Against this background it would require a
more particularized showing from the State on this point to justify the severe interference
with religious freedom such additional compulsory attendance would entail.

IV
Finally, the State, on authority of Prince v. Massachusetts, 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. Taken at its broadest sweep, the Court's
language in Prince, might be read to give support to the State's position. However, the
Court was not confronted in Prince with a situation comparable to that of the Amish as
revealed in this record; this is shown by the Court's severe characterization of the evils
that it thought the legislature could legitimately associate with child labor, even when
performed in the company of an adult.
This case, of course, is not one in which any harm to the physical or mental health of the
child or to the public safety, peace, order, or welfare has been demonstrated or may be
properly inferred. The record is to the contrary, and any reliance on that theory would
find no support in the evidence.
Contrary to the suggestion of the dissenting opinion of MR. JUSTICE DOUGLAS, our
holding today in no degree depends on the assertion of the religious interest of the child
as contrasted with that of the parents. It is the parents who are subject to prosecution here
for failing to cause their children to attend school, and it is their right of free exercise, not
that of their children, that must determine Wisconsin's power to impose criminal penalties
on the parent. The dissent argues that a child who expresses a desire to attend public high
school in conflict with the wishes of his parents should not be prevented from doing so.
There is no reason for the Court to consider that point since it is not an issue in the case.
The children are not parties to this litigation. The State has at no point tried this case on
the theory that respondents were preventing their children from attending school against
their expressed desires, and indeed the record is to the contrary. The State's position from
the outset has been that it is empowered to apply its compulsory-attendance law to Amish
parents in the same manner as to other parents - that is, without regard to the wishes of
the child. That is the claim we reject today.

V
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.
Affirmed.

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 I 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.
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.

