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Content Area
Social Studies

Grades
6–8

Overview
Should the government play a role in determining how many years you are in 
school? Students will discuss the concept of compulsory education and participate 
in an inquiry activity on compulsory education laws and how they relate to 
education and income. They will explore the impact/benefits on individuals, 
businesses, and society as a whole. Groups of students will share their findings 
with the class.

Themes
Personal Finance: Income and Careers

Social Studies: Civics, Economics

C3 Framework for Social Studies Standards:
D2.Civ.13.6-8: Analyze the purposes, implementation, and consequences of 
public policies in multiple settings.

D2.Eco.1.6-8: Explain how economic decisions affect the well-being of individuals, 
businesses, and society.

Key Terms
Financial Literacy: income

Social Studies: compulsory education, hypothesis, law, legislation

Title 

The Compulsory  
Education Act

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
Students will:

• research compulsory 
education laws and income 
statistics in their states

• examine the correlations 
between more education and 
available jobs and income

• explain how compulsory 
education laws impact 
individuals, businesses, and 
society in their states
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Prepare
Background: Education is often shown to have a positive effect on income, or the amount of money a person will earn. Having 
access to higher-quality education can lead to better job prospects and earning potential. Under the States’ Rights provisions 
in the Tenth Amendment1, control and administration of education and educational practices is left up to each state. However, 
the federal government has enacted the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act2 (IDEA), the No Child Left Behind3 (NCLB) 
Act, and other legislation that states must follow while providing educational services. Under this system, rules about 
compulsory education are left to each state. Outlined is the amount of time a young person must be in school, which often 
includes the age by which children must begin their education, how often students must be in school, and any consequences 
for the child or parents if a student is not in school. 

One might assume that each state has fairly similar laws regarding compulsory education. However, the age at which a 
student must enroll in school varies widely from state-to-state. Data from the National Center for Education Statistics, shows 
that some states require children to begin school at age five while others do not require attendance until age seven. A review 
of the requirements in all fifty states was conducted by the Education Commission of the States in 2017 and shows that a 
number of states have made changes recently to their requirements. In most cases, these changes have required students to 
attend school for longer and/or for schools to offer a free education for a longer period of time. 

In this activity, students will be presented with an overarching or essential question that relates to compulsory education 
laws. From that, they will work in teams to develop and subsequently prove (or disprove) a hypothesis, or an idea they will 
attempt to prove through research. This form of study is referred to as inquiry-based learning. Rather than providing students 
with a highly-structured format, they will receive some direction with regard to the topic of inquiry. Students will guide their 
own exploration of the topic and conduct research on the topic. For those unfamiliar with inquiry-based learning or seeking 
additional information, EduTopia offers information and tips.    
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Connect

How does this connect 
to the student?

The fact that students are in 
school and attend on a regular 
basis may be influenced by 
compulsory education laws. 
These laws make public 
education mandatory for nearly 
all children in the United States. 
Without them many parents may 
not begin and/or continue their 
child’s education. 

How does this connect 
to careers?

Education Advocate: An 
education advocate is an expert 
in education laws, needs of 
students, and the educational 
system. The advocate helps 
students and families gain 
access to the best education 
possible. You can become an 
advocate by studying education 
laws and taking courses in 
college or training academies.

How does this connect 
to the world?

Expanding access to education 
has been shown throughout 
history to improve the quality 
of life for people. However, not 
all students in the world have 
easy access to education, and 
many young people have to go 
overcome significant obstacles 
in order to obtain a basic 
education. 

Middle School Unit 2 | The Compulsory Education Act

1https://constitutioncenter.org/interactive-constitution/amendments/amendment-x
2https://sites.ed.gov/idea/
3https://www2.ed.gov/nclb/landing.jhtml

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/statereform/tab5_1.asp
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/Age_Requirements_for_Free_and_Compulsory_Education-1.pdf
https://www.edutopia.org/topic/inquiry-based-learning
https://constitutioncenter.org/interactive-constitution/amendments/amendment-x
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/
https://www2.ed.gov/nclb/landing.jhtml
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In the end, it is hoped that students will draw conclusions about why states require education for their citizens. These may 
relate to the individual such as the connection between how much education a person has and the income they are likely to 
receive. It could also relate to businesses. If students do not attend school how would businesses find workers?   

Materials 
• Computer and internet access

• What Do You Want To Be When You Grow Up? Unit 2 Student Video

• Research Guide Student Handout—one copy per group

Engage
• Ask students:

 ○ Do you have to be here at school today?

 ○ If yes, why? 

• Anticipated responses: their parents make them, school consequences for absences, legal 
consequences for truancy, etc.  

 ○ Do you think that the state or federal government should have a say in whether students go to school every day?

 ○ Does forcing students to attend school impact their future?  If so, how?

• What Do You Want To Be When You Grow Up?  Unit 2 Student Video.   

• Allow students time to discuss the last question again. Encourage the conversation to turn to job opportunities, higher 
wages, and so on. Ask them if their initial responses have changed in light of what they saw in the video.

Teach
• Explain to students that overseeing education is a responsibility of state governments and guaranteed by the 

Tenth Amendment. While the federal government can force states to enact certain policies, states have the main 
responsibility to oversee the education of their citizens.  

• Define the phrase compulsory education (education that is required by the government) for students.

• Share the compulsory education requirements in your state with students using data from the Education Commission 
of the States or elsewhere. 

• Write or project the essential question on the board: Why do states require young people to go to school? 

• Put students in groups of four or five. Share with students that they will participate in an inquiry study in this activity. 
Let them know that this means they will be responsible for guiding their own learning. Rather than being provided with 
a series of questions to answer, each group must develop a hypothesis that relates to the essential question. 

 ○ If students need more structure, assign groups to consider one of three categories: benefits to students, 
benefits to the community or society, and benefits to businesses. 

• Provide students with the following articles or links as resources they may use in beginning their inquiry:  

 ○ https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/Age_Requirements_for_Free_and_Compulsory_Education-1.pdf

 ○ https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2017/05/02/arizona-lawmaker-lets-end-
compulsory-schooling-and-stop-forcing-education-down-everybodys-throat/?utm_term=.4d3b499fb3dc
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https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/Age_Requirements_for_Free_and_Compulsory_Education-1.pdf
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/Age_Requirements_for_Free_and_Compulsory_Education-1.pdf
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/Age_Requirements_for_Free_and_Compulsory_Education-1.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2017/05/02/arizona-lawmaker-lets-end-compulsory-schooling-and-stop-forcing-education-down-everybodys-throat/?utm_term=.4d3b499fb3dc
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2017/05/02/arizona-lawmaker-lets-end-compulsory-schooling-and-stop-forcing-education-down-everybodys-throat/?utm_term=.4d3b499fb3dc
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 ○ https://www.bls.gov/emp/chart-unemployment-earnings-education.htm

 ○ https://www.investopedia.com/articles/economics/09/education-training-advantages.asp

 ○ http://blogs.worldbank.org/education/why-education-matters-economic-development

 ○ https://www.edweek.org/ew/section/multimedia/is-there-really-a-skills-gap.html

 ○ https://nces.ed.gov/programs/statereform/tab5_1.asp 

• Distribute a copy of Research Guide Student Handout to each group. Invite students to begin their research. 

• Direct groups to prepare to share their hypothesis, research, and conclusions with the class. It may be helpful to 
assign cooperative learning roles in advance.  

Conclude
• Allow each group to share their inquiry results.

• Direct students to submit an exit ticket answering the following prompt: Name one impact, benefit, and tradeoff of 
compulsory education.

Extend
• Research: Students can apply the same inquiry to other countries in the world. They could research which countries 

have compulsory education laws and which do not and compare their economic opportunities and the general status 
of the people living in the countries. Using a site such as Nation Master, students can look at a country with a higher 
length (in years) for compulsory education and one with a lower length. They can then create a hypothesis on how the 
length of education benefits or harms the economy of the country.

• Guest Speaker: Invite your school’s principal or another administrator to talk to your class about the impact of 
compulsory attendance. What processes must the school follow to track student attendance? What reports must they 
file about students who are absent? Do they ever participate in legal proceedings for students that do not attend 
school on a regular basis?

• Family: Encourage students to ask members of their family how they think going to school did or did not impact their 
current jobs and incomes. Family members can discuss what they would do differently if they could start over. Students 
can also ask their family members what advice they have about the student’s education. 
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https://www.bls.gov/emp/chart-unemployment-earnings-education.htm
https://www.investopedia.com/articles/economics/09/education-training-advantages.asp
http://blogs.worldbank.org/education/why-education-matters-economic-development
https://www.edweek.org/ew/section/multimedia/is-there-really-a-skills-gap.html
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/statereform/tab5_1.asp
https://www.nationmaster.com/country-info/stats/Education/Duration-of-compulsory-education
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Research Guide
Directions: Develop a hypothesis related to the essential question. Conduct research to prove or disprove your hypothesis. 

Our hypothesis:

Sources of information:

What information did you find that supports or helps prove your hypothesis?

What conclusion can you draw from your research? 


