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SUMMARY

The Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court interpreted the term "willfully" in the Massachusetts child
requiring assistance statute's habitual truancy provision. The court held that the provision requires
purposeful conduct by the child and concluded that the evidence did not support, beyond a reasonable
doubt, a finding that M.P.'s failure to attend school was willful where it resulted from physical and
mental disabilities.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. What does the phrase "willfully fails to attend school" mean under the habitual-truancy provision of
Massachusetts's children requiring assistance statute, G. L. c. 119, § 21?

2. Whether the evidence proved beyond a reasonable doubt that M.P.'s school absences were willful and
supported her adjudication as a child requiring assistance.

HOLDINGS

1. A child willfully fails to attend school when the child acts purposefully and the behavior arises from
reasons portending delinquent behavior. The statutory inquiry requires examination of the child's
purpose or reasons for the absences, not merely whether the absences were voluntary or intentional.

2. The evidence did not support beyond a reasonable doubt a finding that M.P. willfully failed to attend
school because her absences were attributable to her bladder condition and associated mental and
emotional impairments, and her conduct did not portend juvenile delinquency.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The wilfulness requirement thus necessitates judicial inquiry into and assessment of the child's reasons for
not attending school.” (478 Mass. at 771)

“We conclude that a child "willfully fails to attend school" when he or she acts purposefully, such that his or
her behavior arises from reasons portending delinquent behavior.” (478 Mass. at 780-781)

“We emphasize that a finding of wilfulness is a fact-based inquiry that will depend on the circumstances of
each case.” (478 Mass. at 781)

“The evidence in the record does not support a finding beyond a reasonable doubt that M.P. "willfully fail[ed]
to attend school."” (478 Mass. at 786)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

M.P., a fifteen-year-old with a severe bladder condition, autism spectrum disorder, anxiety, obsessive-
compulsive disorder, and posttraumatic stress disorder, had substantial difficulty leaving the bathroom and house
and could not reliably attend school. She missed more than eight school days in each quarter, but the record
showed that her absences resulted from medical, cognitive, and emotional impairments rather than a desire to
avoid school or conduct portending delinquency. M.P. expressed a desire to attend school and was saddened by
her inability to do so, while school and home-based providers attempted therapeutic and educational
accommodations.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Millis Public Schools filed a CRA petition in the Norfolk County Division of the Juvenile Court Department on
November 30, 2016. After accepting the petition, the Juvenile Court held a fact-finding hearing and adjudicated
M.P. a child requiring assistance, although it did not alter her custody arrangements. M.P. appealed to a single
justice of the Appeals Court, who referred the matter to a full panel; the Supreme Judicial Court then transferred
the case on its own motion.



DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Vacate and set aside the CRA judgment and remand the matter to the Juvenile Court for entry of an order
dismissing the CRA petition.
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