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Ways of Being at Risk: 

Th C l ase of 

Billy Charles Barnett 

We have lost the ability to 
reach out to honor the places 
(whether the barrio, the 

ghetto, the reservation, the 
Appalachian holler, or simply 
the peaks and pits of ado 

lescence) where our students - i o , 
live, Mr. Barone maintains. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ... , ;W<ws n 

BY THOMAS BARONE 

W so t WE ARE THE represen 
tatives of two subcul 
tures, meeting at Mc 

Donald's along an in 
terstate highway in 

northeastern Tennessee. Sitting across 
from me is Billy Charles Barnett, a tall, -t 
lanky boy with dark hair, green eyes, a 
pug nose, and an infectious grin. He is 
a member of the rural "disadvantaged," 
a 15-year-old nominated by the vice prin 
cipal as the student least likely to rem ain; 
in Dusty Hollow Middle School. I am a 

middle-aged urban academic who, secure 
in a tenured university position, will nev 
er leave school. V d , 

I am inclined to believe the warnings 
of others like me - teachers and adminis- . 

: 
trators at Billy Charles' school - that this 

teenager from the hills will be "slow" and 
"hard to talk to." I am, therefore, sur 
prised to discover almost immediately a iV\ 

THOMAS BARONE (Northern Kentucky a t v , -- t \ ' 
Area Chapter) is an associate professor and-I- ---> i 
director of secondary education programs: 
at Northern Kentucky University, Highland-: 
Heights. This case study was written for the 
Phi Delta Kappa Study of Students at Risk. 
The names of people and places have been 
changed to protect the privacy of the individu 
als described. 
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keen intelligence and an eagerness to 
share his knowledge about his world. 
Even more jolting is a sudden realization 
of my vast ignorance about the ways of 
people who live within a two-hour drive 
of my home and about the fundamentals 
of a world no longer honored in the dom 
inant culture. 

Between slurps on a straw, Billy 
Charles speaks: 

You don't know what jugging is? 
When you go jugging, first you take a 
jug that bleach comes in. You rinse it 
out and tighten the lid and get some soft 
but strong nylon string. Then you need 
to get a two-inch turtlehook, real 
strong, and a three- or four-foot line. 
The best bait is a bluegill, cut in half. 
You know, you really should use the 
head part. It's better than the tail, be 
cause turtles always go for the head of 
the fish first. But you can [also] catch 
catfish, bass, like this. I caught me a 
7?/2-pound bass once, jugging. The jug 
just hangs in the water and nothing can 
get off the line unless they break it. I 
can catch a mess of turtles this way, 
and then I make turtle soup. Do you 
know how to make turtle soup? 

I find myself squirming in my seat. But 
why should I? Why should I be the one 
feeling inadequate and defensive? No, I 
didn't know - until Billy Charles told me 
- that the market was bearish on coon 
skins this year, and that I could expect 
no more than $40 for a flawless one of 
average size. The topic had simply never 
arisen in any graduate course in curricu 
lum theory. Moreover, E. D. Hirsch and 
his co-authors had included no such items 
in their Dictionary of Cultural Literacy: 

What Every American Needs to Know. So 
I take comfort: not only am I the better 
informed, but also apparently the better 

American of the two strangers chomping 
on their cheeseburgers on this unseasona 
bly balmy January afternoon. 

Although I know nothing about the 
price of coonskins, I am better informed 
about Billy Charles than he is about me. 
For example, I know that Billy Charles 
is spending a second year in the seventh 
grade. I know that he has expressed on 
numerous occasions his intention to drop 
out of school as soon as he can. And I 
know that, on occasion, he has enter 
tamned fantasies of dropping out of life, 
as well. 

This last item is, of course, the most 
troublesome. Specific suicidal ideations 
is the phrase used by the school psychol 
ogist to characterize Billy Charles' mor 

BILY CHARLES HAS 
OFTEN EXPRESSED 
HIS INTENTION TO 

DROP OUT OF SCHOOL; 
HE HAS EVEN 

FANTASIZED ABOUT 
DROPPING OUT OF LIFE. 

bid fantasies. Having ventured forth from 
my cozy, book-filled office to conduct 
a case study on what I thought would 
be a "typical" student at risk, I would 
soon be forced to rethink my tired no 
tions about such fundamentals as, oh, the 

meaning of life, the purposes of school 
ing, and the various ways in which an 
adolescent can be at risk of not being edu 
cated. To explain what I mean, let me tell 

my own short version of Billy Charles' 
life story. 

Billy Charles Barnett was born in the 
hills of northern Tennessee on 28 March 
1974. When Billy Charles was 2, his par 
ents were divorced, and his mother re 
ceived custody of him. His father moved 
to another part of the state, where he 
remarried and divorced several times, 

never receiving custody of any of the 
children from those marriages. When 
Billy Charles was 8, his father returned 
to live near Dusty Hollow. Billy Charles 
began to visit his father a few times a 
year. At age 13, in the seventh grade, 
he began to spend more and more time 
with a dad who passionately loved to hunt 
and fish and trap. Billy Charles decided 
to move into his father's house, located 
in (he still insists, even today) "para 

dise": a densely wooded area, thorough 
ly distanced from the world of conven 
ience stores, gas stations, and book-filled 
schoolrooms. 

What had begun to stir in Billy Charles 
is easily remembered by most former 13 
year-olds. Billy Charles was beginning 
to think about who he was: the son, the 
grandson, the great-grandson, and may 
be the great-great-grandson of frontiers 
men in the upper South who remained in 
that region as the frontier moved on. Per 
haps the sons of each succeeding gener 
ation felt what Billy Charles has hinted 
to me: violated and abandoned, as "civili 
zation" barged in to distort the shape of 
their lives. But even today the allure of 
the woods remains intoxicating to many 

of the menfolk, who have traditionally 
been charged with providing their fami 
lies with the necessities of life. 

Some of these men (Billy Charles' step 
father among them) have managed to rel 
egate outdoor activities to the margins of 
their lives, taking to their shotguns and 
fishing gear only on weekends. But not 

Billy Charles. At least not since he start 
ed to become a man. Billy Charles has 

L7~~~~~~~L 

"Frankly, this is the first time f ever had to ask to speak to my teacher's par 
ents. " 
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always loved the outdoors, but what his 
mother calls his "obsession" with hunt 
ing, fishing, and trapping began a cou 
ple of years ago and accounts (she insists) 
for his initial desire to live with his father. 

That was a glorious time, according to 
Billy Charles. He was ecstatic to finally 
have for his very own a father to connect 
him to the past that lived within him, a 
male parent versed in the ways of the 
wilderness to guide him into his own Ap 
palachian manhood. 

Almost daily Billy Charles and his fa 
ther went out in the wild, the two of them 
together, apprentice and teacher. Billy 

Charles was joyously receiving an edu 
cation in the real basics, eagerly learn 
ing the time-honored skills of survival (as 
opposed to such pale school-honored im 
itations as how to write a check or how 
to fill out a job application). He was ab 
sorbing the fundamentals of the world 
around him. Almost daily for more than 
a year, rain or shine, this wilderness 
school was in session. Even after the 

master turned on his eager pupil. Even, 
at least for a while, after the beatings be 
gan. 

The friction started early in the sum 
mer when Billy Charles' father intro 
duced some female strangers into the 
household: a new wife and a 9-year-old 
stepdaughter. Billy Charles' version is 
that he was now burdened with cooking 
for four instead of for two. ("It's a lot 

more work, and all she [his stepmother] 
ever did was eat ice cream and watch 
TV.") The resentment probably runs even 
deeper, rooted in the slight Billy Charles 
must have felt as his father's attention was 
divided and shared with others. Whatever 
the cause, tensions rose, and the beatings 
increased in frequency and in severity, 
reaching a peak when his father attacked 
him with a horsewhip. 

So a father turns viciously on a son, 
who, in a time of delicate adolescent 
need, is reluctant to leave - until the 
final incident of abuse when the new fam 
ily decides to vacation in Florida. 
While in Florida Billy Charles wrote 

a letter to his mother, describing his in 
creasingly unhappy life. His father some 
how managed to read the letter, and Bil 
ly Charles awoke, he says, to the pain of 
being pulled from the couch by his hair 
and slammed across the room. Not even 
the memory of the exciting encounter 

with a hammerhead shark on a previous 
day's deep-sea expedition could prevent 
a second change of custody. Not even the 
picture of his father's face that, as Billy 

ALTHOUGH RARELY 
PRESENT IN SPIRIT 
AT SCHOOL, BILLY 
CHARLES RESPONDS 
TO A LIVELY AND 

INVENTIVE SOCIAL 
STUDIES TEACHER. 

Charles poignantly admitted to me, now 

makes him depressed when it appears be 

fore him unbeckoned. So, on the verge 
of manhood, Billy Charles went back to 

Mama, back to a place strewn with so 

many obstacles to his escape. 
Billy Charles has always resisted any 

encroachment of the school world on his 

freedom outside. Rarely, for example, 
has he deigned to do homework. But he 

is frequently reminded of his sins of 

omission, as his mother and three sisters 
collaborate on school assignments in the 
crowded kitchen. So he retreats further 
inward, into a bedroom shared with two 

young men in their early twenties - his 
cousin, Carl, and Teddy, a friend of 

Carl's. (Only temporary boarders, says 
Billy Charles' stepdad, only until Carl's 
parents "work things out.") What does he 

do there all night? Billy Charles corrobo 
rated what one of his teachers told me: 
"I asked him and he said, 'I crawl into 
bed. And I die.' That's what he said, 'I 

just die.'" 
If Billy Charles feels cramped, is he 

ever tempted to create some artificial 

space for himself through the use of 

drugs? His mother once caught him us 

ing an amphetamine. He was promptly 
hauled off to the police station, and this 

experience, his mother believes, was suf 
ficiently traumatic for him to swear off 
any further drug use. Maybe so. But an 
earlier, much more stunning incident 
seems to have produced a deeper fear, at 
least of harder drugs. Several years ago, 
as Billy Charles tells it, a good friend, 
while sitting right beside him, had in 
jected himself with an overdose. Just 
a couple of 9-year-olds in northern Ten 

nessee, one watching the other die - 
1980s style. Recently the memory was 
revived when Teddy's girlfriend died in 
an identical manner. This, too, has de 
pressed Billy Charles. I have wondered 
(but have lacked the courage to ask) about 
the possible relationship between these 

morbid memories and his own "specific 
suicidal ideations." 

Billy Charles' imagination is his only 
source of escape during his self-described 
"imprisonment" by day. The school bus 
deposits him at Dusty Hollow Middle 
School at 8:15 every morning, and by 
second period - math, the period when 
the cage seems smallest - Billy Charles 
is gone. He leaves through his mind - 
but always on foot. "I am walking in the 
hills," he says, recalling the leaves and 
the ground and the foxes and the pos 
sums. "I love to walk." Before meeting 

Billy Charles, I had never known a 15 
year-old without the slightest desire to 
drive a car. But driving is simply not of 
interest to him. Says Billy Charles, "I can 

walk to wherever I want to go." 
Although Billy Charles is rarely pres 

ent in spirit at school, he drifts less often 
out of social studies and reading classes. 
The social studies class is taught by Bil 
ly Charles' favorite teacher, a bright, in 
ventive young man who attempts to in 
ject some liveliness into classroom activi 
ties with various simulation games, films, 
and student-centered projects. 

Billy Charles' interest in reading class 
may be surprising, for Billy Charles has 
never been an avid reader. There is an 
encyclopedia in his house, and there are 
dictionaries. But there are few books and 
no daily newspaper. Billy Charles has not 
been raised in a home in which reading 
is seen as a delicious way to spend idle 
time. Perhaps his relative success in read 
ing class is due to the special attention 
that is afforded him there. Billy Charles 
scores fairly well on most standardized 
tests, but he was placed in a "special edu 
cation" reading class because he had been 
"disruptive" in other classes and was con 
sidered more "manageable" in smaller 
groups. He is reportedly less abusive and 
obnoxious to the reading teacher. 

For the most part, though, school and 
the world of Billy Charles do not over 
lap. On weekdays, he is locked in his 
school's embrace, but he is often dream 
ing of another time, another place, im 
agining that he is free, his own man in 
a future when every day is Saturday. His 
is a vision awash in nostalgia, adamant 
ly culling out for celebration only the 
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pleasant features of the past - the thrill 
of the catch, the pan-fried trout, and the 
time spent under his father's benign tu 
telage - while screening out the unbear 
able: his father's scowl, his friend's limp 
body, or anything (like, say, a car or a 
classroom) invented since the Industrial 
Revolution. But the selectivity of Billy 
Charles' memory is understandable, and 
it represents, I believe, a hopeful sign. 

For it is only when his defenses break 
down and the grim ghosts of episodes 
past invade his psyche that Billy Charles 
seems most seriously at risk of abandon 
ing more than just a formal education. 

Does his vision of the future include 
earning a living? Billy Charles is utterly 
convinced that his own talents at tapping 
the bounty of nature will be sufficient to 
provide the necessities of life. As if to 
seal his argument, he points to his father, 

who works only at odd jobs (currently 
selling bait out of a small store) to sup 
plement his "natural" income. Others in 
the area are skeptical about the possibil 
ity of living only off the land these days, 
pointing to stringent enforcement of the 
legal limitations regarding season and 
size of catches. 

And is Billy Charles foreseeing the 
possibility of a future family whose hun 
gry mouths demand more than he can 
provide? Odds are that Billy Charles will 
once again find his hours divided into 
time lived and time served, as the time 
clock replaces the clock on the classroom 
wall. Still, his expectations are so robust 
ly romantic, so close to those that even 

members of my branch of our frontier 
culture were so recently forced to aban 
don, that I have found myself hoping 
along with him: maybe there is a way. 

What if, for example, he changed his 
mind about the ethics of teaching for a 
living? Billy Charles recently forked over 
$100 for a weekend of instruction in a 
"trapping school." He found it rather use 
less (as would any advanced student in 
a remedial class). "But," I asked, "have 
you ever thought of opening a school of 
your own or of becoming a guide to earn 
your own money?" 

With his infectious grin, Billy Charles 
answered, "Oh no, I don't believe it's 
right to sell just words, to sell what you 
know for a living." 

When I pointed out to him that words 
are precisely what his teachers sell, his 
reply was another grin. But Billy Charles 
is young, so we may hope for future com 
promises of his rigorous ethical stan 
dards. Getting paid for opening up his 

HIS EXCEPTIONALITY 
INVITES US TO 

LOOK BEYOND THE 
NARROW OBJECTIVES 

OF SCHOOLING 
TO A MORE 

SUBSTANTIAL VISION. 

treasure chest of backwoods wisdom to 
weekend sportsmen still seems to me both 
pragmatic and honorable. 

Of course, Billy Charles wouldn't need 
any more formal schooling for such an 
occupation. On the contrary, if this were 
his goal, school might then be precisely 
what he already believes it to be: an un 
warranted roadblock on the path to the 
"good life." This is an unsettling notion 
to those of us who work devotedly toward 
fulfilling the goals of universal manda 
tory schooling. But what are those goals? 
By the time such academically disinclined 
students as Billy Charles reach the mid 
dle grades, we think we see their future 
just up ahead. To paraphrase the vice 
principal at his school, Billy Charles will, 
at best, become a common laborer like 
his stepfather, perhaps working nights 
operating a forklift. And seldom, if ever, 
will he read a newspaper or a novel or 
a book of poetry. 

So we abandon any lingering hopes for 
Billy Charles' conversion to a world of 
erudition and instead focus on our ver 
sion of the basics. Teenagers unlikely 
ever to attend college must, we assume, 
be equipped with the mental skills ap 
propriate to a working-class life: mini 
mal competence in the basics; maybe an 
additional dash of content from the dom 
inant culture (what every American needs 
to know); the basic skills of a trade, 

which we hope will be acquired in a high 
school vocational track; and, certainly, 
the employee's attitude, a demeanor tac 
itly encouraged by the organizational 
structure of the school and composed of 
a nexus of behavioral norms (such as per 

severance, promptness, diligence, and in 
tellectual docility) needed for the indus 
trial workplace. If the non-college-bound 
acquire these learnings, we the taxpay 
ers are placed at lower risk of having to 
fork over welfare money, and prospec 
tive employers are placed at lower risk 
of having to provide remedial education 
for candidates for employment. 

But, I ask myself again, what of stu 
dents such as Billy Charles who have 
equipped themselves to eke out a living 
(maybe even legally) within the cracks 
of the modem global economy? Billy 
Charles is not illiterate (and perhaps no 
more aliterate than the average citizen), 
and he possesses much more than the 
minimal knowledge and skills needed for 
his own way of life. Could it be that Bil 
ly Charles' economic well-being is jeop 
ardized only by our persistent attempts 
to inculcate values and behaviors that are, 
in fact, counterproductive to the success 
ful conduct of his line of work? What use, 
after all, are passivity and punctuality to 
denizens of the forest? 

Stated flatly, is Billy Charles at risk 
only if he stays in school? On those mo 

ments when I forget about the purposes 
of schooling that transcend the narrow fo 
cus on careers, my answer is yes. Then 
I am visited by Maria Montessori's vivid 

metaphor of students in rigid rows of 
desks as butterflies pinned to a display 
case. At those moments I confess to en 
tertaining the impossible fantasy of pull 
ing the pin and setting Billy Charles free. 

How many other Billy Charles Bametts 
are there - potential dropouts with the 
wits and wherewithal to survive financial 
ly in a world that worships the high 
school diploma? The conventional wis 
dom - the wisdom of my subculture, the 
legitimated wisdom - says "not many." 

There are other exceptions to the rule, of 
course, including the future stars of 
stage, screen, or playing field, the youth 
ful heirs to family fortunes, or even the 
honest entrepreneurs-to-be. But I am in 
capable of imagining many stories like 
that of Billy Charles. 

Nevertheless, I am reluctant to aban 
don the promises of schooling, even for 
such an exceptional case as Billy Charles. 
Indeed, his very exceptionality invites us 
to look beyond the narrowly pragmatic, 
utilitarian objectives of schooling to rec 
ollect a more substantial notion of the 
purposes of education. His case revives 
our fading dreams of a broader sort of 
empowerment that schools once hoped 
to provide for all American children, 
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regardless of their economic or social 
backgrounds. This included the power 
to use the disciplines for penetrating 

more deeply into one's own past and 
present world, the power to imagine a 
wide range of alternative worlds in oth 
er times and places, and the power to ex 
press these understandings by employing 
many forms of literacy - verbal, visu 
al, musical, kinesthetic, and so on. 

This is where the exceptionality of Bil 
ly Charles ends and his commonality be 
gins. For these are powers of thought and 
expression so often denied not only to the 
Billy Charleses among us, but also to 
many academically respectable students 
for whom schooling is merely endured 
for the payoff of financial security and 
social standing. Them I have known 

much longer, those classroom drones 
who remain (like Billy Charles) serious 
ly at risk of never becoming truly edu 
cated. They may pass their courses, but 
they are just as inevitably failed by their 
schools. 

The institution of the school has also 
failed to facilitate mutual acquaintance 
among the people who inhabit it. I will 
not document the obstacles that have 
kept teachers and administrators from 
seeing Billy Charles as I have been privi 
leged to see him. I leave it to other es 
says to explore the kind of restructuring 
that is needed before schoolpeople can 
pay closer attention to the life histories 
of other students like Billy Charles. His 
relatively benign experiences in a less 
crowded reading class and in a livelier 
social studies class only hint at the direc 
tions of that restructuring. 

But even educators like Billy Charles' 
reading and social studies teachers will 
usually need help in acquiring the kind 
of knowledge that I lacked when I first 

met that scruffy stranger under McDon 
ald's golden arches. Cocooned in the 

world of the middle-class educator, we 
are insulated from unfamiliar norms and 
ways of life. We have lost - indeed, 
have been systematically encouraged to 
lose - the ability to reach out to honor 
the places (whether the barrio, the ghet 
to, the reservation, the Appalachian hol 
ler, or simply the peaks and pits of ado 
lescence) where our students live. 

Of course, a restructuring that gives 
teachers the time, the resources, and the 

motivation to learn about the individual 
worlds of their students will be only a be 
ginning. Empathy alone is not enough. 
It is merely a necessary condition for 
a second element crucial to good teach 

I VENTURE TO 
SUGGEST THAT WE 

WOULD NOT 
NECESSARILY BE 

BETTER OFF WERE 
THE DROPOUT RATE TO 

DECREASE DRAMATICALLY. 

ing: the development of educational ac 
tivities that can broaden students' hori 
zons. Teachers in a school with a Billy 
Charles Barnett will not only need to un 
derstand the importance of making turtle 
soup, they will also need to entice stu 
dents to study other cuisines and other 
cultures. Math teachers will need the cur 
ricular finesse to lead students outward 
from field-and-stream economics to nu 

meracy in other contexts. However, as 
John Dewey wisely noted long ago, one 
cannot effectively lead students outward 

without starting from the place where 
they currently reside. 

Empowering teachers (and students) in 
this way may require more resources 
than our society is willing to provide. We 

will need to reeducate teachers, to reduce 
their workload, and to purchase materi 
al resources to link the local community 

with the larger one. Thus far, we have 
lacked the vision and the will to commit 
the resources necessary to this effort. In 
stead, we have sometimes resorted to 
gimmicks to lure our children back to 
school. In some Florida schools, pizza is 
offered as an incentive to attend classes. 
In one Kentucky district, a snazzy car is 
raffled off as a door prize for students 

with good attendance records. But should 
such bribery succeed in filling classrooms 

with warm bodies, will this no longer be 
a nation at risk of losing the hearts and 

wasting the minds of its young people? 
I think not. 

I venture to suggest the heresy that we 
would not necessarily be better off were 
the dropout rate to decrease dramatical 
ly tomorrow. We conveniently forget the 
role of the traditional American school 
in perpetuating a seriously impoverished 
notion of what constitutes an education. 
Before we could say that a lower drop 
out rate is good news, we would need to 
know whether the reasons for not leav 
ing school are valid ones. Are students 
remaining because we have become seri 
ous about introducing meaning into the 
life of the classroom? Are they staying 
because we have equipped our teachers 
with the means for knowing and respect 
ing their students' pasts even as they 
attempt to open up their futures? And 

why would we need to know whether 
these things are occurring? Because Billy 

Charles has reminded us that doing any 
thing less is still a very risky business. FK 
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