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INTRODUCTION

Graduating high school is one of the most important events in life.  It is a “rite of passage,” marking the successful completion of childhood and the beginning of adulthood.  The young graduate is a person who has achieved an important goal and, therefore, is ready to take on new challenges such as job training, college, career, marriage, family, home, financial obligations and other adult responsibilities.  A diploma is a “key” that unlocks the doors to many new opportunities and is the foundation upon which the graduate can build a solid future.
Students who drop out of school may find many doors locked to them because they lack the important key of a high school diploma.  Dropouts generally have more trouble getting and keeping good jobs.  Employers are less likely to invest money in training dropouts and less likely to advance them in their jobs.  Dropouts usually make less money during their lifetime and tend to develop a low sense of self-worth.  Because of not completing school, dropouts may spend the rest of their lives attending “the school of hard knocks.”

When people have difficulty with reading, writing and basic math, their potential in life is severely limited.  In this fast-changing, complicated and technical world, an education is essential.  In fact, a high school diploma may not be enough.  Further training or education may be required.  Dropouts generally have less chance of learning the skills needed to realize their full potential.

Some students drop out of school because of low intelligence or other learning problems, but most dropouts have average or above average intelligence and do not have learning disorders.  Students drop out of school for many reasons.  Sometimes they are simply immature.  Sometimes their parents lack a sense of responsibility.  Sometimes the educational system is insensitive to student needs.  Usually, however, dropping out is the result of a combination of these and other factors that disrupt the student’s regular school attendance.
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Regular attendance is a necessary part of the learning process and is a key to getting a good education and graduating.  Irregular school attendance limits the learning process and reduces the ability to get either a good education or a diploma.  Frequently absent students put their futures in jeopardy.  Chronic absenteeism, especially truancy, is a behavior highly associated with dropping out of school.  Students ALLOWED to miss school for illegal reasons, or quit school because they do not want to attend, are establishing a pattern of behavior that may follow them throughout life and seriously impair their potential.
School attendance is one of the important issues facing schools in America.  Student absenteeism costs taxpayers billions of dollars each year in lost revenues, and greater loss in human potential.  However, school attendance is not an impossible issue to resolve.  Its resolution, at least in part, is a natural function of education.  Students must be taught to understand the value of education.  Parents must learn about their roles and responsibilities in promoting regular attendance.  Educators must develop policies and programs designed to keep students in school.  The more people know about the importance of regular school attendance, and the better they understand their roles in promoting it, the greater will be the educational experience for every student.
                                                                                      Charlotte G. Garman, Ed.D.

                                                                                      Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

                                                                                      William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT IS SCHOOL ABSENTEEISM?
School absenteeism includes all excused and unexcused forms of non-attendance.  the following types of children display irregular school attendance: truants, suspended or expelled students, delinquents, the chronically ill, pregnant teenagers, runaways, the tardy and those children who belong in school but have never enrolled or never attended.  The greatest problem in school absenteeism, however, is truancy.

WHAT IS A TRUANT?

A truant is any student who is absent from school without good reason or without permission from home or school.  The major concern of schools is for those students who are chronic truants (children who frequently stay out of school without permission).  These students are potential dropouts who may be failing school because of absenteeism.

WHEN DOES TRUANCY BEGIN?

Most school districts begin to pay serious attention to middle and high school students who are often absent without good reason.  This is too late to help some students.  It is possible to identify a potential dropout as early as the third grade.  Any student who is constantly late for school, idles away too much time, lingers at tasks and finds excused to stay home from school is already showing signs of becoming a truant and potential dropout.

WHERE IS THE PROBLEM OF SCHOOL ABSENTEEISM MOST SERIOUS?

Every day over two million students are absent from school in America.  The highest rates of absenteeism generally occur in the following five areas: 1) inner-city schools, 2) poor rural areas, 3) areas where there are many culturally deprived families, 4) places with large numbers of newly immigrated families and 5) isolated mountain regions.
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WHAT SOCIAL EXPERIENCES AND ATTITUDES AFFECT SCHOOL ATTENDANCE?
School attendance is affected when students 1) associate with the wrong kinds of friends, 2) use alcohol or drugs, 3) have difficulty relating to people, 4) feel deep resentment toward authority, 5) receive little support or help when they need it, 6) are bored, unsuccessful, lonely or socially isolated, 7) prefer a job and money to an education or 8) feel they are not really a part of the school system.
WHAT DO STUDENTS DO WHEN THEY ARE ABSENT FROM SCHOOL?

Students may be involved in a variety of activities when they are absent from school.  Activities may differ, depending on how frequently the student is absent.  Some absent students go to the movies, shop, walk the streets, hide out in a park or isolated area or hang out with friends.  Many absent students return home as soon as their parents leave for work.  At home, they sleep, watch television or entertain friends.  Some absent students have jobs and go to work when they are supposed to be in school.  Students who are frequently absent from school have a high potential to become involved in sexual misconduct, drugs and alcohol, delinquent or criminal acts.

HOW DO STUDENTS TRICK PARENTS AND SCHOOLS ABOUT ATTENDANCE?

Students can be clever in their efforts to trick parents and schools about attendance.  Many students pretend to be sick, fake headaches or make up physical ailments.  Some students lie to parents about attending (or not having to attend) field trips or similar school functions.  Other students lie to school personnel about having to be present at special family activities, such as visiting a sick relative or attending a funeral.  Still other student make up medical appointment, write false notes or forge excuse slips.

WHY ARE SCHOOLS CONCERNED ABOUT ABSENT STUDENTS?

Schools are concerned about students who are frequently absent because they tend to become dropouts.  Students begin to drop out of school at about age 16.  Researchers estimate that over 25% of all 18-year-olds in America are not high school graduates.  Students who fail to earn a high school diploma generally have more difficulty in life than do graduates.  People who lack a diploma have more trouble getting and keeping jobs, are more likely to become dependent upon public welfare for their existence, have a higher tendency to get involved in illegal or antisocial behaviors and generally lead less productive and less fulfilling lives than do high school graduates.
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WHY SHOULD PARENTS BE CONCERNED ABOUT SCHOOL ATTENDANCE?
Irregular school attendance can be the beginning of a pattern that may severely limit a child’s lifelong potential.  Concerned parents should consider the following facts: 1) the more children miss school, the less they learn; 2) the less children learn, the lower their grades; 3) the lower their grades, the greater the possibility that they will be placed in slower learning sections or fail subjects and grades; 4) the more difficulties children experience with the educational process, the less they want to stay in school; 5) the less children want to stay in school, the less likely they are to graduate.  REMEMBER, dropouts generally have more trouble finding and keeping jobs than graduates do, and they usually earn less money during a lifetime.

HOW SEVERE IS THE DROPOUT PROBLEM?

Some educational experts estimate that federal, state and local governments lose nearly one hundred billion dollars in tax revenues from dropouts who are unemployed or underemployed.  Furthermore, welfare and unemployment costs may be an additional five billion dollars, and crime and prevention costs may be another five billion dollars.  These are costs only in dollars and in no way estimate the loss in human potential and self-worth.
IS LOW INTELLIGENCE THE MAIN REASON STUDENTS DROP OUT OF SCHOOL?

NO, low intelligence is not the main reason students drop out of school.  Some students who drop out of school do have below average intelligence, but most dropouts have average or above average intelligence.  Studies of intelligence in children with similar backgrounds show that some students persist at a task until completed, while other students are easily frustrated quit.  The general intelligence of these two kinds of students is about the same.  Students frustrated by a task and give up easily are likely to repeat more grades, miss more school, have a low level of achievement and drop out of school.

WHY DO STUDENTS DROP OUT OF SCHOOL?

The two most common reasons students drop out of school have to do with low self-image and family influences.  Many dropouts have a low self-image and do not believe they can be good students.  Their low opinion of themselves often causes continued failure and quitting behaviors.  Many dropouts also come from families where education is not valued.  The student’s parents and other family members may be dropouts themselves and do not recognize the importance of education.  The level of commitment to education made by a student’s parents and family may be the most important factor in determining whether a child graduates or drops out of school.  Teenage pregnancy also is a growing reason why students drop out of school.
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WHY DO PARENTS KNOWINGLY ALLOW SCHOOL NON-ATTENDANCE?

Some parents know their child is not attending school and decide to do nothing about it.  They may have “given up” or do not care whether their child attends school.  Other parents, such as recent immigrants, may be unaware of school attendance laws and policies.  Many culturally deprived families do not understand the necessity and importance of regular school attendance.  Working parents may use older brothers and sisters for childcare.  Poor families sometimes need the extra money earned by an employed child.  Still other parents were school dropouts, but they feel they are doing well anyway.

WHAT ARE COMPULSORY ATTENDANCE LAWS AND POLICIES?
The federal government has never set uniform attendance laws and policies for states to follow.  This means that each state sets its own compulsory attendance laws.  Most compulsory attendance policies, however, are the responsibility of local school boards to develop and enforce.  Specific school attendance policies, therefore, may vary from one school district to the next.  One law does apply to ALL school-age children.  They MUST ATTEND school and abide by the compulsory attendance laws and policies of the state and school district in which they live.

ARE PARENTS RESPONSIBLE FOR THEIR CHILD’S SCHOOL ATTENDANCE?

YES, parents are LEGALLY RESPONSIBLE for their child’s lack of attendance.  Unexcused excuses may result in fines.  A series of unexcused absences may require a hearing before a district judge or other officer of the court.  In extreme cases, parents may receive jail sentences or large fines because of their non-compliance with compulsory attendance laws and policies.
WHY SHOULD PARENTS CHECK ON THEIR CHILD’S SCHOOL ATTENDANCE?
Parents have a duty and a right to keep track of their children.  Checking on a child’s school attendance is a function of being a responsible parent.  When parents suspect that their child is truant, it is important to check directly with the school.  This way, both the child and the school know of the parents’ concern, thereby reducing the likelihood of future truancy.
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HOW CAN PARENTS FIND OUT IF THEIR CHILD IS ABSENT FROM SCHOOL?
Parents who suspect that their child is not in school can 1) phone the school to ask whether the child is in class, 2) phone the school daily, since a truant child will find ways to outwit a single phone call, 3) ask a teacher or school administrator to inform them when their child is absent or 4) personally go to school to check on their child’s attendance.

WHAT HELP CAN PARENTS EXPECT FROM THE SCHOOL?

Superintendents, principals, teachers, counselors, school nurses and other school personnel are responsible professionals who want to help students, parents and taxpayers.  Citizens have the right to seek and get help on all school-related matters, including attendance.  Many schools employ personnel to deal with school attendance.  Sometimes called “attendance officers” or “attendance counselors,” it is their responsibility to monitor school attendance and help students maintain regular attendance.
HOW CAN PARENTS PROMOTE REGULAR SCHOOL ATTENDANCE?
Although schools use many methods to encourage school attendance, the legal and moral responsibility belongs to parents.  Parents should begin early in a child’s life to encourage learning, to explain the value of education and to stress the relationship of a diploma to enjoying a rewarding life.  Parents also should know the compulsory attendance laws and policies, seek help if they cannot control their child’s school attendance and work closely with the school to resolve the attendance problem.  When parents need economic assistance or childcare, they should contact a social service agency, rather than expect their children to remain home from school to help.

HOW CAN EDUCATORS PROMOTE REGULAR SCHOOL ATTENDANCE?

Educators must realize that truancy and other forms of chronic school absenteeism are often symptomatic of other problems.  Students who are frequently absent from school for unexcused reasons are usually having trouble in other areas of life.  These life difficulties are often the root cause of chronic absenteeism.  Determining these root causes can provide the knowledge necessary to promote regular school attendance.  Alternative schools and other special programs such as personal instruction, tutoring or counseling may prove fruitful.  Educating parents, taxpayers and students about the problems related to school non-attendance helps to promote regular school attendance.
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HOW A CASE OF TRUANCY IS HANDLED
The following diagram shows how a case of truancy usually is handled.
(PLACE DIAGRAM HERE)

A case of truancy goes through a series of stages primarily designed to make parents responsible for their child’s school attendance.  What follows is a brief description of the stages listed in the above diagram.

STUDENT ENROLLED – All school-age children living in the United States must enroll in school.  Once enrolled, the child must attend school regularly.

STUDENT ABSENCE – The school district needs to determine if the student’s absences are excused or unexcused.  When students are absent three or more days, the school attendance officer or counselor carefully monitors their records.

RETURN TO SCHOOL – The key to this process is the student’s return to school.  The school can do nothing legally until the student returns to school and presents an excuse for his or her absence.

UNEXCUSED ABSENSE – When the student returns to school with a lawful or excused reason for absence, the school does nothing.  When the student returns to school with an unlawful or unexcused reason for absence, however, the school must inform the parents.
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CONSULTATION WITH PARENTS – When the student returns to school with an unlawful or unexcused reason for absence, the school may extend the courtesy of attempting a personal contact with the parents.  A school official may telephone the parents or schedule a meeting to discuss the unexcused absence.
PROSECUTION OF PARENTS – When the school determines that a student has accumulated three days of unexcused absence, it sends a certified letter to the parents informing them of their child’s illegal absence.  The letter also explains the attendance laws.  The letter further warns the parents that continued unexcused absence of their child will result in their having to appear before a district judge for prosecution.

CONTINUED UNEXCUSED ABSENCE – When the student continues to be absent for illegal or unexcused reasons, the parents can be held legally responsible and their child can be suspended from school.

FURTHER PROSECUTION OF PARENTS – The parents of a student who continues to be absent from school for illegal or unexcused reasons can be assessed a fine, plus court costs.  If the parents do not pay the fines and court costs, they can be placed in jail.

STUDENT SUSPENDED OR EXPELLED – When neither the school nor the parents can get the student to regularly attend school, the student may be suspended for several days, placed in an alternative education program or (in some cases) expelled from school.
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CHARACTERISTICS OF POTENTIAL
TRUANTS AND DROPOUTS

The following is a list of characteristics common to potential truants and dropouts.  Students who are most likely to be truant or leave school prior to graduation often display a combination of the traits listed below.  Behaviors related to future school attendance are often evident by the third grade.

ACADEMIC TRAITS

· Is a poor reader

· Has trouble with language

· Has poor study habits

· Regularly fails to turn in homework

· Consistently does not complete assignments

· Gets failing grades

· Repeats grades

OTHER SCHOOL-RELATED TRAITS

· Dislikes school

· Feels education is a “waste of time”

· Is often absent

· Is present in body but not in mind

· Is uncomfortable around teachers

· Lacks respect for teachers

· Dislikes one or more teachers

· Feels teachers are insensitive to student needs or interests

· Is frequently given detention

· Has a history of suspension or expulsion

· Seldom or never participates in extra-curricular activities

· Is the “class clown”

· Acts rebellious or defiant

· Makes fun of the material being presented

· Tells lies regularly

· Has little regard for school property

· Does not listen

· Interrupts frequently

· Has a short attention span

· Copies the work of other students

· Frequently complains

· Has trouble following directions

· Is resentful of criticism
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SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL TRAITS

· Has a poor self-image

· Lacks friends

· Has low aspirations

· Has emotional problems

· Has behavioral problems

· Gives up easily

· Is depressed

· Is insecure

· Lacks motivation

· Lacks social competency

· Is a frequent discipline problem

· Has drug or alcohol problems

· Exhibits delinquent behaviors

· Is physically abusive

· Is verbally abusive

· Is easily led into undesirable behaviors

· Is severely socially deprived

· Is a gang member

GENERAL TRAITS

· Has parents with little education

· Lives in a family where education is not a priority

· Experiences a history of family problems

· Lives in a family with severely limited finances

· Has parents who are overly dependent on the child

· Has sibling who have dropped out

· Suffers from ill health

· Has acute physical problems

· Gets little nurturing at home

· Has an unusual interest in getting money quickly

· Has poor eating habits

· Has disrupted sleeping patterns

· Suffers from abuse or neglect

· Is pregnant or has a child

· Is a recent immigrant

· Is the oldest child in a very large or very poor family
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REPORTED REASONS FOR DROPPING OUT

The following is a list of reasons why students leave school prior to graduation, as reported by dropouts and their parents.
REASONS REPORTED BY DROPOUTS

· Preferred work to school

· Needed money to buy things

· Had to help at home

· Was not interested in schoolwork

· Could not learn and became discouraged

· Was failing a grade and did not want to repeat it

· Was in ill health

· Disliked a certain teacher

· Had friends who left school

· Left school due to parents’ wishes

· Could learn more out of school than in school

· Could not make friends or get along with other students

· Moved from rural areas to cities (or vice versa) and could not adjust

· Moved frequently and could not adjust

· Developed a fatalistic view of life

· Did not get into desired program or classes

· Wanted to make own decisions

· Became pregnant or wanted to marry

· Was afraid to attend school because of violence

· Was asked to leave

REASONS REPORTED BY PARENTS OF DROPOUTS

· Child did not like school

· Child was sick, injured or handicapped

· School would not re-admit the child

· Child was needed at home or the family needed the child’s financial help
· Parents could not pay required fees

· Child had no transportation to and from school

· Child and parents had trouble with the English language

· Parents afraid to send child to a school because of violence

· Parents opposed to busing and would not send child to school

· Parents disliked the school and withdrew the child

· Parents did not believe in the value of a formal education

· Parents could not control the child, who did as he or she pleased
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HOW PARENTS CAN HELP STUDENTS
STAY IN SCHOOL

The following is a list of ways parents can help students stay in school.  The key to regular school attendance is parent involvement.  When parents are concerned about the educational experience, and take an active interest in the educational process, their children are less likely to have attendance problems and more likely to graduate.

· Make education a family priority.

· Build the child’s self-confidence as a student by recognizing when she or he does well in school.

· Help the child develop good study and work habits.

· Develop a system of praise and rewards for good study habits, good grades and other good school-related behaviors.

· Schedule a daily home study period.

· Help with homework, when needed.

· Meet the child’s teachers and other school personnel.  These educational professionals can provide important insights about the child’s school performance and suggest ways for improvement.

· Get to know the child’s friends and classmates.  They can influence the child’s school performance.  Lack of friends or problems with classmates also can affect school performance.

· Find ways to discuss issues, subjects and course materials the child is learning in school.

· Help the child develop an interest in extra-curricular activities such as sports, band, clubs, etc.

· Get the child tutorial help with subjects that pose learning problems.

· Help the child develop and achieve academic goals.

· Emphasize the important role education plays through life.

· Get involved with the PTA, PTO or school board to better understand and help change the problems related to school attendance.
· Develop a phone-in policy with the school to check on the child’s daily attendance, or have the person in charge of school attendance alert you about non-attendance.

· Explain how dropouts have more trouble getting and keeping jobs and make less money than graduates do.

· Develop a school or community program designed to educate parents, taxpayers and students about the topic of school attendance.
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HOW EDUCATORS CAN HELP STUDENTS

STAY IN SCHOOL

The following is a list of ways educators can help students stay in school and benefit from the total educational experience.  When schools are concerned about EVERY student’s educational experience, they usually develop students who are less likely to have attendance problems and more likely to graduate.
· Develop programs designed to identify potential truants and dropouts at an early age.
· Find ways to boost each student’s self-image.

· Help each student to feel an important part of the school.

· Support and encourage students with school-related difficulties, rather than ignore or discourage them because they pose problems.

· Set achievable standards for students with learning difficulties.

· Provide tutorial service for all students in need of extra help.

· Provide student assistance programs.

· Provide full (K-12) counseling programs.

· Help socially isolated students learn to develop and maintain friendships.

· Design a “buddy system” that matches one concerned staff member with one student who is experiencing school-related difficulties.

· Encourage, invite and even assign students to participate in at least one extra-curricular school activity.

· Make sure parents who are recent immigrants understand the compulsory school attendance laws and policies.

· Develop an attendance policy that checks directly with parents whenever their children are absent.

· Experiment with new programs to help truants and potential dropouts remain in school.

· Offer alternative educational experiences and programs both within and outside of school.

· Develop programs for pregnant students and teen mothers to stay in school and graduate.

· Make strong ties with local industries and develop work/study experiences and programs.
· Provide easy re-entry programs for students who have already dropped out.

· Convince the school board of the need for spending money to help truants and potential dropouts stay in school.  The loss of state reimbursement for absenteeism can be greater than the cost of preventive programs.

· Develop a school or community program designed to educate parents, taxpayers and students about school attendance.
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AGENCIES TO CONTACT

ABOUT SCHOOL ATTENDANCE
What follows is a list of agencies to contact about school attendance.  In order to determine which one can best answer your questions or provide the needed services, it may be wise to contact the school principal and ask for advice.  You may need to contact several agencies to meet your specific needs.  The telephone book is the easiest source to locate these agencies.
SCHOOL PRINCIPAL – The principal of the school in which the student is enrolled, or another local principal, may be able to provide the specific information or service you need.  The school principal also can direct you toward other persons or agencies that may prove helpful.
Telephone #

SCHOOL DISTRICT – School districts have at least one person in charge of attendance.  Call the administrative offices of the district and ask for the person in charge of school attendance.

Telephone #

CHILDREN AND YOUTH SERVICES – This local agency has advisors and counselors skilled in helping with problems associated with children and their families.  They specialize in matters involving children both at home and in school.

Telephone #

STATE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION – State Departments of Education have at least one person responsible for maintaining attendance records, compiling attendance statistics, knowing attendance laws or distributing information about school attendance.

Telephone #

POLICE DEPARTMENT – Most police departments have at least one officer responsible for problems associated with juveniles.  They may be contacted in matters related to truancy and other illegal absences.

Telephone #
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