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At the State SARB meeting on August 19, 2004, preliminary data was released regarding the truancy rates from all schools and districts in the State.  As you know, under NCLB requirements, states are required to report truancy rates.  California chose to report truancy as defined in EC 48260.  The report distributed to State SARB reflects wide variation in reports.  Many schools reported a 0 truancy rate while many other schools reported wildly high rates 2000% or more.  What the truancy rates reflect is a statewide problem in application, data collection and defining the real issue.

1. The truancy rate as defined is a moving target at best in interpretation. Schools vary widely in applying the law especially as it relates to tardiness and period absences.

2. The truancy report using a fixed denominator of the CBEDs enrollment date is not a true rate as it divides a year’s cumulative total by a single point in time snapshot of enrollment.

3. The truancy rate, like the drop out rate, compels schools and districts to make negative reports on themselves.  When asked to look bad most people will try to paint a better picture.  It is only human nature and the nature of institutions.

4. The truancy rate like the drop out rate is a meaningless number as currently reported.  It allows districts to play shell games with numbers.  Actual attendance like the graduation rate speaks to the more important outcome.  These are our true goals.  “Bottoms on seats and diplomas in hand”.  Reducing school truancy can be done on paper (as we see in this report) as can reducing dropouts but nothing actually gets better.

5. Truancy is not the issue.  The issue is about improving attendance.  The procedures in EC 48260.5 and EC 48262 outline notification processes and attach a label to a child who is absent without valid excuse.  Upon notification the Code outlines procedures for follow up including legal interventions.  These interventions are only a piece of the pie in terms of raising school attendance. CWA colleagues report greater concern for all children with excessive school absence whether or not they are labeled truants. 
As David Kopperud, State SARB Chair has stated: “I think this issue of the truancy rate is crucial to the mission of the State School Attendance Review Board.  Until the truancy rate and dropout rate are accurate measures, we cannot expect policymakers to take the matter seriously.  Test scores will be the focus of all attention because those numbers have more meaning. State resources will never be reprioritized to meet the needs of truants or dropouts if there are not accurate counts of students in those groups.  When schools underreport truants and dropouts, the effect is to continue the status quo for those student groups. I think we have a daunting challenge.”

State SARB has appointed a committee to work towards the improvement of accurate truancy rate reporting.  The committee is co chaired by Dave Soper, El Dorado County Office of Education and Tad Kitada, Placer County Office of Education. Members include Craig Borba, Palm Springs Unified, Sherman Garnett San Bernardino county Office of Educaiton, Joe Taylor, Sacramento County Office of Education, and David Kopperud, California Department of Education.  If you are interested in assisting in this effort please contact David Kopperud ( 916-327-6061), Tad Kitada (530-745-1392) or Dave Soper (530-295-2296).

