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Truancy Prevention in Action: Best Practices and Model Truancy Programs
Executive Summary

Truancy has long been identified as an educational, social and juvenile justice issue
worthy of public and private attention. It has been linked to many problem behaviors in
adolescence, school failure, school dropout and juvenile delinquency, among others.
Many national and local agencies are working to identify the best strategy for addressing
truancy. In order to improve the chances of success, it is recommended that developers
focus on those programs, approaches and strategies that have already demonstrated
success.

Utilizing best practices is a sound investment strategy:

e By studying those programs that have been proven to reduce or prevent truancy,
practitioners and policy-makers avoid re-creating the wheel and have more time
to spend on implementation and evaluation issues.

« By taking advantage of the research and development efforts of others, staff has
more time to spend on adapting a strategy to meet the demands of the local
community.

« By financially supporting practices that have demonstrated success, public and
private funders engage in prudent expenditure of limited monies.

Adopting and adapting approaches that have demonstrated their success is simply the
most practical strategy for developing programming given the current and reasonable
focus of policy-makers and funders on clear outcomes and cost/benefit analyses.

Critical Components of Truancy Programs

As a result of the research and assessment work conducted by the Department of
Education (DOE), the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP),
the National Center for School Engagement (NCSE), the National Dropout Prevention
Center/Network (NDPC/N), the Washington State Institute for Public Policy (WSIPP)
and others, a set of critical components linked to positive outcomes for children and
families has been identified:

Collaboration

Truancy programs that include a broad-based collaborative as part of their approach are
stronger and may last longer. Most funding and government agencies now expect that
new programs engage in collaborative community-based planning. OJJDP identified
collaboration as a required component for initial and ongoing funding in the Truancy
Reduction Demonstration Program and for Title V Delinquency Prevention monies. The
NDPC/N includes school-community collaboration as an effective strategy for dropout
prevention. In addition, The National Network for Youth points to collaboration as an
important part of successful after-school programs.



Family Involvement

Involving parents/guardians and family members in truancy prevention and intervention
is critical. There is a large body of research demonstrating the positive outcomes
associated with increased parent/guardian involvement in school activities including
improved academic achievement and reduced likelihood of dropout. Involving
parents/guardians in truancy programming is more than simply inviting their attendance
at a school or court meeting. True participation means that parents/guardians are sought
after for their advice, experience and expertise in the community, as clients of our public
systems of care and as experts in the lives of their children. This means engaging
parents/guardians as a natural course of events, not just when things are not going well.

Comprehensive Approach

Effective programs simultaneously focus on prevention and intervention. As described by
the National Center for School Engagement, many factors contribute to truant behavior.
Youth fail to attend school due to personal, academic, school climate, and family related
issues. A truancy program may be called upon to help a family obtain counseling,
advocate for a family to receive entitlement benefits such as Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families (TANF), negotiate a new school schedule, figure out transportation
solutions, and other more traditional social work activities such as mental health
evaluation and counseling services. An effective truancy plan will address these issues
and be prepared to respond to the first unexcused absence of an elementary student and
not give up on the 100™ absence of the habitually truant adolescent youth.

Use Incentives and Sanctions

Among the list of successful truancy practices identified by the National Center for
School Engagement (NCSE), is the use of a continuum of approaches or a combination of
incentives and sanctions. Specifically, meaningful sanctions for truant behavior and
meaningful incentives for school attendance are key components of promising and model
truancy programs. Sanctions, traditionally used to respond to truancy, frequently mirror
the punitive steps taken against other undesirable behaviors: detention, suspension,
petition to juvenile court, denial of privileges, etc. Incentives tend to be recognition-
based, but may include special experiences or even monetary rewards. The critical task in
this area is to design sanctions and incentives that are meaningful to youth and their
families.

Develop a Supportive Context

A supportive context is crucial to developing a sustainable and effective truancy program.
Programs that exist in a supportive context are more likely to survive and thrive than
those that are fighting against system infrastructure or acting in isolation. Time spent
nurturing a supportive context is well worth the effort. In this case, context refers to the
environment in which the truancy program engages youth and their families. The context
can be determined by an umbrella agency, a neighborhood, a set of laws and policies
and/or a political reality. It is in the truancy program’s best interest to impact and
influence this context to better serve families and to survive the inevitable changes and
challenges that occur to even the best of programs.



Evaluate the Program

In these lean financial times, government agencies and private funders are limiting their
investments to those programs or practices that have clearly demonstrated some success.
It is imperative that programs measure their impact in an effort to improve services. In
addition, the criteria used to identify whether program models and practice approaches
are proven or promising rests largely on the rigor of their evaluation design. It is
mandatory in this environment to collect and examine data on program outcomes.

Best Practices Improve Truancy Programming

Programs that include each of these components are stronger and more successful. How
these components are incorporated into existing approaches or developed from scratch
should be determined by the needs and strengths of the local community. Creativity and
determination are required for successful and lasting implementation of any new
program!

For a more complete discussion of truancy program development, the economic and
legal impact of truancy and the importance of collaboration in truancy programming,
look for the truancy series to be released in Fall 2005 by the National Dropout
Prevention Center/Network www.truancypreventionassociation.com in collaboration
with the National Center for School Engagement www.schoolengagement.org




The National Center for School Engagement
(NCSE) is an initiative of The Colorado
Foundation for Families and Children (CFFC).

NCSE strives to build a network of key NCSE
stakeholders who share the belief that improving

school attendance and school attachment promotes National Center for School Engagement
achievement and school success.

NCSE was established as a result of more than a decade of educational research about
youth out of the educational mainstream conducted by CFFC. The impact of this work
has been the development of significant investments of state funds to reduce suspensions
expulsions and truancy. Over five years ago, CFFC began working with the OJJIDP, US
Department of Justice to assist in the planning and implementation of pilot demonstration
projects across the country. As projects developed, CFFC became the national evaluator
of this five-year truancy demonstration project.

The culmination of ten years of program experience and research has identified truancy and
school engagement as the centerpiece of NCSE’s work to improve outcomes for youth who are
at the greatest risk of school failure and delinquency. We are national leaders in applying
research to help communities prevent and reduce truancy.
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