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SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION

Background

The issue of truancy in schools has repeatedly come up over the years. More recently, there has been increasing community, political, and education sector concern over truancy.
 Despite a widespread perception that truancy is on the increase, the actual size of the truancy problem is unknown. A national survey of state primary and secondary schools in New Zealand in 1977 (Taylor, Sturrock and White 1982) reported that the unjustified absence rate in primary schools was 0.69%, and in secondary schools it was 1.4%. Berwick-Emms (1987), studying attendance in primary schools in Canterbury, reported an absence rate of 5.4%. McDonald (1991) estimated truancy in New Zealand at approximately 5%.
 However, there are no nationally-kept figures which would indicate an overall rate of non-attendance at school, or whether such non-attendance is justified or unjustified.

The problem of truancy is shared throughout the world (see Reid 1987, Andrews 1986). Whitney (1994:15), a British researcher, notes that ‘Truancy, like poverty, has a lengthy past history, and the two have always been closely related.’ New Zealand’s basic legal requirement of compulsory school attendance for everyone between the ages of 6 and 16 relates to a history of free education provision for all children and young people living in this country. Attendance at school has been a political issue in New Zealand since the Education Act 1877. In 1995, the Education and Science Select Committee inquiry into children at risk through truancy and behavioural problems recognised truancy as being widespread throughout the country (New Zealand House of Representatives 1995).

In 1992, the Ministry of Education became involved in the funding of programmes aimed at improving school attendance. In February, the Ministry of Education proposed that M EQ \o \ac (a,\s \up 4 (–))ori Wardens undertake development of a programme to combat absenteeism among students in school. Later that year, the Ministry offered funding to the Rotorua M EQ \o \ac (a,\s \up 4 (–))ori Wardens’ Association to develop and operate on a one-year trial basis for 1993 a programme, Te Kupenga O Te Aroha,
 to return to school students who were absent without justified reason.

Further government initiatives to address the problem of truancy in the nation’s schools have resulted in additional funding to establish and extend truancy prevention programmes nationwide. Since the 1994 Budget, Government has allocated resources for truancy programmes. In 1994/95 the total allocation was $0.5 million, in 1995/96, $1.5 million, and in 1996/97, $2.5 million. In its 1997 Budget, the Government again increased the funding allocated. These programmes are designed to assist schools, parents and support agencies to improve school attendance in a particular locality, and to deal with non-enrolment and tracking students ‘lost’ from the system. The Ministry of Education takes truancy to mean both unjustified absences and non-enrolment of students of compulsory schooling age, that is, 6 to 16 years.

Current Truancy Initiatives

The responsibility of ensuring that young people attend school is carried out most effectively when shared among homes, schools, communities, and government agencies. At the base level, each school is required to monitor student attendance and follow up on absences, and is funded through its operations grant to undertake this work (Education Act 1989).

At a second level, there are District Truancy Services to back up the schools’ work. These services are funded by both the Ministry of Education and schools, with some community contribution (which is not necessarily limited to financial support). A District Truancy Service is co-ordinated by a committee comprising representatives of the schools, Safer Community Council, and community groups and agencies (Iwi and Pacific Islands groups being required, and others such as CYPFS, Police, health services, and churches optional). Prior to 1997, the Ministry had directly contracted with the M EQ \o \ac (a,\s \up 4 (–))ori Wardens and other community groups to provide truancy programmes to a group of schools which had agreed to participate. Some schools also ran truancy programmes independently of Ministry funded programmes.

At a third level is the National Non-Enrolment Truancy Service (NETS), which is funded by the Ministry of Education. Information is provided to the Ministry about non-enrolled young people by schools, District Truancy Services (DTSs), Children, Young Persons’ and their Families Service (CYPFS), Police, and the public. This information is passed on to NETS, which then aims to find the missing students, and, if necessary, helps them enrol in a new school or take up another legal learning opportunity (such as a job or course for which exemption is obtainable). If NETS is unable to re-enrol the young person, parent prosecutions may follow. If it is unable to find them, information may be provided to the Police and/or CYPFS.

Although some ad hoc information has been available, the Ministry of Education wanted more comprehensive information about the initiatives (both Ministry funded and others) that schools have been and are using to improve school attendance. The Ministry also wished to establish just how effective such interventions are considered to be in reducing truancy. In order to provide feedback on truancy initiatives which schools have utilised specifically over the last three years, as well as on other truancy action schools had taken, the Research Unit was contracted by the National Operations Division of the Ministry of Education to survey schools.

Initiatives in 1996

At the time of the survey, schools were involved in a number of truancy actions and initiatives. These have been defined below.

Truancy Action Defined

The need for a clear definition of ‘truancy action’ was paramount in a survey of this kind. The following definition was devised by the Truancy Project Manager, within the Ministry of Education, and has been used throughout the research:

Truancy action is more than the routine register-keeping and absence following-up which all schools would be doing. Truancy action is defined to include, for example: special home visits about non-attendance/truancy (for example, by a Board of Trustees member, teacher, or attendance officer); patrols (of streets, shopping centres) looking for truants; and special programmes to re-motivate truants who have returned to school.

Truancy Initiative Defined

At the time of the survey, a truancy initiative was defined as some special programme undertaken to reduce the incidence of truancy. Information was sought from schools about their involvement in Maori Wardens’ Schemes, other schemes funded by the Ministry of Education, their own initiatives, and initiatives that were not funded by either the Ministry or the school, but with which the school was involved.

Research Objectives

The objectives of this research were:

(a)
To obtain details of the initiatives schools have been and are using, in an attempt to improve school attendance.

(b)
To establish what work has been done in schools and the school’s district on the matter of truancy.

This article presents the results from this first phase of the research: the truancy action survey carried out in 1996. A second phase of the research will obtain information nationally on school attendance and non-attendance.

Methodology

Because it was acknowledged that truancy became more of a problem at intermediate and secondary school levels, the decision was made to survey all (N=509) state and state integrated intermediate, composite and secondary schools,
 not just those involved in 1996 in a Ministry of Education funded truancy initiative as part of the Improving School Attendance Project.
 In order to provide information at the primary level, the survey was extended to include all those schools (other than state and state integrated intermediate, composite and secondary schools) which were involved in 1996 in a Ministry of Education funded truancy initiative as part of the Improving School Attendance Project (N=213). This included six private schools (four primary and two secondary).

Of the 509 questionnaires sent to year 7 to year 13 schools, 448 were completed and returned, giving a response rate of 88%. Of the 213 questionnaires sent to all other schools involved in a truancy initiative, 171 were completed and returned, giving a response rate of 80%. This includes four (of the six) private schools - two primary and two secondary. The two secondary schools have been included with the year 7 to year 13 schools in the following analyses, giving a total of 169 primary schools and 450 year 7 to year 13 schools.

Questionnaires were sent to the principal of each school, and they were also most likely to be completed by the principal (89% of primary and 61% of year 7 to year 13 schools). Deputy principals or assistant principals completed 31% of year 7 to year 13 school replies, but only 6% of primary school replies. Questionnaires from 9% of year 7 to year 13 schools were completed by school counsellors. 

SECTION 2: RESULTS

The results from the survey are divided into four parts. The first part presents information on truancy action in which schools were involved for 1993, 1994 and 1995. The second part describes the truancy initiatives which schools took in those three years. The third part provides information on how schools have used the Truancy Protocol, and whether schools have been involved in prosecuting parents under the Protocol. Concerns and issues about truancy are presented in the fourth part.

Although the information has been presented in parallel form for primary schools and for year 7 to year 13 schools, comparisons should not be made between the two groups, because of their different natures. Only primary schools which were involved in a Ministry of Education funded initiative in 1996 were surveyed for this study, whereas all year 7 to year 13 schools had the opportunity to complete a questionnaire.

1.  Truancy Action

This section reports on information obtained on truancy action in which schools were involved in 1993, 1994 and 1995. Truancy action is more than the routine register-keeping and absence following-up which all schools would be doing. Truancy action includes, for example: special home visits about non-attendance/truancy (for example, by a Board of Trustees member, teacher, or attendance officer); patrols (of streets, shopping centres) looking for truants; and special programmes to re-motivate truants who have returned to school.

Who Was Used for Truancy Action

Schools were asked to indicate who they had used for truancy action in 1993, 1994 and 1995. This would be influenced to some extent by the type of action adopted by the schools. As Table 1 shows, during the years concerned, both primary schools and year 7 to year 13 schools were most likely to use teaching staff for truancy action, followed by support staff. Approximately a quarter of primary schools used no one during these years. Overall, there was a general increase in the use of volunteers and ‘other’ networks or contacts by schools over the three years. For example, the use of volunteers doubled between 1993 and 1995.

Table 1:
Who was used by schools for truancy action

	
	Primary
	Year 7 to Year 13

	Position
	1993
(%)
	1994 
(%)
	1995
(%)
	1993
(%)
	1994
(%)
	1995
(%)

	No one
	25.4
	25.4
	24.3
	9.1
	8.0
	7.8

	Teaching staff
	45.6
	48.5
	47.3
	71.6
	75.8
	77.6

	Support staff
	20.7
	22.5
	26.0
	32.2
	38.4
	40.9

	Volunteers
	5.9
	7.7
	11.8
	8.4
	12.2
	17.1

	Other 
	17.2
	20.1
	30.2
	25.1
	28.9
	34.4

	Don’t know
	6.5
	4.7
	2.4
	2.9
	1.6
	0.2

	Total schools
	= 169
	= 450


As Table 2 shows, there has been only a slight change in the nature of other forms of support used for truancy action. In 1993 and 1995 the most commonly used form of support for truancy action in primary schools, other than those listed, was the category - visiting teacher, education officer or Special Education Service (4% and 10% for the respective years). In 1994, district schemes
 were more common among primary schools, with 7% using their services.

Table 2:
Others used by schools for truancy action

	
	Primary 
	Year 7 to Year 13

	
	1993
	1994
	1995
	1993
	1994
	1995

	Other positions/organisations listed
	N*
	%
	N*
	%
	N*
	%
	N*
	%
	N*
	%
	N*
	%

	Attendance/truancy officer
	3
	1.8
	6
	3.6
	4
	2.4
	12
	2.7
	16
	3.6
	12
	2.7

	Visiting teacher/education officer/SES
	7
	4.1
	8
	4.7
	16
	9.5
	55
	12.2
	50
	11.1
	54
	12.0

	Maori wardens
	5
	3.0
	6
	3.6
	4
	2.4
	19
	4.2
	25
	5.6
	15
	3.3

	District scheme
	4
	2.4
	12
	7.1
	1
	0.6
	13
	2.9
	13
	2.9
	 3
	0.7

	Youth Aid/Police
	–
	–
	2
	1.2
	1
	0.6
	17
	3.8
	26
	5.8
	16
	3.6

	CYPFS/social worker
	1
	0.6
	1
	0.6
	1
	0.6
	13
	2.9
	14
	3.1
	12
	2.7

	Community/whanau/iwi groups/ kaumatua/marae staff
	–
	–
	–
	–
	–
	–
	11
	2.4
	12
	2.7
	10
	2.2

	Others
	–
	–
	6
	3.6
	13
	7.7
	25
	5.6
	31
	6.9
	24
	5.3

	Total schools
	= 169
	= 450


* Number of schools which indicated that they had used this position for truancy action.

Among year 7 to year 13 schools, the most commonly used form of support for all years for truancy action, other than those listed, was the visiting teacher, education officer or Special Education Service (with 12% in 1993, 11% in 1994, and 12% in 1995).

Time Spent on Truancy Action

Schools were asked to indicate, on average, how many hours per week they used various staff and volunteers for truancy action over the years 1993–1995. Many schools stated that they had difficulty answering this question, as truancy was often tied in with other actions staff were taking with regard to the students involved. The information provided in Table 3 includes both the median number of hours (the middle point from the schools which provided information) an individual had on average worked on truancy action, and the range of hours (the lowest and highest average figures given by the schools).

As can be seen from Table 3, the range of hours dedicated to truancy action for schools which answered this question varied considerably, from less than one hour to 25 hours in primary schools and less than 1 hour to 65 hours in year 7 to year 13 schools. In general, the median
 amount of time used for truancy action was one hour per week, for each type of staff or individual used, for primary schools, and two hours per week for year 7 to year 13 schools. However, in both primary and year 7 to year 13 schools, the median number of hours was greater for support staff, and in 1995, in year 7 to year 13 schools, volunteers had an increased role.

Table 3:
Hours per week for schools using someone for truancy action (primary): median* and range

	
	Primary

	
	1993
	1994
	1995

	Position
	Median (hours)
	Range (hours)
	Median (hours)
	Range (hours)
	Median (hours)
	Range (hours)

	Management staff
	1.0
	0.10–10
	1.0
	0.10–10
	1.0
	0.05–25

	Teaching staff
	1.0
	0.10–10
	1.0
	0.10–10
	1.0
	0.10–25

	Support staff
	1.5
	0.25–55
	1.5
	0.25–15
	1.0
	0.25–55

	Volunteers
	1.0
	0.30–54
	1.0
	0.50–54
	1.0
	0.20–55

	Other
	0.7
	0.25–15
	0.8
	0.50–10
	0.5
	0.10–58


* This represents the median of the average number of hours schools used someone for truancy action.

Table 3:
Hours per week for schools using someone for truancy action (year 7 to year 13):
median* and range

	
	Year 7 to Year 13

	
	1993
	1994
	1995

	Position
	Median (hours)
	Range (hours)
	Median (hours)
	Range (hours)
	Median (hours)
	Range (hours)

	Management staff
	2
	0.05–30
	2
	0.05–30
	2
	0.05–50

	Teaching staff
	2
	0.10–65
	2
	0.10–65
	2
	0.10–65

	Support staff
	3
	0.10–35
	4
	0.10–38
	4
	0.10–50

	Volunteers
	2
	0.10–10
	2
	0.10–30
	3
	0.10–30

	Other
	2
	0.04–26
	2
	0.04–26
	2
	0.04–30


* This represents the median of the average number of hours schools used someone for truancy action.

Cost of Truancy Action

Schools were asked to indicate approximately how much it cost their school for each year, 1993 to 1995, for the truancy measures they had used. Once again, many schools stated that they had difficulty answering this question. Some of the difficulty related to placing a cost on staff time — particularly isolating and costing time spent solely on truancy issues, and time spent on truancy by staff before or after the normal school day. Table 4 presents details of the cost of truancy measures from those schools which were able to provide an answer for this question. 

The amount spent by year 7 to year 13 schools increased over the three years (from a median of $1,000 to $2,000). The amount spent by primary schools varied (between a median of $100 and $200).

Table 4:
Approximate $ cost per year for truancy measures, 1993 to 1995
	
	Primary
	Year 7 to Year 13

	
	Range
	Median
	N
	Range
	Median
	N

	1993
	0–4000
	100
	45
	0–100,000
	1000
	209

	1994
	0–4000
	200
	48
	0–100,000
	1500
	230

	1995
	0–5000
	150
	55
	0–100,000
	2000
	252


Funds used for Truancy Measures

As for earlier questions, many schools stated that they had difficulty answering this question, and many chose not to answer. Just over a third of primary schools and three-fifths of year 7 to year 13 schools did answer, however. Some of the difficulty, as mentioned above, related to being unable to tease out the time spent on various activities in order to place a cost on staff time.

Of those that answered this question, operational funds were most often the source of funding for meeting the cost of truancy measures, in both the primary schools and the year 7 to year 13 schools (see Table 5 for further details). The proportion of year 7 to year 13 schools reporting that they used operational money increased steadily over the three years. Yet the use of Equity funds and Targeted Funding for Educational Achievement (TFEA)
 remained fairly constant for both primary and year 7 to year 13 schools over the same period. Funding from community sources, although small, showed a steady increase in year 7 to year 13 schools.

Other sources of funding mentioned included staff time paid by staff salaries, and initiatives funded by the Ministry of Education, iwi authorities, and trusts. Some schools also acknowledged the volunteer work which was undertaken at no cost to the school.
Table 5:
Funds used for truancy measures
	
	Primary
	Year 7 to Year 13

	
	1993
%
	1994
%
	1995
%
	1993
%
	1994
%
	1995
%

	Operational
	20.1
	23.1
	23.1
	37.8
	42.0
	46.4

	Equity/TFEA*
	7.7
	10.7
	9.5
	14.9
	17.1
	16.4

	Community
	1.8
	2.4
	2.4
	2.7
	4.4
	6.4

	Other
	1.8
	2.4
	4.7
	5.6
	6.4
	7.8

	No response
	74.0
	68.6
	66.3
	50.4
	45.6
	41.6

	Total schools
	= 169
	= 450


*
TFEA and Equity funding have been combined, as some schools appear not to have been clear about the funding they were receiving.

2.
Truancy Initiative

This section presents information obtained on truancy initiatives in which schools have been involved. A truancy initiative is defined as being truancy action which involves some special programme undertaken to reduce the incidence of truancy.

Schools Involved in a Truancy Initiative in 1995

Just over a third of year 7 to year 13 schools indicated that they were involved in a truancy initiative in 1995. All of the primary schools surveyed were involved in a truancy initiative in 1996, as this was the basis for being selected for this survey. However, only just under half of these schools (49%) were involved in a truancy initiative in the preceding year.

Table 6: Schools involved in a truancy initiative in 1995
	
	Primary 
	Year 7 to Year 13

	
	N
	%
	N
	%

	Yes
	83
	49.1
	165
	36.7

	No
	78
	46.2
	277
	61.6

	Unsure
	5
	3.0
	5
	1.1

	Missing
	3
	1.8
	3
	0.7

	Total schools
	169
	100
	450
	100


Of the 83 (49%) primary schools stating that they were involved in a truancy initiative in 1995, 37 were involved in an initiative funded by the Ministry of Education (other than the M EQ \o \ac (a,\s \up 4 (–))ori Wardens Scheme), for example; Hamilton West Truancy Service, Edgecumbe Truancy Service, Wanganui Truancy Service and Tokoroa Truancy Service. In 1995, year 7 to year 13 schools were most likely to be involved in an initiative originating from within their own school (110 of the 165 schools).

Table 7: Initiatives in which schools were involved

	
	Primary
	Year 7 to Year 13

	
	N
	%
	N
	%

	Maori Wardens
	13
	7.7
	46
	10.2

	Another initiative funded by the Ministry
of Education
	37
	21.9
	34
	7.6

	Own school initiative
	23
	13.6
	110
	24.4

	Another initiative
	21
	12.4
	38
	8.4

	Not involved in an initiative in 1995
	78
	46.2
	277
	61.6

	Total schools
	= 169
	= 450


Employing Attendance Officers, Truancy Officers, or Pupil Support Officers

In 1989, with the implementation of ‘Tomorrow’s Schools’, additional responsibility for ensuring that all children of compulsory age attend school was devolved to school Boards of Trustees. These boards must, as stated in Part III, section 23 of the Education Act 1989, ‘take all reasonable steps to ensure that students who are required to attend school do so’.

The funding formerly used to cover the costs of the Education Boards’ truancy officers was redistributed to schools as part of their operational grant. Some schools have used this money, and additional money from the operational grant, to employ a person to follow up on truanting students. This person is most commonly referred to as the attendance officer, truancy officer or pupil support officer (the term ‘attendance officer’ is used for the remainder of this report).

Schools were asked whether they had ever employed an attendance officer. Over a quarter of the primary schools (28%) and of the year 7 to year 13 schools (29%) had done so at some stage (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Schools employing an attendance officer
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Schools which had employed an attendance officer were asked to indicate the basis on which they were employed. As Table 8 shows, the primary schools were more likely to share the position with other schools (68%) than employ one themselves (15%). Year 7 to year 13 schools were more likely to employ them for their school only (74%).

Table 8: Who employed the attendance officer

	Employed by
	Primary
	Year 7 to Year 13

	
	N
	%
	N
	%

	This school only
	7
	14.9
	96
	74.0

	This school and other local schools
	32
	68.1
	45
	34.4

	Other
	4
	8.5
	6
	4.6

	Total schools
	= 47
	= 131


3.  Use of the Truancy Protocol and Prosecution of Parents

This section presents information on the schools’ use of the Truancy Protocol and whether or not schools had prosecuted parents under the Education Act 1989. The Truancy Protocol is the 1992 agreement between the Minister of Social Welfare and the Minister of Education, updated as between the Ministry of Education and New Zealand Children and Young Persons and their Families Services [CYPFS] in 1993.

Use of the Truancy Protocol

A protocol on truancy and school absenteeism which clarified the role of the Department of Social Welfare was released by the Ministers of Education and Social Welfare in May 1992 (Department of Social Welfare/Ministry of Education 1992). Three subsequent reviews found that there were problems associated with a school’s ability to access the services of the Department of Social Welfare (DSW) or the Children, Young Persons and their Families Service (CYPFS) under the Protocol. To ascertain the level of assistance available to schools for truancy matters from CYPFS, schools were asked if they had accessed services under the Truancy Protocol over the last three years. Only a small percentage of primary schools (12%) and just under half of the year 7 to year 13 schools (46%) indicated that they had used the Truancy Protocol in any of these years.

As can be seen from Figure 2, few primary schools used the Truancy Protocol in each of the years 1993, 1994, and 1995. Between a quarter and a third of year 7 to year 13 schools used it in each of these years.

Figure 2:
Use of the Truancy Protocol
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There appears to have been an increase in the number of schools using the Truancy Protocol. This may reflect changes that have occurred as a result of the reviews of the Truancy Protocol in 1992 and 1993. Or it may be that schools could simply remember what happened in 1995 better than what happened in 1993. Between 1993 and 1995, the proportion of schools which were unsure or who did not respond to this series of questions fell.

Table 9 details the number of schools making referrals to CYPFS under the Truancy Protocol, and also the number of referrals made. As it shows, there was a marked increase in the number of year 7 to year 13 schools making referrals (from 85 in 1993 to 142 in 1995). An element of better recollection of the more recent years may play a part here too. The proportion of referrals made to CYPFS that were accepted also steadily increased over the years.

Table 9: Referrals to CYPFS

	
	Primary
	Year 7 to Year 13

	Referrals to CYPFS
	1993
	1994
	1995
	1993
	1994
	1995

	Schools making referrals - number

                                            - percentage
	8

4.7
	6

3.6
	13

7.7
	85

18.9
	121

26.9
	142

31.6

	Total number of referrals made
	11
	13
	18
	197
	288
	323

	Tried, but turned down by CYPFS
	9
	9
	13
	107
	134
	108

	Accepted by CYPFS
	2
	4
	5
	90
	154
	215

	Got to Family Group Conference
	2
	2
	2
	62
	98
	114


Schools were given the opportunity to comment on their experiences with the Truancy Protocol. Eight primary and 132 year 7 to year 13 schools did so. Most of the comments related negative experiences schools had with the Truancy Protocol. Most frequently noted was that CYPFS was perceived to treat truancy as a low priority, and immediate action was slow.

We don’t have exact numbers but in every case next to no action has been taken by CYPFS. On one occasion we got a fax saying that the truancy referral was considered low priority and they didn’t have the staff to deal with it. (Years 7–13 city school)

Schools also reported that CYPFS was seen to be ineffective in dealing with truancy problems, as they were reluctant to get involved in truancy issues. Reflecting these opinions, a year 9 to year 13 school wrote:
Most unsatisfactory system. Clear reluctance for agency to accept responsibility and barriers put in place. (Years 9–13 city school)
Schools also commented about the unsuccessful outcomes of using CYPFS. 

Only used for the most difficult cases. CYPFS seem to have no remedies apart from FGCs — in fact they gave up on 2 cases and recommended that I prosecute them. (Years 9–13 city school)

Schools also expressed concern about the length of time CYPFS took to respond to referrals made to them.

Have been accepted [for FGC] but the history and delay of action often meant problem resolved through school student support services before FGC. I can remember only 2 FGCs in the last 3 years. (Years 9–13 city school) 

A belief that the process was too complicated was also expressed.

 [The Truancy Protocol is] too complicated and bureaucratic to be useful for its intent in getting kids to school. We have few hard core persistent truants — [The Truancy Protocol] does not serve our needs. (Years 7–13 rural centre school)

Concern was expressed about the lack of follow up by CYPFS.

CYPFS have no interest in truants unless the students have a safety problem. Even then there is very little follow up — group family conferences are a waste of time unless there are some ‘teeth’ behind them. Students just ignore outcomes as do some members of the families. (Years 7–13 city integrated school)

Prosecutions of Parents

All parents, under the Education Act, have a responsibility to ensure that their children attend school. Section 31(7) of the Education Act 1989 enables schools to prosecute parents whose children do not attend school. Donn, Bennie, and Kerslake (1992:3) found that Boards of Trustees were:

... unlikely to initiate prosecution proceedings even though some schools would like to see cases of chronic truancy brought before the courts to serve as a warning to other parents and children, although the penalties permitted by the legislation, as in the past, are minimal and often would not cover the costs incurred.

To ascertain the extent to which schools were involved with prosecutions, schools were asked if they had prosecuted or arranged for someone else (e.g. the Police) to prosecute a parent or guardian on truancy matters in the last three years. As Table 10 shows, few schools had been involved in prosecuting parents in 1993, 1994, or 1995.

Table 10: Percentage of schools which have prosecuted or arranged for others to prosecute a parent or guardian on truancy matters

	
	Primary
	Year 7 to Year 13

	
	1993
%
	1994
%
	1995
%
	1993
%
	1994
%
	1995
%

	Yes
	–
	0.6
	1.2
	0.9
	2.2
	3.3

	No
	88.8
	90.5
	92.9
	86.7
	89.1
	92.0

	Unsure
	4.7
	4.7
	2.4
	4.7
	2.4
	0.7

	Missing
	6.5
	4.1
	3.6
	7.8
	6.2
	4.0

	Total
	100.0 
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0

	Total schools
	= 169
	= 450


In 1995, only two primary schools prosecuted a parent or guardian or arranged a prosecution, and only 16 year 7 to year 13 schools did so.

Table 11: Number of prosecutions taken by individual schools 1993-1995

	Number of prosecutions
	Number of primary schools
	Number of year 7 to year 13 schools

	1
	2
	10

	2
	0
	2

	3
	0
	2

	4
	0
	0

	5
	0
	1

	24
	0
	1 


It was most common for year 7 to year 13 schools to have taken only one prosecution over the three years from 1993 to 1995. However, one secondary school had taken 24 prosecutions during this period. Schools were not always able to give a dollar amount for the cost of the prosecutions; but in most instances the cost had been negligible, as it had usually been the Police which had undertaken the prosecutions on behalf of the school.

4.  Concerns and Issues

Background

Although schools were asked to indicate their main concerns with regard to truancy in their school and in their district, and many did so, very few schools went on to prioritise them as requested. Among those which answered, primary and year 7 to year 13 schools had similar concerns, although when they prioritised them they did so differently. Schools were also asked for any further comments about truancy. As most schools took a similar approach to answering each of these questions, this section pulls together and discusses more fully the areas of concern raised by schools.

Some schools, including primary schools (which were all involved in a Ministry of Education truancy initiative in 1996), indicated that truancy was not a problem in their school.

Because of very supportive parents and good relations and contact between home and school we have had no need to address this problem. (Contributing primary school in a city)

Thus it is important to acknowledge that truancy is not a universal problem. Moreover, while there may be a truancy problem at the secondary level in a particular district, it does not automatically follow that there is a truancy problem in all or even any primary schools in the area.

Truancy is very much a minor problem at our school as we are a country school. However the college we contribute to does have problems, but generally not from this area. (Full primary school in a rural area)

Rural schools felt that being rural reduced the possibility of students truanting.

As a small rural school we have few problems with truancy. There is no venue attractive enough in our village which would lure students away! (No video games etc.) If they went to the local shop or information centre the school would be contacted and told. Perhaps the places frequented by truants provide the main root of the problem! (Rural area school)

Some schools felt that the systems they had in place in their schools were effective in combating any truancy that occurred.

Fortunately truancy is not an issue in our school. Anyone missing school who has not phoned in is rung by 11 am that day. So far this system has worked effectively as our roll is only 280. This is followed up by form teachers of the pupil then the guidance personnel and/or the senior management personnel. (Years 9–13 city school)

Appreciation of the truancy support available was also expressed by some schools.

Not a major problem in this school but attendance officer in district is useful when required. (Full primary school in a minor urban area) 

Many of the following concerns and issues regarding truancy expressed by schools in this survey have already been expressed by others, such as the School Trustees Association (New Zealand School Trustees Association 1994), and highlighted in previous research undertaken by the Ministry of Education (Donn, Bennie and Kerslake 1992; Donn 1994), and in various publications and articles (Parent and School 1988; Gordon 1992; Hotere 1996; Hawk, Hill, Seabourne, Foliaki, Tanielu and Williams 1996).

Social Factors which Contribute to and Compound Attendance Problems

A number of concerns expressed by schools relate to what can be described as social factors which impact on attendance. These are presented below.

Socio-Economic Factors

Some schools acknowledged that the economic and social realities faced by many students who truant are not conducive to school attendance. However, it must also be noted that many students from similar backgrounds do attend school every day.

Unfortunately New Zealand is now in a second generation of [an] unemployment situation. Parents/caregivers without jobs often encourage, or more accurately, do not discourage students from going to them at home. (Years 9–13 city school)

Truancy is always intermeshed with other issues, poverty, lack of security/safety in the home, family 
health … There are no outside agencies that are really interested and available to help with these issues. (Years 9–13 city school)

Tolerance by Parents and Community

Many schools expressed concern about parents’ tolerance of their children’s truancy, and the lack of parental support for a school’s attempts to encourage students to attend school. No matter how good their monitoring and follow-up procedures are, and no matter how hard they try to make their school environment suitable for all students, schools cannot succeed in stopping students truanting if truanting is condoned by parents and the community.

Condoned truancy where parents write notes for children is quite widespread. (Intermediate school in a city)

Increasing number of students refusing to attend who come from dysfunctional and/or unsupportive families who don’t see the value of acquiring qualifications. (Years 9–13 city school)
Being kept home for family reasons, such as babysitting younger siblings, was also cited by schools as a factor making it difficult for older siblings, predominantly female, to attend school, arrive on time, or stay at school.

Kids used as babysitters because of society’s lack of child care facilities which are affordable. (Years 9–13 city school) 

Not only were some parents seen as displaying a tolerant attitude towards truancy, but also this attitude was seen as being sanctioned by the community in which the non-attending students live. As a year 9 to 13 school noted:

Once a safe haven is established it is all on ... home which has poor or no supervision, neighbourhood which is tolerant, relatives who are tolerant. (Years 9–13 city school) 

Some schools felt that community involvement was essential in any attempt to alleviate truancy.

Truancy is a social problem of society’s making. The solution lies with the community. Therefore a collective approach is essential. Teachers are employed to teach not undertake social work. (Years 9–13 city school with an attached intermediate)

Peer Pressure and Truant Role Models

Schools reported on the impact on students of peer pressure not to attend school.

Influence of peers and older youths who have a negative attitudinal stance towards school and education in general. (Intermediate school in a city)

Peer pressure from students, truancy seen as ‘cool’. (Years 9–13 city school) 

In addition, concern was expressed by some schools regarding the negative role models of senior students who visit intermediate and primary schools while truanting. 

Older students not from our school, hanging around our school, [are] not good role models for young students. (Contributing primary school in a city) 

Peer pressure was seen to be difficult to eliminate. The Ministry of Education has acknowledged the impact of peer pressure with their television campaign to reduce truanting — ‘If you aren’t going to school, you aren’t going anywhere’.

Students who are Unaccounted for in the System

Schools expressed concern about the problem of students disappearing from the school system. This can occur when students move from one school, but do not enrol in another. It may happen between levels of schooling, for example between primary and secondary, or in moves from one district to another. As a result, students become unaccounted for in the system.

Those that fall ‘through’ the cracks particularly in the movement from intermediate to secondary school. (Years 9–13 city school)

Our concern is the ‘mobile’ pupils. You visit, have the truancy service call and the family ‘moves’ ... cards are not requested for ages and these children are falling through the crack in the system. A serious concern. (Contributing primary school in a city) 
Some schools also expressed concern about ‘mobile’ students whose cards are not requested, and nobody seems to know what is happening to them.

The number of children we have to take off the roll after 20 days because no agency can locate them. Also the number of unclaimed progress cards is high. A central system of checking is needed. (Contributing primary school in a city) 
The 1995 Inquiry into Children in Education at Risk Through Truancy and Behavioural Problems recommended that a centralised database be established to collect enrolment, attendance, attrition, exemption, suspension, expulsion and truancy data (New Zealand House of Representatives 1995:65). Such a database was also requested by a small number of schools.

We need a national data base, from birth that all schools can consult. (Years 9–13 city school) 

There is no national system of records to ensure pupils enrol at a new school when they move district, or when they move from primary to intermediate or secondary school .... (Intermediate school in a city)

To reduce the incidence of young people being ‘lost’ from the education system, the Ministry of Education established and funded the Non-Enrolment Truancy Service (NETS) in May 1996.

Impacts on the Individual and Society

Schools also identified concerns relating to the impact that truancy has on the individuals who truant, and on society as a whole.

Loss of Educational Opportunities

Schools pointed out the loss of educational opportunities by students who do not attend school.

It’s infectious, it causes such interruption to education that it results in school phobia and total loss of esteem for kids. (Years 9–13 school in a minor urban area)

It’s our job to educate children but we can’t do it if they’re not here. (Years 9–13 city school)

Effects of Crime

Schools reported that truants often engaged in petty crime in the local area, and they expressed concern about the negative impact that crime had on the area.

The anti-social activities that children with too much time on their hands can become involved in. Children not in school can too easily involve themselves in substance abuse, shop lifting, vandalism etc. (Years 9–13 city school)

Resources Available to Schools

Schools identified a number of concerns relating to the resourcing required within the school to deal with truants.

Time and Human Resources

An issue for schools is that a great deal of staff time is required to follow up on truanting students. However, schools have a lack of time, given the existing human resource constraints. This poses resource issues; some schools identified human resource issues, and having the appropriate person, while others identified financial resource issues.

The fact we (ie staff) do not have time to follow up attendance concerns requiring home visits and parent interviews. (Contributing primary school in a city) 

Amount of time truancy cases take, often with unsuccessful outcomes despite enormous efforts .... (Years 9–13 city school)

Additional Resources Required

Resources provided by the Ministry of Education were seen to be inadequate in schools which had a large truancy problem. Many schools felt that additional resources, including funding, are required for schools to follow up on students satisfactorily, i.e. to the level required and with the appropriate staff.

Truancy is difficult to tackle without specific staffing. Finding an appropriate person willing to deal with truancy is difficult. (Full primary school in a minor urban area)

Even with an attendance system in place, we still do not have adequate resources to deal 100% with the truancy level. When it ends in the FGC, and then you have to wait for measures to be trialed, sometimes 6 months have passed and you have gotten nowhere. (Years 9–13 school in a city)

We would like to see the Ministry of Education pick up the tabs for truancy eg funding for truancy officers. Prosecutions have not been pursued, too much of a hassle. Truancy is a very time consuming problem for school staff. (Area school in a rural centre)

Some schools were putting additional resources into combating truancy. A few schools indicated that they were using their entire trading profits (i.e. funds raised from a tuck shop or canteen, second-hand clothes or opportunity shop, or stationery sales) for combating truancy. However, for some schools, despite the additional funding provided by the community, even more resourcing was needed — not only to track and monitor students’ attendance, but also to develop and provide alternative courses suited to meet the needs of students who are not being catered for in existing school programmes.

Truancy Services

Many schools felt that access to a person specifically employed or trained to deal with truants, such as an attendance officer, was essential in following up non-attenders.

We are really missing the visiting teacher service! One/two people with the know​ledge and experience of problem kids/families in the city was an advantage. Some truants are passing from one school to another and wearing down a new set of teachers as the process starts again. (Years 9–13 school with an attached intermediate)
As indicated from earlier results, whereas year 7 to year 13 schools with a truancy problem indicated the need for their schools to have such a person on their staff, primary schools tended to indicate the need to be able to access the services of a community truancy/attendance officer when the need arose.

The need to have a service generally available to schools, similar to the SES visiting teacher service or the Education Boards’ attendance officers of the past, was also raised by some schools.

We used to have SES visiting teachers. The need for them is greater now than in the past. This position needs to be urgently reinstated. The [Truancy] Protocol is ultimately too threatening and punitive and does not address truancy issues in a supportive way .... (Years 7–13 school in a minor urban area)

Schools also felt that it was necessary to have an attendance officer who was based locally.

Truancy is an issue that needs to be dealt with on a local basis with an attendance officer who knows the area, has some rapport with students and mana within the community to maintain some credibility with both parents and staff. (Years 9–13 school with an attached intermediate) 

Some schools which were not involved in a scheme under the Improving School Attendance Project (see p2) questioned how schools were selected to be part of the scheme.

Schools that were part of a Ministry of Education funded scheme under the Improving School Attendance Project expressed concern about the continuation of the scheme in 1997 and beyond, as funding had been guaranteed only until 1998. Donn, Bennie, and Kerslake (1992) have previously raised the issue of the need for continued resourcing of attendance officers in schools where non-attendance has been a problem in the past, and the likelihood of it re-emerging after a short period of time when support systems are removed. Some schools expressed concern that funding was allocated on a yearly basis, and that there was no guarantee that it would continue beyond the year in which it was granted.

The development, extension in 1997, and continuation of the District Truancy Service (DTS) should go some way in meeting the needs of schools nationally. The District Truancy Service system is designed to back up schools’ efforts in getting truants back to regular attendance.
Appropriate Follow Up and ‘Rehabilitation’

While schools may have good systems in place to identify non-attenders and get them back to school, turning truants into good attenders is often very time-consuming. Some schools acknowledged that they did not have adequate follow-up systems in place once they got students back to school.

[A major concern is] follow up, contact, ongoing monitoring, however new truancy scheme will alleviate most concerns. (Contributing primary school in a city) 

Extra help for reluctant attendances needed within schools. Returning them is ‘fine’ but don’t have the staffing to carry out concentrated programmes once they return, therefore they disappear again. (Years 9–13 school in a city)

A major concern with appropriate rehabilitation for truants. (Years 9–13 school in a city) 
Truancy Numbers and Alternative Schooling for Truants

The increased school leaving age has resulted in some teenagers being required by law to stay at school in an environment where they do not want to participate fully. Some schools acknowledged and expressed concern that they had a larger number of truants now than they have had in the past, some of these being attributed to the increased school leaving age.

Big increasing problem despite all our best efforts to combat it, hours and hours and hours spent monitoring attendance, phoning home, sending letters etc, little if any improvements .... (Years 9 –13 city school)

Secondary schools are now having to cater for a group of students who traditionally left school at an earlier age, and who, in many instances, are not keen on obtaining qualifications to improve their future employment prospects. A few schools acknowledged that they were experiencing difficulties in catering for these students, particularly within existing funding. Some schools called for the establishment of an alternative form of education for chronic truants, or students with special needs, who are not being catered for in the current school system. This could be in the form of either alternative programmes
 (presumably to be offered in schools), or alternative schools.

I would like to see a system operate which is more effective in ‘gathering up’ chronic truants and alternative programmes offered so that they have a chance at an education more suited to their needs. (Years 9–13 city school)

Back-Up Services

Schools also felt that there was not enough back-up and assistance, and identified this as a major problem. Changes in government policies in education, social welfare and police services were seen to have had considerable impact on the back-up services available to schools. In general, schools appreciated the back-up services when they were able to access them.

There is no ‘qualified’ support provided to help schools, provided by Ministry of Education or SES. School budget is inadequate to purchase a ‘truancy officer’ .... (Years 7–13 city school)

As stated previously, despite adjustments to the Truancy Protocol, a number of schools expressed concern about the effectiveness of involving CYPFS in truancy problems.

Extremely difficult to get CYPFS to take action as they say it’s not high priority and ask the school to do more. Action if any is too slow. (Full primary school in a city)

A number of schools criticised the actions of the Ministry of Education and/or CYPFS. They felt that neither organisation was responding to the problem of truancy at the speed and depth required.
Schools need help from the ministry. The problem can no longer be solved on a volunteer basis. The Truancy Protocol is not being used by schools because it is ineffective. Truancy is not a priority to CYPFS. (Years 9–13 city school)

If the government doesn’t support truancy initiatives the problem of and arising from truancy will not be dealt with. We do not have the resources, time and personnel, to attend to this ourselves. (Contributing primary school in a city)

SECTION 3: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

The results of this survey show that schools are concerned about the problem of truancy, and are attempting to eliminate truant behaviour with the resources available when it is a problem in their school. In schools where truancy is a major problem, the resources (provided by the Ministry of Education, school and local community) are seen to be inadequate to meet the demand.

The survey involved taking two different samples. The first comprised all (N=509) state and state integrated intermediate, composite and secondary schools whether or not they were involved in 1996 in a Ministry of Education funded truancy initiative as part of the Improving School Attendance Project. (These schools will now be referred to as Year 7 to Year 13 schools.) Of these, 448 returned completed questionnaires – giving a response rate of 88%. The second sample comprised all other schools (N=213) which were involved in a Ministry of Education Truancy Initiative as part of the Improving School Attendance Project, with 171 (169 primary and two private secondary) schools returning their questionnaires – giving a response rate of 80%.  The two secondary schools were included with the year 7 to year 13 schools in the analyses, giving a total of 169 primary schools and 450 year 7 to year 13 schools.
Primary schools and especially year 7 to year 13 schools most frequently used teaching staff in truancy action. However, support staff spent more time on truancy action than other individuals. The use of volunteers, although limited in terms of the numbers of primary and year 7 to year 13 schools using their help, increased between 1993 and 1995.

Operational funds were the source of funding most often used to meet the cost of truancy measures, both in the primary schools and in the year 7 to year 13 schools.  Small proportions of schools accessed Equity or TFEA funding, or community funding for truancy.

Just under half of the primary schools (involved in a truancy initiative in 1996) were involved in a truancy initiative in 1995. Of these 87 primary schools, 37 were involved in an initiative funded by the Ministry of Education, other than the M EQ \o \ac (a,\s \up 4 (–))ori Wardens’ Schemes. Just over a third of year 7 to year 13 schools indicated that they were involved in a truancy initiative in 1995. They were most likely to be involved in an initiative originating within their school. Attendance officers, truancy officers or pupil support officers were employed at some stage by just over a quarter of these primary schools (28%) and year 7 to year 13 schools (29%).

The majority of primary and year 7 to year 13 schools in the survey had not used the Truancy Protocol
 between 1993 and 1995. However, the number of referrals made by years 7 to 13 schools increased from 197 in 1993 to 323 in 1995. This increase is solely due to the increase in the number of schools making referrals (from 85 year 7 to year 13 schools in 1993 to 142 in 1995). Over the corresponding time there has also been an increase in the number of referrals accepted by CYPFS.  Despite three reviews of the Truancy Protocol, many schools are still unhappy about the response from CYPFS. This issue needs addressing if the Truancy Protocol is to continue as a back-up truancy resource for schools.

Few schools had undertaken prosecutions for truancy, and of these most had taken only one prosecution. Prosecutions were usually undertaken by the Police on behalf of the school.

Schools expressed many concerns and raised a number of issues throughout the questionnaire. Most have been expressed on previous occasions by others, including the School Trustees Association, and have been presented in previous research (Donn, Bennie and Kerslake 1992) and in various publications and articles (Parent and School 1988; Gordon 1992;  Hotere 1996; and Hawk, Hill, Seabourne, Foliaki, Tanielu and Williams 1996).

Schools acknowledged that truancy is usually a symptom of a larger problem, and that getting students back to school does not make students good learners. While schools thought they had good systems in getting students back to school, they were not so confident that they had the time, resources or alternative programmes required to turn truants into good attenders. According to some schools, alternative programmes were needed to cater for students who were forced to remain at school by the increase in the school leaving age from 15 to 16. Some schools considered that they needed additional funding for such programmes.  The announcement of the Complementing Truancy Initiative in the 1997/98 Budget may go some way towards addressing this concern.

Some schools acknowledged that the economic and social realities faced by many students who become truants are not conducive to school attendance. However, it must also be noted that many students from similar backgrounds do attend school every day.

Parents and communities which condone students’ truanting make a school’s work much more difficult. No matter how good schools’ monitoring and follow-up procedures are, and no matter how hard they try to make their school environment suitable for all students, it requires the support of the parents, families and communities for these measures to succeed. Schools cannot succeed in stopping students truanting if truanting is condoned by parents and the community.

Schools expressed concern about the problem of students disappearing from the school system - when students transfer between schools, and become unaccounted for in the system. A centralised database, as recommended by the 1995 Inquiry into Children in Education at Risk Through Truancy and Behavioural Problems, was called for by a small number of schools. To reduce the incidence of young people being ‘lost’ from the education system, the Ministry of Education, in May 1996, established and funded the Non-Enrolment Truancy Service (NETS). Information is provided to NETS which works through advisers who aim to find non-enrolled students and return them to schooling, or another legal alternative. If NETS cannot find the students, information may then be provided to the Police and/or CYPFS.

Many schools felt that access to someone specifically employed or trained to deal with truants, such as an attendance officer, was essential in following up on non-attenders. Whereas year 7 to year 13 schools with a truancy problem indicated the need for their schools to have such a person on their staff, primary schools tended to indicate the need to be able to access the services of a community truancy/attendance officer when the need arose.

The extension and continuation of the District Truancy Service system may go some way towards meeting the needs of schools nationally. The District Truancy Service is designed to back up schools’ efforts in getting non-attenders back to school.

Schools also felt that there was not enough back-up and assistance, and identified this as a major problem. Changes in government policies in education, social welfare and policing were seen to have had an impact on the back-up services available to schools. In general schools appreciated the back-up services they were able to access, when they were able to access them. The need for prompt and efficient back-up services is important for schools with a truancy problem. Despite adjustments to the Truancy Protocol, a number of schools expressed concern about the effectiveness of involving CYPFS in truancy problems. It was acknowledged by schools that CYPFS is under-resourced, and that they are increasingly using the Truancy Protocol. However, the conclusion reached by Donn (1994) could be said to hold true today:

It would be unfair to say that the protocol does not work ... The process, however, is not without its problems. Many of these can be solved by a more positive cooperative attitude on the part of all the agencies involved in the effort to get students back to school (Donn 1994:16).

Despite the measures which the Ministry of Education and CYPFS have in place to address truancy issues, there was criticism, from some schools, of the Ministry of Education and CYPFS for not responding adequately to truancy. They felt that neither organisation was responding to the problem of truancy at the speed and depth required.

A wide range of programmes have been tried by schools. Yet schools still appear to be working very much in isolation, despite being involved in a truancy initiative in 1996 involving several schools. Regionally based forums could be considered so that schools can share their experiences. A network for people working in the area of truancy would alleviate the isolation felt by staff when tackling this task. Schools could also refer to the publication Who’s Not Here? ... Working towards keeping ‘absentee students’ at school (Donn, Bennie and Kerslake 1992)
 as a resource for improving school attendance.
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� 	See Smith (1997).


� 	These studies used different criteria in determining their rates of absence and are therefore not comparable. This highlights one of the difficulties with such research, where different terms are often used and it is not always clear if the meaning is the same.


� 	This programme was funded again from 1994 to 1996. In 1997, the District Truancy Service system took over.


� 	These schools are referred to as year 7 to year 13 schools in the remainder of this report.


� 	From this project emerged the District Truancy Service approach.


� 	Some of these have now been incorporated into District Truancy Services.


� 	The median is the middle value in a range.  The median values are relatively low as more schools indicated a lower number of hours.


� 	Schools were asked separately whether Equity or TFEA funding was used. However, some schools appear not to be clear about when Equity funding ceased and TFEA funding was introduced. Equity funding was phased out in 1995, and TFEA funding phased in in 1995. With Equity funding, schools requested funding under certain criteria. However, TFEA funding is allocated to schools based on their socio-economic status decile rating. Schools receiving Equity funding did not necessarily go on to receive TFEA funding.  Refer to Circular 1994/21: Supplementary Resources.


� 	Schemes receiving funding from the Ministry of Education were encouraged to work with as many schools as possible in their district, regardless of whether their school had a truancy problem.


� 	Refer to Circular 1996/35: Non-Enrolment Truancy Services (NETS), 2 December 1996 for further information.


� 	The announcement of Complementing Truancy Initiatives in the 1997/98 Budget may go some way towards addressing this concern.


� 	See page 12 for further detail on the Protocol.


� 	The details of this are yet to be finalised.


� 	In 1993, all state schools were sent a copy of this publication. Further copies can be obtained from the Manager, Research Unit, Research and International Section, Ministry of Education, Private Bag 1666, Wellington.
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