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Exploring the Multifaceted Reasons Contributing
to School Absenteeism and Truancy
• Presenters :
• Ana Murphy, LCSW, School Social Work Supervisor
• Dr. Julie Lance , School Social Worker

Objectives
• Understand the implications of approaching truancy and chronic
absenteeism through the lens of cultural humility
• Articulate these implications for further dialogue within your school
district
• Identify different approaches and perspectives about truancy and
chronic absenteeism when working with students and their families
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1

6/2/19

Three Dimensions of Cultural Humility
• Promotion of self-awareness

• Appreciating who you are and where you are from and how this
shapes your world view

• Openness

• accepting that you cannot know all there is to know about the world

• Transcendence

• Embracing the fact that we will never know everything there is to
know and that the world is more complex than we will ever know.
Social Work Education, 2015 Vol. 34, No. 2, 165-181

History School Social Work
• 1890’s – visiting teachers 
• 1900’s-1950’s – mental health hygienist 

• Focus on the whole school population – every child matters 
• School Social Work was an expertise working with educators

• 1960’s – societal turmoil begins to impact social work as a practice within
the educational system
• 1970’s – 2000’s – school social workers begin mobilize to reinvent and
reestablish their identity 
• School Social Work Journal
• National and State School Social Work Associations
• Included as a profession in education laws
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History of the Compulsory Attendance Law
• The compulsory attendance act of 1852 enacted by the state of
Massachusetts was the first general law attempting to control the
conditions of children.
• mandatory attendance for children between the ages of 8 and 14 for at least
three months out of each year
• at least 6 of the 12 weeks had to be consecutive.

History of the Compulsory Attendance Law
• The penalty for not sending a child to school was a fine not greater than
$20.00 (in the state of Georgia this is amount has only been increased by
$180 – in 167 years ).

• The local school committee had no authority to enforce the law, which made it
ineffective
• However... it did keep the importance of school in the public eye which helped form
a favorable opinion of education

• By 1918, all states had formally adopted some form of a compulsory
attendance law

• While all jurisdictions currently require children to attend school, the mechanisms
for their doing so vary.

Recent Federal Laws
• No Child left behind – moved towards quantitative data and the
school social workers did not move
• School Social Workers struggle with quantitative data

• December 10,2015 – Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)
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How and Why Attendance is Reviewed
• Every Students Success Act measures school performance with
five indicators
• Four of the indicators are based on academics with the fifth
one being a non-academic indicator
• The majority of the states have adopted chronic student
absenteeism as the fifth indicator
• Each state identifies the students success indicator /
definition of chronic absenteeism / weight of indicator /
and goal for the state.

Discussion
• What are the compulsory attendance laws in your state?
• Are they the same laws your school district follows?
• How do your schools interpret the compulsory attendance laws?
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Difference between truancy and chronic
absenteeism

Chronic Absenteeism
• Attendance works recommends dual metrics: one measuring chronic absenteeism at
90% attendance and one assessing satisfactory attendance at 95%.
• Low
• 0-5%
• Modest
• 5-9%
• Significant
• 10-19%
• High
• 20-29%
• Extreme
• 30%+
Office of Civil Rights, U.S. Department of Education
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Reasons for truancy and chronic absenteeism
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Family trauma and change
Crisis
Homelessness
Parent-child relationships
School climate and environment
Resiliency and protective assets
Anti-victim education
Child abuse and neglect

Behavioral, discipline, truancy – reasons why kids
aren’t in school
• Research has shown that students living in poverty often have
more risk factors for absenteeism, including unstable housing
and lack of access to health care. They also are more likely to
lose ground because of these absences
• “students who feel welcome and safe at school are more likely
to attend than those facing bullies or chaotic environment”
(Future Ed – chronic absenteeism...)
• Educate staff about person in their environment - within school
settings how this may affect attendance

• We know that a high level of chronic absenteeism is a powerful
indicator that something is amiss with a student or a school.
• The challenge going forward is to deliver that accountability in
a way that is consistent, fair and likely to encourage
improvement, rather than provoke resistance or
encourage educators to game attendance results.
• Rather than blaming students and parents, districts should
focus on finding patterns in absenteeism data that suggest
solutions.
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Problems and Solutions
• For those marginalized students who face social injustices
regularly outside of school, enduring similar injustices while in
school does not make for a positive educational experience.
• Students who feel welcome and safe at school are more likely to
attend than those facing bullies or a chaotic environment.

Points to Consider
• Changing Demographics: Single parent homes have leveled off but there has
been an increase in homes where grandparents are raising their grandchildren
making them more vulnerable to poverty. Lack of family cohesion may lead to
adjustment problems that carry over to the classroom (i.e. behavior issues, poor
social skills, low attention skills, increased absenteeism)
• Separation, divorce, and cohabitation of parents; students being reared by
guardians, such as grandparents or foster parents; and residential arrangements
of students due to these circumstances, can place students at risk in school for
failing grades, poor attendance, depression, and high discipline referrals
• Current literature on effective interventions, however, is limited in terms of the
number of studies that have found even marginally effective interventions, the
lack of clarity on the interventions being studied, and the connection between
the intervention studied and the factors contributing to poor attendance
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Discussion Point
Goodness of fit between problem and intervention – what are
the limitations of what we can do?
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o Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model and absenteeism:
o Micro - (family, home, school)
o Meso - (relationship between home and school)
o Exo - (parental responsibilities)
o Macro - (poverty and policy issues). Resource based, relationship
based, information based
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Conclusion
•
•
•
•
•

No magic solution
You need to be confident , we need to initiate those difficult conversations
it is our responsibility to bring in the cultural humility into our schools
Should SSW’s be accountable for student educational outcomes?
How do we prove our worth and legitimacy in the schools? Best way to do
this is to get kids to school and knowing what the driving factors are
related to truancy and chronic absenteeism.

• We need to recognize the past and where we came from , how we are in
the same place and empower ourselves to move forward
• By moving forward it may mean we go backward
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