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Which federal law requires the Colorado Department of Education (CDE) to publish truancy rates on a school-by-school basis?

The “Safe and Drug-Free Schools and Communities Act” contains a requirement that State Education Agencies establish a Uniform Management Information Reporting System that includes, among other information, truancy rates.  This act is Title IV, Part A of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. 
What are some beneficial ways that truancy-related data can be used?

Truancy and other student-related behavior data may be used to: 

· better understand the degree to which behaviors exist among the school-age population within a school, neighborhood, and community, 

· motivate families and the broader community to engage in a problem-solving or solution oriented dialogue with local school officials, 

· leverage resources to support school-age children and youth to succeed in school, such as using demographic data in grant applications of which the purpose is to fund/support prevention and intervention programs and strategies,

· set measurable goals and performance indicators over time that aid in being accountable for effectively addressing issues and achieving desired program outcomes, and

· examine which areas may be most in need of attention in order to allocate limited resources where they are needed the most.  

How did the Colorado Department of Education determine the definition for truancy? 

Department staff met with the Educational Data Advisory Committee (EDAC) in January 2004 to begin discussing how to implement the new requirement for reporting truancy rates. Committee members believed that many variances in dealing with truant students existed statewide and that a statewide definition for truancy would have to be established by CDE in order for districts to report the information necessary to determine rates. (At that time, the staff proposal was to collect number of truant students.)
Upon EDAC’s recommendation, CDE administered a survey to all districts in the spring of  2004 to determine if there was a common definition in use by most districts so it could establish a definition that would be the least disruptive to current local data-related systems. Results determined that of the 174 district’s responding (of 178), 77% based their local definition on a definition provided by the Colorado Association of School Boards or so similar it supported the same practice.  CDE chose to use this definition with only minor variations. 
Other survey results about how a district managed truancy are, with the number indicating number of district responses: 
Pertains to unexcused absence only: 
131

Applies if only part of the day and not only a full day: 
114

Counted only if the case is officially reviewed:  
  11

Counted only if referred to court: 
    7

Applies to ages 7-15 only:
 
 47

What is CDE’s definition of truancy for the purpose of calculating rates?
The definition for truancy is: If a student is absent without an excuse by the parent/guardian or if the student leaves school or a class without permission of the teacher or administrator in charge, it will be considered to be an unexcused absence and the student shall be considered truant. 
What is the difference between the definition for truancy and the Colorado Revised Statute definition of “habitual truant?”
The definition for truancy pertains to each full or partial day that a student is absent without an excuse for all enrolled K-12 public school students. Section 22-33-107 (3)(a)(I) of the Colorado Revised Statute defines “habitual truant” as:

a child who has attained the age of six years on or before August 1 of the year in question and is under the age of seventeen years and who has four unexcused absences from public school in any one month or ten unexcused absences from public school during any school year. Absences due to suspension or expulsion of a child are considered excused absences for purposes of this subsection (3).
How is the truancy rate calculated and what does it indicate?

The rate indicates the percent of full or partial days possible to attend that students were absent without an excuse.  It is calculated by dividing the total days unexcused absent by the number of total days possible to attend.  The “total days possible” is the sum of Total Days Attended, Total Days Excused Absent, and the Total Days Unexcused Absent.
Why is the rate based on “unexcused days absent” instead of number of truant students?

Before the onset of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, all school districts were already reporting attendance percentages through the Automated Data Exchange system.  Attendance data appears on a school’s School Accountability Report.  To separate the excused absences from the unexcused absences in the non-attendance percentage would not have imposed as much of a data burden on the districts as would have implementing an additional tracking and collection system for each school in order to begin capturing truant student counts. To standardize the calculation statewide, CDE does the truancy rate calculation based on the schools’ attendance data as opposed to schools determining their own rate and then informing CDE what they determine it to be.
The Uniform Management Information System is an unfunded mandate and does not require the state to have student counts or number of truant incidents.  The unexcused days absent data allows CDE to comply with the law by producing rates on a school-by-school basis.  Although there are still local variances in what a school determines to be an excusable absence and what is not, all schools have an attendance system that captures that data.  The original proposal for EDAC’s consideration was to attempt to collect number of truant students to then determine the rate.  However, it proved far more complicated and burdensome to do so because of local policy variances in managing actual truants.  Therefore, EDAC recommended using number of unexcused days absent.
Is the data comparable between schools or districts to indicate or rank which schools or districts may have greater or lesser school attendance-related problems than others? 

The data is not comparable between districts because attendance and excuses for absences are rooted in a local policy unique to the district.  In some cases, it may be unique to the schools within the district.  For example, a school administrator in one school may accept a particular excuse from a parent but another administrator in another school within that same district may not accept the same reason for the excuse by another parent.  Some schools may take attendance more than once a day, which increases the chance of discovering students who have left during the school day.  Others may not take attendance with the same frequency.  A higher rate does indicate more unexcused absences being recorded. However, it may not necessarily indicate a higher number of truant students than another school with more lax procedures.  
Since the data collection is a new requirement, some schools may not yet be totally aligned to using the CDE definition so the data could be under-reported in some districts more so than others. 

At the most, the data may be comparable between schools within the same school district only if a consistent attendance policy exists and is adhered to by all schools within the district, including a consistent procedure for taking attendance throughout the school day.
Despite the weaknesses in comparability, the strength of the data is that it provides information unique to a school in which the problem occurs. The data can be used by the very individuals within the school who work closest to the involved teachers, students and their families. Schools can compare their own data between school years to monitor changes over time.  Furthermore, truancy is a community-wide concern. School-based data reflects the neighborhood of the attendance area for the school, with some exception due to open enrollment.  Analyzing school-based, localized data in this sense provides an analysis for the neighborhood. It can be used to engage the local neighborhood in helping students stay in school.
