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Addressing truancy is a complex
challenge
July 30, 2010

While the recent op-ed, "The importance of showing up" (Commentary, July 30), rightly emphasizes the link between
school attendance and achievement, we are troubled by the authors' emphasis on programs that tend to focus on a
"quick fix" rather than those that address the many complex problems that underlie truant behavior.

It is critical to develop a continuum of interventions into truancy, ranging from a brief "reminder" telephone call to parents
to prosecution in the courts, only as a last resort. The article mentions several programs that seem to be designed for
the early stages of truancy: posters, a new early warning system that flags poor attendees, recruitment by after-school
providers (although if students are not in school in the first place, chances are they are not going to be there after school
either), and cell phone text messages.

What about the numerous students who do not have cell phones or any working telephone number? What about the
students who choose to ignore efforts by school administrators and faculty to persuade them to come to school? What
about the thousands of students and families struggling with such profound problems that school becomes a low
priority?

Our experience over the past five years implementing and operating the University of Baltimore School of Law Center for
Families, Children and the Courts (CFCC) Truancy Court Program (TCP) tells us that, in the vast majority of truancy
cases, we must first identify the reasons why a child is missing school.

The TCP has increased attendance rates by truant students an average of 65 percent across the schools in which we
operate. The TCP, a voluntary program for students and their parents, works because it creates a team of individuals
representing the school, a volunteer district or circuit court judge, law school staff and faculty, law students, and service
providers who care deeply about the truant student and his or her family. The team meets with the child and his or her
parent or caregiver every week for 10 weeks in the fall and again in the spring. This non-punitive program works
precisely because it brings together individuals who can identify why a child is not coming to school and can create
long-lasting solutions to truancy.

Our schools must be equipped to provide the interventions necessary when a child misses school. In some cases, it can
be as simple as a few reminder telephone calls or providing an alarm clock to make sure that the child wakes up in time.
Many cases of chronic truancy, however, resemble that of Shelly D. (not her real name), a student at one of the schools
participating in the TCP last year.

Shelly often stayed home to take care of her mother, a drug addict. She was responsible to make sure her younger
siblings were ready for school, which left her no time to get ready for school herself. Not surprisingly, Shelly fell behind at
school to the point where she could not catch up without tutoring. By the time Shelly began the TCP, she felt alone,
disenfranchised, and hopeless.

No number of cell phone calls, posters, or after-school programs can provide the help that Shelly and students like her
need.

The op-ed correctly concludes that we must "all pay attention to attendance and teach students that in school, as in life,
showing up matters." What we also must realize is that the way to do this in many cases is to put in the long, hard work
that is necessary to address the complex problems facing these students.

Barbara A. Babb and Gloria Danziger

The writers are, respectively, director and senior fellow of the University of Baltimore School of Law's Center for
Families, Children and the Courts.
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