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Guidelines to address chronic absenteeism, school refusal and truancy

Each parent of a child who is of compulsory school age must ensure that the child is enrolled and attends school on every school day for the educational programs in which the child is enrolled unless the parent has a reasonable excuse. 
A parent of a young person in the compulsory phase must ensure the young person is participating full-time in an eligible option, unless the parent has a reasonable excuse.

The issue of absenteeism is complex and covers a range of behaviours, including chronic absenteeism, school refusal and truancy.  It is important for schools to investigate the patterns and underlying causes of non-attendance so that appropriate strategies that address the specific type of absenteeism can be implemented. 
There is no quick and simple solution, nor a “one-size-fits-all” approach to address absenteeism. However, partnerships between schools, parents and the local community can assist in reducing absenteeism. 

School attendance management practices are crucial to minimising absences. Schools should:

· identify absences quickly,

· follow-up promptly, and 
· send clear messages to students and parents that attendance is vital. 

It is widely recognised that attendance problems are best managed by early identification and intervention.  
A five-step process is recommended.

Five Step Model
1. Develop a school attendance policy
Staff, parents and students should collaboratively develop a clear, inclusive and simple attendance policy that promotes high expectations of student attendance. The policy, including clear expectations about attendance, should be communicated consistently to students and the school community through the schools website, newsletters and in the school’s enrolment package. 

2. Record and follow up student absences
It is important that schools develop consistent and effective follow-up processes for unexplained student absences. Timely follow-up is a key preventative strategy in reducing absenteeism. It makes it harder for students to miss school without being caught. It also enables those parents who may not be aware that their children are absent to take action.  

3. Monitor student non-attendance and patterns of non-attendance
The school’s attendance data should be analysed to identify absenteeism trends and individual students with high levels of absenteeism. Schools should investigate absentee rates and their relationship to factors such as the day of the week, the class/subject/year level and particular gender/cultural groups.

4. Develop a positive school culture
Schools should develop a safe and supportive school environment that promotes positive relationships and includes the implementation of programs which develop social and emotional skills, peer tutoring and mentoring, and anti-bullying strategies.

It is also important to establish positive home-school relationships to assist parents to support their child’s attendance at school.

5. Collaborate with other agencies 
Schools should implement appropriate strategies/support mechanisms, including liaising with other agencies such as Queensland Police and local non-government organisations, to address the trends or support individual students and their families to encourage attendance.

Types of absenteeism and possible responses
	Terms
	Examples
	Possible Responses 

	Chronic absenteeism
	Persistent or habitual absence or lateness
Students with high levels of absences, variously defined as 10% or more school days absent

Parents may provide explanations for absences, but these explanations may be considered unreasonable.
	Parents and family members play an important role in assisting the student to reintegrate back and remain engaged in school.  Schools may wish to:

· notify parents of their legal obligations and the importance of schooling and of continuity in learning from the early years

· encourage parents to participate in parenting skills training (e.g. organisational skills)
· encourage the development of supportive networks with other parents (e.g. establish a parents club)

· encourage parents to seek support from and communicate regularly with teachers and the school.



	School refusal
	A form of chronic absenteeism

Parents often are aware of the absenteeism but are unable to address it
Students who are almost completely unwilling or unable to attend school because of:

· their past school experiences

· psycho-social reasons related to clinical levels of anxiety

· a developed habit of absence 
	The school gathers information about the student and family to help understand the nature of and reasons for the absences.

The school implements strategies to address issues like learning problems or bullying where appropriate. 

School support staff such as Guidance Officers, Youth Support Coordinators or nurses may be involved.

Where appropriate the school refers students and parents to relevant professionals (e.g. counsellors and psychologists) for programs according to the individual student’s needs.

Solutions may require whole-of-government intervention and support, as for truancy (see below).



	Truancy
	Disengagement from school


May be accompanied by alienation from the school culture
Unexplained absences from school perhaps without the knowledge of the parent/s 
	Where the reasons for truancy pertain to aspects of the school (e.g. poor relationships with teachers), the school implements strategies to address these aspects.

The school alone may not be able to address all of the needs of the student (e.g. domestic violence at home, child abuse, etc).  Schools should work with the family and liaise with other agencies such as:

· Department of Child Safety,

· Department of Communities,

· Queensland Police Child Protection Investigation   Unit, and 

· other relevant non-government organisations.
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