[image: image1.png]AAA

MINISTRY OF EDUCATION
Te Tahuhu o te Matauranga




Guidelines on attendance and truancy
 
legislative requirements

The Attendance Regulations (1951) require schools to maintain attendance records and the Education Act (1989) requires schools to ensure the attendance of the students on their rolls. This in turn raises issues around the responsibility of schools to minimise truancy and, under the NAGs, to provide a safe emotional environment for students. 

Best practice suggests that a clear policy statement on attendance, coupled with the associated procedures on attendance management and truancy, leads to better student achievement, higher retention figures, community well-being, less youth crime and more positive life outcomes for students. 
options

Schools now have two options on how to record attendance information: 

· Traditional E19/1 attendance registers

· eAR computer packages

Whichever option is chosen, schools should develop a policy management document on attendance and truancy, in conjunction with the local community. Such an approach is likely to lead to better understanding and greater cooperation between each school and its community. 
definition of terms 

· Explained absence: An absence for which the explanation is accepted by the school as the reason for the absence. The decision on whether an explained absence is ‘justified’ or ‘unjustified’ will be largely determined by the school’s attendance policy. (See note below)
· Justified absence: An explained absence within the school’s policy as an acceptable reason for the student to be away from school.
· Unjustified absence: An absence that is either unexplained or, explained but the explanation is not within the school’s policy as an acceptable reason for the student to be away from school.
· Intermittent unjustified absence: One or more unjustified absences totalling less than two hours within a school day

· Overseas: The student is known to be overseas and the Principal has documentation confirming his/her intention to return to the school within 15 weeks.
· Truancy: The total of all of a student’s unjustified absences and intermittent unjustified absences.
· Frequent truancy: Truancy that occurs on more than 20% of the half days which the school is open taken over a four-week period.
· Attendance rate: A percentage based on the: (number of half days for which the schools was open, less the sum of all absences) divided by the number of half days in the time period:

i.e. 100% – (Justified absences + Unjustified absences + Intermittent absences


+ Overseas absences)
note: 
Any generic guidelines used by a school to determine whether an absence is ‘Justified’ or ‘Unjustified’ do not preclude the Principal from using discretion over any specific student absence.
policy considerations

The Ministry has developed a range of template policies which could form the basis of a school’s attendance policy. In completing your Policy statement you should address the following issues: 

a) How will the Board develop its policy on attendance/absence? Will the school involve the wider school community (and/or students) in a consultation process about it?

b) What is or is not to be delegated to the Principal?

c) What attendance/absence information is to be recorded? e.g.:


How many times per day will attendance be marked? The regulations require it to be twice, but eAR programmes enable it to be every teaching session.


For schools using the E19/1, how much information will the teacher record on student absences? Merely that the student is absent, or that a reason has/hasn’t been provided for the absence, or that the absence is/isn’t ‘justified’?  (Common practice is for ‘a’ to be used to denote an absence, with the addition of another symbol – like a dot or a circle around the ‘a’ – when a reason for the absence is received.)
d)
What are the school’s responsibilities in relation to a student’s unjustified, frequent or extended absence? e.g.:


At what stage will the school contact the parents/caregivers?


What strategies will the school adopt to try to reduce these absences?


At what stage will the school involves other agencies?

e)
Other than the usual “justified” absences like illness, bereavement, medical appointments, school-arranged work experience, class trips etc, what kinds of absences will the school’s policy define as ‘justified’? e.g.: ‘work experience’ arranged by the student’s family, babysitting of siblings during family illness, extra labour temporarily required for the family farm/business, family holiday etc?
note: 
Any such generic policy guidelines do not preclude the Principal from using discretion over any specific student absence.

f)
Under what circumstances does the school consider a student to be ‘engaged in education’ while not on-site and/or under staff supervision? Is the student to be marked absent or present on these occasions? e.g.: studying at home during a free period, studying at another educational institution, studying on-line at home etc? 

g)
 Does the school have a policy covering students who request that attendance (or absence) information is not communicated to parents?

protocols

It is recommended that, underpinning its policy statement, each school develops a series of Protocols which describe how it will manage student attendance, absence and truancy issues. The protocols should cover the following matters: 

a)
How – and where – is attendance/absence information to be recorded: E19/1 registers or an eAR? (Note: the only computer packages acceptable to roll auditors are the eAR packages. Other computer records are not acceptable for audit purposes.)

b)
How many times per day will a record be taken: e.g.: two or three times a day, or every teaching session (i.e. every period, or before interval [+ after interval] + afternoon)?

c)
Who will record this information in the official records? e.g.: class teacher, teacher aide, data entry operator.

d)
Will the information be collected from teachers and then processed centrally? If so, how will it be collected? e.g.: student runners and paper records?
e)
What steps are taken to ensure that students who are present are marked as being present, rather than merely recording student absences and then assuming that all other students are present?  (eAR packages prompt the user to make this decision; however, when data is recorded on paper and collected by a runner there can be no such prompts.)
f)
What information will be recorded by the teacher? e.g.: presence/absence (‘P’ or ‘?’ for eAR schools) only; type of absence included (using official Attendance Codes 2008).
g)
Will the school record:


lateness (to school and/or to class)? 


absences during the day?

how will study periods be treated – for on-site and off-site study?


what sign in/sign out procedures are there, and how is this information conveyed to class teachers and/or the ‘attendance officer’ or data entry person?

h)
What procedures are adopted if the record for any student, class or group of students is incomplete? i.e.: strategies to obtain missing records.

i)
Which kinds of explanations or communications from parents/caregivers are deemed to be acceptable/authentic?


e.g.: phone call to school


note from parents/caregivers


text message or email from parents/caregivers


verbal explanation from parent/caregiver in response to school-initiated inquiry.


n the case of students who are 16 or older, will the school accept a note written by the student or an explanation given by the student?

j)
Under what circumstances would the school require a certificate from a health professional? (And what is the definition of ‘a health professional’?)
note: 
The school needs to be aware of potential privacy issues in some circumstances, and may not always be able to insist on this requirement.

k)
What are the protocols for the follow-up to an unexplained absence?
l)
What are the protocols when an absence is explained but is deemed to be ‘unjustified’?
m)
How much time and effort does the school expend in trying to find reasons for a student absence before declaring it as truancy (because further investigative work is no longer effective use of staff time)? 
n)
What are the protocols for the follow-up to extended or repeated absence, and for escalation within the school?
o)
What are the in-school linkages between repeated absence and pastoral care?
p)
What are the in-school protocols for the referral of students to DTS and/or to other agencies beyond the school? Who makes this decision?
q)
What steps does the school take to reduce truancy?


i.e. is absence data collected and reviewed – and by whom?


is an analysis undertaken?


is improved attendance part of the school’s annual targets?


are strategies devised to minimise truancy/absences? 


is there any review or assessment of those strategies?

r)
Are there any ‘rewards’ for students with (almost) perfect attendance records?

s)
Does the school provide support/work for students during (extended or pre-empted) absences, or are students expected to ‘catch up’ afterwards?

t)
What information on absences does the school put out to its local community (through newsletters, or its website, or as a policy statement)? 
u)
Does the school have (or need to have) a statement in its enrolment documentation outlining parents’/caregivers’ responsibilities around their children’s attendance?
v)
A school will be given final approval to use eAR following a successful roll audit. What are the protocols for ensuring that the school is compliant over the recording of student absences, and will meet the requirements of a roll audit and/or of a potential ERO examination of the school’s strategies to reduce truancy?

notes:
i) Schools need to be aware that eAR computer packages automatically track any changes made to a student’s attendance record. During a roll audit it is possible that the auditors might ask for more information about some of these changes.

ii) Schools using eAR are required by roll auditors to complete and retain paper returns for five days around 1 March and 1 July (i.e. for the two school days prior to the date in question, on that date, and for the two school days immediately after that date). Schools using the E19/1 would be well advised to follow the same procedure and to retain the original documentation relating to the days in question. Whether the school uses eAR or an E19/1, on these days pre-populated class lists should be used and signed by the teacher every time the roll is taken. 

w)
Which senior staff member has overall responsibility to:

· monitor student absences?
· monitor staff completion of attendance recording?

drive the project to record, monitor and reduce student absences


ensure that the information is recorded accurately and is acted upon?


ensure that the school is being pro-active in this area? (Someone has to be in a position to assure the Principal that he/she can in turn assure the Board that the Board is meeting its legal obligations in relation to recording and minimising student absences.)

limitations of the e19/1 attendance register

A fundamental decision which each school must make will be on whether to use a paper record or a computer record as the definitive record of student attendance. 

The Attendance Regulations have been in place since 1951 and still provide the over-arching rules on the recording of student attendance, but new Attendance Codes for the recording of student absences will come into effect in 2008 and for schools using eAR must be adhered to. Schools that continue to use the E19/1 as the official record of student attendance will encounter limitations, as outlined below.

a)
paper records: E19/1:


The E19/1 was designed for a world without computers. It was used to record a ‘snapshot’ of student attendance twice a day. Over the years schools have found their own ways of recording whether or not student absences were explained.


The Attendance Codes 2008 are aimed at providing schools and the Minister with greater detail on student absence, with a view to reducing truancy.

From 2008 schools are able to record the reasons for student absences and to analyse that information (in terms of individual students, cohorts of students, and groups based on ethnicity, gender, age, etc; and in terms of absence from specific lessons or at specific times of the day, or days of the week, etc).

he E19/1 was not designed for this, so schools that decide to continue to use it as their definitive record will have to find ways of recording this additional information, just as in the past they found ways of recording whether or not absences were ‘explained’. In addition, they will have to find ways of analysing the information they have recorded, so that they can devise strategies to pro-actively deal with truancy.

The Attendance Regulations (1951) require attendance to be recorded twice a day. However, current best practice suggests that inroads can be made into truancy if absences are recorded more than twice a day and are immediately followed up on. The E19/1 has limitations in dealing with this level of granularity, and schools will have to find their own ways around this.

b)
computer records: eAR:


eAR allows schools to record attendance/absence information for every teaching session, using Attendance Codes 2008; it also provides a means of analysing this information at the touch of a button, and of reporting it to the Ministry if required.
· Because eAR records attendance every teaching session it can also show patterns of attendance by subject and teacher.


A document that includes the advantages of eAR is available to schools. (See ‘Electronic Attendance Register (eAR): Frequently Asked Questions’).

future scenarios

In today’s world ‘attendance’ is proving to be only one indicator of a student’s ‘engagement in education’ and, in the future, it is possible that new protocols may have to be developed to cope with the following scenarios. In the meantime, schools may like to consider reviewing, or developing their own policies and protocols, based on current legislation and regulations, to deal with situations like the following: 


A student who attends more than one educational institution during the school day.


A student who is enrolled at a school but who also receives some instruction online (either while on-site at school or while at home).


A student who is on work-based learning or who is participating in community-based learning.


A student who is set work by the school (s)he is enrolled at, but who works at home on ‘set projects’ for extended periods of time but who submits the work to the school to be assessed.


Learning that may take place not under the direct supervision of the school.
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