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Chapte r 1 

I NTRODUCTION 

"Tardy," "cut," "absent, 11 "suspended," and "dropp ed" 

are c ommon words in school systems today. All indicate 

some form of student non-attendance. All are part of the 

same problem--estrangement of the student from the school 

s ystem or the school system from the student. Attendance 

problems are as old as compulsory education laws, but one 

can only speculate concerning reasons for increasing 

attention to the problem: 

1. The schools' resources are often based 

upon average dail y attendance (Birman & Na­

triello, 1978). 

2. High absenteeism threatens the schcol 1 s 

legitimacy as an institution (Birman & Na­

triello, 1978). 

3. Poor attendance is one of the first 

signs of the decay of a school and a school 

system (Jett & Platt, 1979). 

4. Truancy serves as a reminder of the in­

adequacies of the school and of its inab i lit y to 

capture the interest of many students (Nielsen 

& Gerber , 1979). 

5. Many school administrators are genuinel y 

1 



co nc e rned about the future of young people and 

t heir responsibilities for meeting these young 

people's needs (Birman & Natriello, 1978). 

Re gardless of the reason, poor attendance presents prob­

l ems for the student, the school, and the society at 

large (Birman & Natriello, 1978). 

Evidence of increasing attention to the problem 

can be found in the frequency of publications on the 

subjects. A study of the National Education Associa­

tion's (NEA) summary of research shows 148 articles were 

published on school dropouts between 1949 and 1966. 

There were 5 articles published in 1949, 6 between 1950 

and 1954 , 17 between 1955 and 1959, 70 from 1960-1964, 

and 50 in 1965 and 1966 alone (Yudin, Ring, Nowakiwska, 

& Heinemann, 1973). Researchers have reviewed records 

and literature, interviewed chronically absent students, 

talked with concerned educators and parents, and obtained 

opinions from principals. Despite the remarkable amount 

of investigation into school attendance problems, few 

result s have led to counseling strategies and interven­

tions (Brooks, 1974; Morgan, 1975). 

2 

Much of the research on student school absenteeism 

has dea lt o n a small scale with different aspects of the 

same prob lem and resulted in data too fra gmentar y and 

inadequate to permit understanding of the total individual 
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and the total problem. For example , in some of the articles 

r eviewed researchers studied "student failure" (the chroni­

cal l y absent student is often failing) ; in others the 

"dropout " has been the subject of study (the dropout has 

often been chronically absent); and in still others the 

"t ruan t" (one who is likely to fail and/or dropout) has 

been the focus (Neel & DeBruler, 1979; Nielsen & Gerber, 

1979 ; Yudin et al., 1973). Only by studying the complete 

student and school situation can proper remediation for 

attendance problems be identified. 

The purpose of this study is to review the research 

on truancy in order to provide insight into the person, 

his or her world, and interventions which may be helpful 

or not helpful. Terms such as " absentee ," "truant ," and 

"dropout" will be used interchangeabl y to identify the 

same person. The characteristics of the truant, reasons 

for truancy, solutions to the truancy problem , recommenda­

tions to the couns e lor , and recommendations for further 

study wi ll be included. 



Chapter 2 

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE TRUANT 

"Children Out of School in America," a report pub­

lished by the Children's Defense Fund of the Washington 

Research Project, serves as a source document for many 

current studies of truancy. According to this report, 

the child who is out of school in America today is not 

white, or is white but not middle class. He or she does 

not speak English, needs special help with seeing, hearing, 

walking, reading, learning, adjusting, or growing-up. 

The child is not smart enough or is too smart. The 

truant is usually married and/or pregnant at age 15. 

These out-of-school children have a common characteristic 

of being different by virtue of race, income, physical, 

mental, or emotional handicap, or age (Children's 

Defense Fund, 1974). Dropouts are usually ill-disciplined 

and have no basic skills. They may have been hurt and 

want to strike back. They tend to be extremely parochial, 

limited in experience of the world, gullible, and sus­

picious of anything beyond their experience. Generally, 

they are inconveniently aware of their own sexuality and 

inconveniently skilled at bringing it to the attention 

of others (Schreiber, 1967). 

In an effort to describe the psychosocial context in 

4 
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whi ch truancy occurs and the student's experience o f truanc y, 

Nielsen and Gerber (1979) personally interviewed 33 truant s 

in grades six through eight. Nearly one-half of the truants 

were older than their classmates because the y had repeated 

grades. One-third of the sample had repeated one of the 

first four grades. A positive correlation between repeti­

tion of a grade and number of days truant during the year 

was reported in this study (r(32)=.56; p < .001). Of 50 

dropouts studied by Yudin et al. (1973), 36% repeated one 

grad e, 30% repeated two grades, and 8% repeated three 

grades. 

Nielsen and Gerber (1979) found many truants exhibit 

symptoms of depression or anger. Four in 33 had attempted 

suicide and one had homicidal thoughts. When asked to 

think of someone the y would like to grow up to be like , 

61% could not give a repl y . 

A f requent complaint of truants was that teachers 

provided inadequate personal attention and help with 

school work. The majority of the truants (70%) viewed 

the school environment as the major cause of their truancy. 

They said their most negative experiences at school were 

difficulties they encountered wit h school adults. When 

asked i f there was anyone they admired at school , 85% 

said the r e wa s no one. When asked if the re was someone 

they would go to for help with their school wo r k or socia l 
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pro bl ems , 73 % r epli ed that there wa s no one . Onl y 12% 

of t he t ruants met with school adults in after-s choo l 

act i v ities . Onl y 21 % had positive feelings about teacher s . 

Virtuall y all (94%) had cut class; 81% were told frequentl y 

that they disrupted class. Antisocial acts included: 

disrupting class, 81%; fighting, 67%; stealing, 55%; 

running away, 31%; firesetting, 22%; non-school vandalism, 

17%; school vandalism, 7%; cruelty to animals , 7%; drug 

use was common ( Nielsen & Gerber , 1979). What the truant 

disliked about teachers was alleged unfriendliness , authori­

tar i anism , and unresponsiveness to the students' learning 

needs. Many disagreements between students and teachers 

t ended t o fester for months after the problems had been 

r e f err ed out-of-class to the assistant principal or other 

schoo l pe r s onn e l for resolution. 

Truants usu ally described thems e lves as skipping 

r a ther than truanting , which suggests an activit y without 

s i gnific an t forethou ght. This attit ude also serves to 

neutralize feelings which might stop the deviant act ; 

ho~ever , ma ny expressed shame a bout their truancy ( Ni e l­

se n & Ge r ber, 1979). 

Foge lman (1978) conduc ted a l ongitudina l study 

u t il i zin g dat a avail able in the National Child Development 

Study. The s ample was composed of all children born in 

England, Scotland, and Wa l es f r om March third to March 
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ni nth 1958 . Fogelman studied in fo rmation and computed 

statistics on over 7000 chil dr en. He found significant 

r e lationships bet ween attendance and re ad ing and math 

scores . This relationship was not a s significant in 

child r e n 7 years of age as in children 15 years of age. 

Ch ildren with high attenJ ance levels obtained higher scores 

on tests of reading compre hension and mathematics and were 

less often indicated by tLeir teachers as showing deviant 

behavio r (Fogelman, 1978). 

Yua in et al. (1973) compared records of random samples 

of 50 high school dropouts and 50 college bound students. 

The academ i c average was slightly higher than an "E'' 

or fai ling for the dropouts during their last full year 

o f sc hoo l. Behav i or grades averaged C- for dropouts 

compared to E+ fo r college-bound students. 

The t r uant s' fam ili es were s imil ar in man y character­

istics. Br others a nd sister s in mos t cases were truant 

also. The families were subject t o numer ous stresses. 

Sev ent y-six percent experi enced thr ee or more of the 

followicg s tress es concurrent l y: divorce or separation, 

single parent families , r e l ocat ion within the past two 

years , u~emp l oyment, serious illness, parental di scord, 

or alcohol i sm. Onl y 35~ a~e re gularly with their families 

or r epo rt ed spending time wi t h the ir families on vaca tion. 

In 621 o f the famil ies the occup i tio na l level was below 



the educational level, indicating that education did not 

pay off for these parents (Nielsen & Gerber, 1979). 

Fogelman factored out several social factors found 

to be related to student attendance. Attendance rates 

de c line for children of both sexes in relation to social 

c lass. Social class was measured by the father's occupa­

tion when the child was age 16. "No male head of house­

hold'' was a separate category. Students in this category 

had the greatest number of absences. They also had the 

slowest rate of improvement in reading and mathematics 

as their a ttendance increased. Indications are that 

fathe rless families may experience more severe problems 

than those families with fathers present in the ho~e. 

However, students livi ng in ov~rcrowded homes also have 

a greater absentee rate accordi~g to Fogelman (1978). 

8 

Nielsen and Gerber (1979) f ound that most parents 

wer e co ncerned about their children's school work and did 

not encourage their truancy. Most truants subscribed with 

their families to a belief in the i mportance of formal 

educatio n ( Nie lsen & Gerber, 1979). 

In summary, a great many ctaracteristics common to 

trua nt students have been identified. These character­

istics include such probl ems as pe rsonalit y d isorders , 

social dev i a nce s, physical handicaps, low scholastic 

a bilities , poo r livi ng co nditions, a nd difficult family 



situat i o ns. Whateve r the problem, one can be sure it is 

gr ea t er than the simple label "truant" implies. 

9 



Chapter 3 

REASONS FOR TRUANCY 

10 

Birman and Natri e llo (1978) outline three broad 

categories wh ich include all explanations or reasons for 

stude nt abs enteeism. They use the terms "student leve l " 
' 

"school level," and " societal level " to describe these 

catego ries. 

The student level focuses on the reasons for certain 

students be ing chronicall y absent from school. This con­

cern is common among school counselors, psychologists, 

and tru ant officers. These professionals v iew absenteeism 

as a problem in which each student must be dealt with 

separate l y. The student level explanation includes the 

psychodynamic approach which exp lains absenteeism as an 

expression of nonconformist behavior, rebellion against 

authority figures , and poor superego controls. Other 

fact ors within the student ' s personalit y may contribute 

to school truancy; however , perhaps the most straight­

fo r ward s tudent leve l explanation fo r absenteeism was 

expressed by Suprina (1979). He states that chronic 

truants skip c l asses, not certain subjects or particular 

teachers , suggesting that the rroblem lies within the 

student , not the school si tuatio n. 

The authorit y defying t ruants described by Niels en 

10 
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a nd Ge rbe r ( 197 9) could also be included in thi s category. 

Author ity defying truants are identified by thei r partici­

patio n in de linquent behav1·ors. Th - ey have more delinqu ent 

frie nds, more negative feelings about teachers, and a 

greate r frequency of repeating early grades. 

A second category ured by Birman and Natriello (1978) 

to describe reasons for truancy is called the "school 

level." Persons and research that subscribe to this 

v iew 0f student absenteeism question why certain schools 

have higher rates of absenteeism than other schools. 

Literature that focuses on peer group subcultures and 

st~dent bo dy attitudes is characteristic. 

Peer phobic students described by Nielsen and Gerber 

(1979) fa ll into the school level category. Peer phobic 

students have few close peer relationships. They experience 

a nx iety and embarrassment in encounters with peers. They 

ar e p icked o n, l au ghed a t , and singled-out for shyness or 

~h 1 · ar b"ha••1·ors These students are satisfied o \., er p ecu 1 _ -- • v • 

with school work and teachers and r arely engage in delin­

qu e nt activity. Mo tivational and emot ional influences, 

especial l y difficult pupil-teacher and peer group relation­

ships, seem to be t he most important factors contributing 

to the truancy of the students according to Nielsen and 

Gerber ( 1979). 

group in fl uences, st ructural or organiza ­Beyond peer 

tio nal arra ngements in the school may explain high rates 
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of abse nteeism ( Bi r man & Natr ie llo, 1978 ). Fi r st a nd 

seco nd ho ur c lass e s and classes afte r lunch had the wo r st 

atte ndance acco rd i ng to results r eported by Suprina (1979). 

The number one reason for t d as u ent cutting class was the 

ex istence of a substitute teacher in place of the regul ar 

teacher (Suprina, 1979). The advocates of school change 

a rgue that the lack of stude nt participation in school 

government also contributes to student absenteeism (Birman 

& Natriello, 1978). 

An important intervening variable associated with the 

onse t a nd intensificat ion of truancy is the child's en­

trance into the junior high school. The larger junior 

high school with its unfamil tar students and multiple 

teac hers, each providing less personal attention, presents 

difficulties for many students--some of whom will respond 

by being truant ( Nielsen & Gerber, 1979; Teachman, 1979). 
I 

Additional l y, the same effect ma y be seer. in the transition 

between junior and senior high school. The results of a 

study by Yudin et al. (1973) showed that unexcused absences 

r ose dramatically for students afte r 7th grade, especially 

d · ct 9 d 10 Dropouts most f requentl y ex ited rur1ng gra es an . 

in the 10th grade . The grade most often repeat ed by 

10t h Indications a r e that the ability dropouts was the . • 

t ~ese t r ans itions is a critical factor in the to cope with u 

at t endance ' and the futu re of the s tudent in 
success, the 

the schoo l system. 
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The r esults o f the Yudin et al . study (1973) a l s o 

suggeS t a diS t inctio n between "good" and "bad " schools. 

I t appears that a student has a better chance of "making 

it ,, depending on which school he or she is attending. 

In an extensive study related to school structure 
' 

Moo s and Moo s (1978) used the Classroom Environment Scale 

(CES) to study absenteeism rates as related to competition 

and teacher control and affiliation and teacher support. 

Nineteen classes in which students were involved in a 

college preparatory curriculum were sampled. Each of the 

nineteen classrooms was characterized by 9 student and 

9 teacher subscale scores. These eighteen scores were 

co rr e l a ted with the median number of absences per student 

per class and the mean grades of the students in each 

class . Student absentee rates ~ere significantly and 

positively correlated with student perceptions of competi­

tion and t eac her control and significantly negatively cor­

related with teacher perceptions of teacher support. The 

researchers concluded that " the classrooms which students 

perceive as high in competition and teacher cont rol (and 

to a somewhat lesser extent rule clarity) and which tsachers 

perceive as low in t eacher support tend to have higher 

rates of student absenteeism" ( Moo s & Moo s, 1978 , p. 265). 

l
· s oartl ~; a function of physical symptoms 

Absenteeism _ J 

and med i ca l illness . 
Characteristics of socia l e nv ironments 
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have bee n r e lated to these variables . 
Of int e r es t are 

the co rr e latio ns between the classroom social environment 

and the rate of medicall y excused absence which were similar 

to tho se for total absences. 1- d ~.e ically excused absences 

we r e a lso significantly correlated with student perceived 

in vo l vement and teacher control . 

An analysis to determine the particular aspects of 

the classroom most closely related to absenteeism rate 

showed 8 CES items correlated at the p < .01 level. Stu­

de nt s in classes with high absentee rates were likely to 

feel that they were clock watching, that they needed to be 

careful about what they saic, that there were clear and 

set rules, and that it was relatively easy to get into 

trouble in the class. These students were more likely to 

state that they did not enjoy the class , they could not 

discuss outside activities in class, that passing the 

class was relatively difficult, and that the teacher was 

fairly strict ( Moos & Moos, 1978). 

The third and final category used by Birman and 

Natriello (l978) to describe reasons for increasing absen-

1
. s called " societal level. ,, Acco rding to these tee rates 

School has failed to recognize th e students' writ e rs , the 

that of citizens with legitimate 
new social status, i.e. 

The school is respo nsible for pro­
needs a nd interests . 

. hf 't t hese interests. 
v iding activ iti e s whic 1 

Low school 
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at t e ndance is an i ndication o f 

poor communi cation between 
the school a nd the r es t of t he world. 

The workplac e i s one 
example. Stude nts s l 

ee ittle relationship between school 
a nd the work world. 

School attendance is not a guaran t ee 

of empl oyment, therefore, it is 
1
·ess 

useful in meeting future 
needs . Other societal factors whi"cb t ·b 

- con ri ute to high 

rates of absenteeism are: (1) increase in desegregation; 

(2) earlier physiologic a l and psychological development 

o f youth (including development of a youth subculture); 

and (3 ) lengthecing delay between the time when youth are 

r eady to assume adult roles and when they are allowed to 

do so ( Birman & Natriello, 1978). 

To avoid making Birman and Natriello 's categories 

s e em too concise and easily definable, the following data 

mus t be considered. For middle class children school is 

very central and is continuous with the totality of their 

life experi e nces. There are few incongruities be tween 

s chool e xperience and other experiences ; therefore , 

intrinsically motivating and molding properties ex ist for 

t he s e c h ildren in the school situation. For lower class 

childre n there is not the same contiguit y or continuit y . 

They do not hav e the coping mec hanisms f or internalizing 

success o r fo r psyc hologicall y surv i v ing fa i l ure in the 

fo rmal learning s e t ting . They do no t have the support 

or sc hoo l a s the ir count er par ts . fro m family o r communit y 
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:.!an: poor youths are placed in a school environment that 

does not fit their disposition for which they ' are unpr e-

par ed by tte ir background, and one which does not interest 

them. They simply develop a "reactive stupidity " very 

different f rom their beh~vior on the street or ballfield 

(Schr e i ber, 1967). Yudi~ et al. (1973) found individual 

diffe rences in dropouts and other students evident from 

the time the children entered school. They also saw 

increasing differentiation between college bound students 

and dropouts throughout their school histories, indicating 

t ha t 8Xplanations of a student's absenteeism cannot be 

simple and that students themselves do not often fit 

neat ly into categories. 

Difficulties arise when attempts are made to explain 

truancy. The issue of who is responsible for truancy is 

· Factors to be considered , however, open fo r ciscussion. 

· from school to school, include the effects of transition s 

t considerations, and c lassroom environments, employmen 

c lass values. may be as negative for These effects 

for college-bound and ot her 
t ru ants as they are positive 

students. 



Chapter 4 

SOLUTIONS TO THE TRGANCY PROBLEM 

Wha t ev e r the r easons fo r which students may be absent, 

s chool personnel are still faced wi· th the problem of 

truancy . Several solutions f or every explanation of stu-

de nt absentee ism may be fou d . n in the literature. These 

solutions, as well as the negative and positive aspects 

of each , will be presented. 

The punishment system. A school can ignore truant 

chi ldr e n , suspend them, expel them, or give social promo­

tions . Allowing absences to continue is easier than deal­

ing wi th the consequences of remediation efforts; i.e., 

behavio r problems and school cvercrowding (Birman & 

Natriello, 1978). Thus, these children rarely get treat­

ment fo r their problems until they get into trouble. 

Expu lsion and suspension are common methods of punishment 

which schools use to deal with troublesome students. 

Educators may decide that school is not the place for 

problem chi ldren and encourage them to leave school 

(Chi ldren's Defense Fund, 1974; Lichter, Rapien, Siebert , 

) 
"The locals are getting pretty tired 

& Sklansky, 1962 . 

about ready to get him out of there 
of 'Edsel' and a re 

wi th a hammer and sickle if necessary. 
If we are to grow 

h k"ds to start with" 
anythi ng better , the dropouts are t e 

1 

( Sc hreibe r , 1964, p. 37). 
Balancing the we lfare of the 

17 
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majo rit y o f stude nts against the 

needs of youngsters with 
problerr.s is difficult 

fo r school personnel. Skill f ul, 
objective handling of problem stud t . 

ens and therapeutic 
attentio n has been found to be eff t· . 

ec 1ve 1n reducing the 
number of students w·th 1 absenteeism problems. Unless 

students are given every oppo t ·t r uni y to resolve their 

prob lems, society shares in their failure (Lichter et al., 

1962). 

Almost no suspensions are justifiable in terms of the 

best educational interests of children. A Children's 

Defense Fund (1974) survey found 24.5% of suspensions were 

r e lated to truancy and tardiness. Suspending students 

because of tardiness or truancy is seen as a way to get 

the parents to school and to get them involved. Although 

the parent has been found to be by far the most effective 

anti-truancy intervention (Nielsen & Gerber , 1979) , the 

results of the Children's Defense Fund study (1974) showed 

that many times a suspension is never followed with a 

parent conference. Thirty-three percent of the suspended 

1 1 Little evidence showed students returned to schoo a one. 

when held, was used to discuss t he child ' s the conf e rence, 

for f uture prevention. problem o r plan 
It is ironic to 

suspend a chi ld for staying out of school. 
The negative 

f bool on suspension are much 
co nsequence s of be ing out O sc , 

out of school in the first 
the same as those of being 



1 . Th e c hild 
cannot participate 

academically . 
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dav's wo rk is usually re d 
· cored as an unexcused absence 

Each 

during a suspensio n and cannot be 
made up. The child may 

lose an academ ic year through 
suspensions. If the student 

is weak academicall y th 
e suspension may doom him or her 

to fai l. 

Merely removing troubling children does not obtain 

the diagnostic or supportive serv 1·ces whi"ch 
- could uncover 

2. 

and r emediate causes of misbehavior. 

3. Suspension is a label that stigmatizes the child 

in or out of school. It follows the student in later 

academi c or employment pursuits. 

4. Suipensions are highly correlated with juvenile 

del inquency. Leaving children idle and without supervi­

s i on, especially those with problems, does not provide 

t hem with the guidance needed to solve the problems they 

face at the time of the suspension and will face in the 

f uture. 

Winborne (1980) found that students with excessive 

absences were more successful in re-entering the classroom 

afte r in -school suspension. No more ttan four students 

t 1 • suspension situation. were placed in a classroom in ~is 

t l eave the classroom. They we re not allowed o 
Students 

an d counseled in an effort to 
we r e evaluated, tut ored , 

for success upon re-entry into 
increase the ir potential 

t he regula r class room. 



In fi ndi ng s by Nie l 
se n and Gerber (1979), however, 

20 

93% of the truants interviewed thought that co nt acts wi th 
assistant principal s whic h led 

to detention were mainly 
punitive and inef fecti ve ind' · · . 

iminishing further truancy. 

De tentio n r esulted in more hostility between 
truants and 

s choo l adults and interfered with assessment of truants ' 

un derl ying problems. 

Surprisingly , Nielsen and Gerber (1979) found students 

v i ewed contacts with the criminal court positive ly. Stu­

de nts felt understood and taken seriousl y by probation 

officers. By studying truant court cases in England, Berg, 

Hull e n , Mc Guire, and Tyrer (1977) found that certain 

cour t procedures resulted in about one-half as many sub­

sequent absences as other procedures. However , confounding 

variab les such as poor handling cf truants in one condition 

of the s tudy may have biased these results. 

Indications are that no intervention for remediation 

of t ruanc y can be simplistic and address only some of the 

issues involved in the problem. A particularly poor 

pr ocedure o r program may only serve to wo rsen the problem. 

The reward s ystem. It is difficult to deve lop remedial 

reinforcing and to find legal pr ograms that are naturally 

f ll y compete wi th reinforcers 
reinforcers that success u -

r ( Neel & DeBruler , 1979). 
avai l abl e to the problem teenage 

al att empts to develop · of sever Fo llowin g is a description 
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such pr ograms and t heir results . 

Stringe r (1 978) instituted an 
attendance contest 

among students in grades 7_ 9 _ 
Highest attenders after 

fo ur weeks were given a party d · 
ur1ng one period. He used 

periods in the school year d · 
ur1ng which attendance had 

been low in previous years to hold additional contests. 

Othe r rewards for attendance included suckers, athletic 

activities, and passes for all school activities for a 

quarter. The average daily attendance was over 95%, an 

increase over previous years. Other benefits from the 

program included better school morale and improved public 

relations between school and community. 

To reduce truancy in a 13-year-old learning disabled· 

student, Zweig, Epstein, Chlebnikow, and Cullinan (1979) 

employed a contingency contract. Using trading stamps as 

a secondary reinforcer was effective in changing the 

truant behavior of this learning disabled subject. 

Generalization of improved behavior was reported in 

academic and social areas. 

975) involving 92 Mexican-American A study by Morgan (1 

K-5 as subJ' ects used behavior modifica­s tud ents in grades 

tion techniques to help chronic absentees. His findings 

Of a combination of material plus peer 
suppo rt the use 

nt alone, and 
material reinforceme social rein fo rcement, 

t eQche r soc i a l reinforcement alone. 
No differences were 
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fo und between ma t erial and 

soc ial r e in fo rc ement methods 
in red uci ng abs ent ee ism. 

On e truant girl interviewed by 
Nielsen and Gerber 

( 1979) had been placed in a special 
tutorial program. She 

developed a close bond with h 
er tutor and her attendance 

and learning improved dramatically. 
Minkler (1980) also 

fou nd that giving special help to high school truants in 

the form of counselors and additional t t · d u ors improve the 

average daily attendance in his school from 80% to 97% 

in one year. 

The policy system. !'A policy to control attendance 

appears to be a frequent response among today's secondary 

school administrators" (Brokowski & Dempsey, 1979 , p. 129). 

Mo st policies are designed around a maximum number of days 

the student must be present to pass a course (Childs, 

1979; Jett & Platt, 1979; Perlberg, 1980 ; Suprina, 1979; 

Teachman, 1979). It is not enougt to have an attendance 

policy; the policy has to be enforced (Teachman , 1979). 

To enforce attendance policies accurate attendance records 

must be kept. One school used a computer to monitor 

1·1k 1978) ; another attendance (LeCrone, Doolen & ¼i enson , 

Clerk ( Jett & Platt , 1979). 
hired an attendance 

The idea 

t ble " is honorable (Childs, 
of "making students accoun a 

St1
· 11 the school that does the accounting. 

1979), but it is 

attendance policy is saying , 
Th e s chool wit h an 

''W e 
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believe schoo l attendance • . 

is important--that school atten -
dance is of va lue to the student. " 

Schools reporting 
institution of attendanc e polici· es 

also report increases 
in averag e dail y attendance (Ch ' ld 1 s, 1979; Lecrone, Doolen, 
& Wilkense n , 1978), decreases in 1 

c ass cutting (Suprina, 

1979), a nd increases in academ1·c h 
ac.ievement (Brokowski & 

Dempsey, 1979) . 

Possibly as an outgrowth of attendance policymaking, 

one sy stem studied adopted a self-management attendance 

program . Children at least two years behind in one or 

mo r e o f the basic academic areas of learning in an alterna­

tive school were placed on a self-management attendance 

program. Students were given requirements to meet if they 

were to be allowed to attend classes; for example, attend 

each class on time and complete specific assignments. 

Stude nts were denied admittance to school until they 

perfo rmed the appropriate tasks. The average number of 

students absent dropped from 24.3 to 13.5 students (t=ll.9, 

) .~ssumptions of this study were that df= l l 9 ; p < .0005 . ~ 

school i s va luable and would retain its val ue onl y if 

ac ademic success, and that students could experience 

reinforcing ( Neel & DeBruler, 
successful school work is 

1979). 

Change the s yst em . 
bl min dealing with A major pro e 

d i an of an appropriate 
educa ting young people is the es 0 
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educat i onal e nvironme nt (Ne 1 & D 

e eBrul er, 1979). Environ-
ments must be challenging to 

encourage growth in achieve-
ment and unde r st anding (Moos & Moos, 

1978
). 

A number of 
educators began to call for ch_anges 

1
·n 

the school as an 
institut i o n in the 1960's and 1970's. 

These educators 

became active in the alternative school movement (Birman 

& Natrie llo, 1978). The alternative school has become a 

popular solution to the absentee problem. Sentelli (1980), 

in Elizabethton, Tennessee, designed an alternative pro­

gram for chronic absentees to meet in a location apart from 

the regular school. Assignments were made by regular 

teac hers, but the students were responsible to one spec t al 

t eac her all day. Students remained an average of two weeks 

(10 days) in the alternative school. Sentelli termed his 

program successful since students returned to the classroom 

without falling behind in their s tudies. 

Some students do perform better in environments outside 

the regular classroom. The special school should be 

therapeutic, not custodial. It should offer academics, 

k s It should have not just vocational or busy-wor course· 

Ps ychiatrists, ps ychologists, and a staff o f educators, 

social wo rkers (Lichter et al.' 1962 ). 
Although environments 

and liloos ( 1978) fo und students 
should be cha llenging, Moo s 

had greater r ates of absenteeism. 
in competitive environments 

Other studies indicate tha 
be harmed by t some children ma y 
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a hig hl y demanding educational 

environment (Lichter et al., 
1962) . The re is evidence that the nature, strength, and 
ava il ability of soc ial supports 

are protective factors 

which cushion a person from the effects 
of various psycho-

s ocia l life stresses ; therefore, soci·al 
supports should 

be increased, especially in compet 1· t 1·ve tt· se 1ngs (Moos & 

Moo s, 1978; Morgan, 1975). 

Some educators contend that the teacher must do his 

or her part in changing the system. In a program set up 

by Jett and Platt (1979), teachers have the responsibility 

of structuring their classes so that absences are detrimen­

tal to pupil's grades. Many in-school truants are "good" 

kids and are, therefore, allowed to make up the work. 

Addit i onally, the population of one class may change from 

day to day with as many as 30% of the students absent each 

day. The teacher's workload is increased not only by 

c reating daily work and make-up wo rk , but also by review-

ing (Teachman, 1979). 

One of the most common suggestions made to teachers 

is to make their classes more interesting. Dialogue with 

d Parents indicated stimulating facult y , students, an 

det errent to student class absentee­
classes were the best 

ism (Sup rina , 1979). 
to Suprina, Teachman In deference 

equate difficult with 
(1 979) stated that many students 

adults, prefer to do what 
bo ring and that students, like 



is most e njoyab l e . Th 
erefo r e, even in te r est ing and 

exciting teache r s have t o be the most 
intere s ting and 

exci t ing t hi ngs in students' 1 1·ves 1· f 
this is to be the 
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sole motiva t i ng fact or in getting them to class. 
Me an-

while, 
t h

e sc hoo l becomes a vaudeville stage where teachers 

are busy entertaining in the hope of keeping students in 

schoo l ( Ne e l & DeBruler, 1979). Additionall y , students 

may be exposed to diluted, more superficial instruction. 

Teachman (1979) hypothesizes that this is the reason a 

gre cJ.t number of the "A" students in Detroit public schools 

sco r e below the 50th percentile on national examinations. 

Nielsen and Gerber (1~79) and Birman and Natriello 

(1978 ) found evidence that better peer attitudes and rela­

tionships could result in high rates of attendance. 

Howeve r , a ttempts to encourage positive peer attitudes 

1 d Socl.al _climate can cause problems. by fo stering a re axe 

Some students ma y attend school Und er these conditions 

with their friends (Birman & pr i maril y to socialize 

Nat riello, 1978). 

of the individual change , As s oci e t y' s requirements 

t also begin to change. the schools' requiremen s 
Skills 

are becomi ng as important 
t t than course or more impor an 

. ·mplemented ·by man y schools 
1. ntervent1on 1 . content . A recent 

kn owl edge in an attempt to mea s ure 
and s kills has been t he 

compete ncy examinat i o n. 
ar e cautioned not to Educ at or s 



de f· ne away abse nt e · 
e 1sm without address 1· ng 

its negative 
individual and so · 1 

cia co nsequences. 
Hi gh abs enteei sm 
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r ates deprive stude nts of the ski' ll s 
and credenti al s needed 

f or late r occupat i ona l attainment. 
Minimal compet enc y 

examinat i ons will not mitigate these eff ects if they ar e 

not r i go r ous o r if the y are viewed as providing a " second­

clas s " d iploma (Birman & Natriello, 1978). 

Another intervention which is aimed at increasing the 

" f lexibility" in the arrangement of the high school as an 

in s ti tution is lowering the school exit age. Reducing the 

number of hours of compulsory attendance is being considered 

and i mplemented by some schools. Four students interviewed 

by Ne ilsen and Gerber (1979) were allowed to come to school 

on shortened schedules. The as sumption should not be 

that t he school is toxic and the toxicit y can be reduced 

by decr easing t he dosage ( Neilsen & Gerber, 1979). This 

·11 not help i' f lar
0
c- e numbers of students i nte r ven t ion wi 

ar e l e ft unoccupied and without s kills to obtain future 

employment (Birman & Natriello , 1978). 

Ef f orts to improve School att endanc e are diverse. 

attention or support given the Evide nc e shows that any 
produce desired behav i ors. 

truants ma y influence them to 
than holding a cont es t 

Howev e r r emedi a tion involves more 
, Just as the total individual 
. . re homework. or requ i ring mo 

must be addr es sed in 
must be studied , t he total pro bl em 

· effor t . any r eal r emed iation 



Chapter 5 

RE COMMENDATIONS TO 
THE COUNSELOR 

Resear c h c it ed by current 
articles indicated that the 

same t ruanc y issues present int d 
0 ay's society were 

prob lematic in the 194O 1 s ( Morgan, 1975 ). The truant 

has bee n identified and described 
J the causes of truancy 

def ined , and some of the res'ults ft 
o ruancy enumerated. 

However, specific procedures for counselors to use with 

problem attendees have not been developed (Brooks, 1974; 

Mo r gan, 1975). Different writers see the role of the 

couns e lor differently. Tte counselor's role may shift 

from one of working with children and teachers to engaging 

parents in an active and on-going educational program 

(Schreiber , 1967). 

The guidance counselor as a counselor. Many believe 

tha t one-to-one encounters between counselors and students 

will enable students to gain a better understanding of 

themselves and the situation. S Wrl·ters are convinced Offie 

h hool dropout syndrome. that counseling can cure t e sc 

h t o indicate that as the number of There is some researc 

Per Students increases the num counselors 
ber of dropouts 

decreases. Counseling ignores the long This faith in 

that may be present in the 
histo r y of school failure 

. d the diversit y s t udent's life, an 
of reasons that may have 

co ntr ibuted to the failure. 

28 



Al t hough t hree f - our ths of the truants studi ed by 
e ilsen a nd Gerber (1979) had seen 

guidance counselors 
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who 
we r e pe r ceived a s sympathetic 

listeners, contacts were 
bri e f and rarely led to re 1 . so ut1on of th e truancy problem. 
Counseli ng the student with a 

truancy problem is a diffi-
cult task in itself. 

Trouble at school affects the start 

Negative feelings toward the school often of counseling. 

dominate treatment. The counselor may be pressed to solve 

the students' school difficulti·es. School officials may 

need to be persuaded to tolerate school problems until the 

counselor can involve the student in a meaningful relation­

ship (Lichter et al., 1962). 

Guidance counselors , although supportive, had little 

effect on truants in one study because of their absence of 

authorit y . It was suggested that the non-punitive authority 

of probation officers could serve as a model for counselors 

in wo rking with truants. By using non-punitive authority 

to get students involved in discussing their problems , 

counselors could then work on correcting problems at 

1 079) These procedures might school (Neilsen & Gerber, v • 

include providing structure and limits for the student, 

. . tti·ng goals and providing 
assisting the students 1n se ' 

t and other directive 
evaluatio n tutoring, reinforcemen ' 

' 

couns elin g procedures. 
. 1 issues are mainly 

Fo r ~any truants the cruc1a 



pr oblems in dea li ng wi th s c hool 

ti es a r e often central · 
adults. 
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Teacher dif f i cul-

in truanc y cases. 
problems wit h t eachers 

In one study, 

were handled by changing class 
teache r s altogether. Th 

is process avoids d1·rect attempts 
to improve the strain d 

e relationship. The situation could 

be i mprov ed by involving the teacher 1.n the 
remediation 

process ( Nielsen & Gerber, 1979). T he counselor as well 

a s ps ychologists and social workers and other professionals 

s hould be available to consult teachers about students 

(Lichter et al. , 1962). 

Classroom problems, learning problems, social pro­

blems, and many other factors may cause educational gaps 

f or the student. Tutoring is one means of closing these 

gaps. In many cases tutoring is a necessary part of 

ps ychological treatment (Licher et al., 1962). 

Some evidence indicates that providing support to 

the student may help the truant youngster (Lichter et al., 

1962). The results of Morgan's study (1975) indicate the 

· t· f supports in the form need for large scale util1za ion° 

· 1 and peer social rein­of material reinforcement, materia 

teacher social reinforcement for dealing 
f orc ement, and 

in the public school. 
wi th at te ndance problems 

d to be in close contact with 
The counselor nee s 

. d f the truants studied by 
r eferral agenci e s. One- th1 r 0 

f red to social service 
79) were re er 

Nielse n and Ge r be r (19 · 
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three lasted fo r more than one month. 
Contacts were brief and only 

Five truants felt 
he lped a

nd th
ree felt these contacts helped to reduce 

t ruanc y ( Nielsen & Gerber, 1979). Case studies of students 

may hel p counselors in finding the cause(s) for the absen­

teeism and assist other ~gencies to which the student may 

be referred. Dropouts need to be referred to some agency 

which wi ll keep in touch with them and assist them in find­

ing jobs a nd adjusting to work. Dropouts have high rates 

of job changes and unemployment and their support may fall 

upon the community; referral may ultimately benefit the 

community a nd society. 

Sometimes, ese you th ng People Wl·11 manifest an in-

terest in returning to school, and some will return sue-

The cessfully with a little help (Lichter et al., 1962). 

coun se lor will want to maintain communication and be open 

t o assist the student should r_e­to contacts from dropouts 

entry be desired. 

lems 

de nt s 

need to be alert to emotional prob­Counselors will 

that ma y interfere ss Stu­with educational succe . 

long history of problems before often accumulate a 

t r eatment is recommended. 
l· s deferred until If treatment 

the ch ild is ready to 
are against pre­dropout , the odds 

Or her leaving. vention of h is 
l ors can identi fy Couns e 

. f personality 
these st udents by signs 0 

Problems; emotional 



problems manifest them 1 . se ves r eadil y i n s chool situations. 
Earl y intervention in pr ob l 

ems of school truancy can pre-
ve nt adult charac ter diso d 

r ers and ultimately benefit the 
individual and society (Lichter et 

al. , 1962) . 

Ear l y non-attendance predicts 1 
ater poor attendance 

which is related to low achievement. 
Although the level 

of attend ance of a child at age 7 has a slight relation-

ship to achievement and behavior at age 16, the 

re l at ionship is not significant. Th us, a child missing a 

great deal of school in the early grades will be able to 

overcome any resulting disadvantage if attendance improves 

(Fo ge lman, 1978). 

The guidance counselor as an evaluator. Adequate 

diagnostic techniques which would permit the early identi­

fication of high risk students, i.e. those with a greater 

than average risk of school failure, could make it possible 

to reverse an established tendency toward failure (Yudin 

et al., 1973). Countless numbers of diagnostic tools exist 

for use by guidance counselors. A simple checklist con­

s is ting of items relating to characteristics of the dropout 

can be used for identification of potential dropouts 

(Greene, 1966). 

met hods include the study of c lass­
Other d iagnostic 

t d by Moos and Moos (1978). 
r oom envi r o nments a s sugges e 

to indicate problems in this 
Teache r - pup il co nflicts seem 

32 
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arena . The Classroom E ·nv ironmental Scale was mentioned 
previously as a tool to provide feedback on classroom 

environmental characteristics, to motivate change in de-

s ired direct i ons , and to evaluate the change process. 

Clas srooms wh ich are identified as high ri'sk early in the 

school year could be used experimentally and diagnostically. 

Prevent i ve counseling might then be accomplished (Lichter 

et al . , 1962) . 

The guidance counselor as an advisor. The counselor 

has a responsibility to be aware of the psychodynarnics of 

t ruancy. Counselors need to know the psychological impli­

c~t ions as well as the various results of different truancy 

i nt~ rventions that may be tried in the school. They should 

be ready to advise principals and administrators on policies 

and programs they may wish to adopt. The literature recom­

mends that school administrators design and enforce a 

po licy that makes attendance in all classes mandatory and 

that this policy lead to acceptance of personal responsi­

bility on the part of the students for their attendance 
It is 

(Brimm, Forgety, & Sadler, 1978; Teachman, 
1979

) · 
exclusion policies apply 

also recommended that disciplinary 
t person and propert y 

on l y to acts involving violence 
0 

(Chil dren 1 s Defense Fund, 1974 )· 
closely with principals and 

Additio nally, by working 
can help to improve the 

administrato rs, the counselor 
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s choo l sit ua tio n, t hus ma king it eas i er 

t o wo rk wi th t r uant 
s tud e nts . Ma ny program changes have 

been suggest ed which 
could improve the sc hoo l env ironment 

• i.e. reduce truancy . 
Some of these will be discuss ed below. 

1. Alternate or diversified curricula : 
Curriculum 

mod ificat i on may include independent stud 
Y, work study , or 

additio na l courses. Independent study includes study at 

co ll eges and work with professional people or craftsmen 

(Ch il dr en's Defense Fund, 1974). Work study programs of 

indepth experience with skilled or professional workers 

mi ght he lp to diminish truancy in students who can imagine 

no one whose career they would like to emulate (Nielsen & 

Gerber, 1979). Academic credit can be given for student 

wo r k or activ ities in an office or clinic, in an environ­

mental pro j ect, or other settings outside the classroom. 

Simul ation exercises or real life courses such as "family 

l i v i ng" ma y make school more relevant to students (Brimm 

et al. , 197 8 ) . 

2. Fl exible class schedules: This procedure includes 

day ' s acti vities on Monday and Friday. r e- or gani z ing the 

h days should require student Spec ia l programs on t ese . 

d ·1y classroom routine (Brimm . 1 t Re-think the a1 1nvo veme n . 

et al . , 197 8) . 
Encourage students r cur-

3 . Stude nt part ic ipa t i on: t as well 
student governmen 

l·nvo lve th em in ricula i nput and 



as l o al politics (Birman & N . 35 

at r1 e llo, 1978,· ~1ee l & ., DeBrul er 1979) . Work on ways to · ' 

school activities which 
increase participat1·on 

in after 

may generalize to other school 
situations (Birman & Natriello 

19 
. . 

' 78 • Neilsen & Gerber , 1979). 
Tr y new ideas to increase sch 1 . . 

oo sp1r1t (Birman & N atriello, 
1978) . 

4 . Transitional pro_ grams·. Th 
ese programs attempt to 

reduce the stress of transition to the 
junior high or senior 

high school (Morgan, 1975; Nielsen & Gerber, 1979 ). 
Some 

activ ities could include orientations, the buddy system , 

and early identification of students with difficulties. 

Transitional programs could especially help peer phobic 

students by getting them involved with other students and 

promoting better peer relationships (Nielsen & Gerber, 1979). 

The guidance counselor as an educator. Besides work-

ing as a counselor, evaluator, and advisor, the counselor 

must also be an educator. Wrenn'~ comments (cited in 

Schreiber, 1967) describe how the counselor can influence 

more mean ingful environment and modify ot hers to provide a 

other s' perceptions of the chronic absentee. To facili-

and better understanding of the tate early identification 

conduct wo rkshops for adminis­truant, the counselor can 
Trends in 

t rat or s and teachers to discuss ~bsenteeism. 

1 
d (Neel & DeBruler, 1979). 

absenteeism can be ana yze 
. tion on factors that . te 1 nforma Educato rs with appropria 
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i culties and poor sc hool 
ment can be of great as s ist anc e t o the 

counselor . 
admi nistrators a nd tea h 

adj ust ­

When 
c ers ha · ve information about 

emotional facto r s that lead to 
personality disturbances 

' earli er referral will result. 
The school can then become 

co ncerned wi t h the broader welfare 
of youngsters as their 

st r e ngths a nd weaknesses become apparent 
(Lichter et al., 

1962 ). 

Socia l workers need to understand the general nature 

of t he educational process. As the liaison between the 

schoo l an d other social services, the counselor ma y need 

to t ake r esponsibility for teaching these therapists about 

the phi l osophy and aims of educators. All professionals 

wo r k ing with the student need to know exactl y what the 

school c a n do with the student and what differences exist 

be t we en t he counseling situation and a mass educational 

se t t i ng . Counselors can be instrumental in informing the 

t herap ist of administrative channe ls , school organization , 

h 1 Onnel The therapist and views and attitudes of sc oo pers · 

needs to know what school life is like for the student , 

what resources are avail able in the school , and the pro-

cedures of the educ a tional s ySt em. 

t the communi ty about t he truancy 
Co un se lo r s can educ a e 

d quanti ty and t he 
probl em-- its qua lit y an 

cost of s erv i ces 

St ude nts f r om dr opping out . 
necessar y t o prevent 

The 
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community can be made awar e that the cost fo r school ser ­

vices is much l es s than the cost of expenditur es in un­

employment , cour t costs, and social serv ices that may con­

t inue throughout l i fe of the ''problem student. " To take 

advantage of the potential of future citizens , programs 

and facilit i e s must be developed to help students whose 

adaptat i on t o school is hampered by conflicts (Lichter 

et al . , 1 962) . 



Chapt er 6 

RECOM1ENDATIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY 

students who are absent are difficult to study . Any 

remarks about the study o f truants, chronic absentees or , 

dr opout s mu s t be prefaced with the above statement . 

Ho wever , the myriad of problems associated with the chron­

icall y absent student make almost any type of study feasi -

1 The pres ent literature concerning the characteristics b e . 

and behav ior s of the truant suggest the following as 

app r opriat e areas for mor e in-depth study . 

1. Motivation-- intr i nsic or extrinsic 

2. Problem check li s ts 

3. Self - concept 

4 . Relat i ng to others 

5 . Locus of control 

6 . Achievement 

7 . Social class 

8. Differentness 

In t e r v i ews, follow - ups , 
S
tatistical analyses of 

and some 

been by far 
attendance data have 

the most used methods in 

s t udying 

ab ilit y , 

the truant. 
t ests (achievement , 

Results of 
locus of control , 

. d self - concept, 
i n t ere s t , aptitu e , 

to the counselor 
et c . ) wo uld be of intereS t 

these s tudent s . 
pursuing t he s t u dy of 

38 

interest ed in 



Som s p ecific studie s 39 
recomm end ed in t 

ar e : 
he 1 it er a tur e 

1. Study the r e l ationship 
between attendance and 

achieveme nt; 

2 . I denti fy specific factors that 
increase attendance 

(Neel & DeBruler, 1979); 

3 . Det e rmine generalization f 
o desired behaviors 

afte r reinforcement programs have terminated· 
' 

4 . Show how moderator variables such as teacher 

war mth, structure, classroom c1 1·mate t , e c., would effect 

des ired changes in behavior (Zweig et 1 1 a . , 979); 

5. Find a suitable system of material and social 

r ei nfo rcers to back up token systems; 

6 . Investigate comparisons of behavioral procedures 

usin g a combination of material and social reinforcers and 

socia l reinforcers alone ( Morgan, 1975). 

The guidance counselor has little choice but to be 

involve d in improving attendance in the school. If the 

current situation is to be improved, professional services 

must be extended t o those individuals who struggle in one 

f l·nst1·tut1·ons--the school. Present 
o soc i e ty's basic 

Wl. th t· ruants must be examined. methods o f dea ling 
Whether 

based , or wi t hin the 
t he problem is sc hool bas ed, societ y 

7 rnst be cr eati ve , imagin a-
ind i v idual, respo ns i bl e adu~ t s n 

f 1 and open-m i nded in 
tive, knowl e dg e able, r esour ce u ' 
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ctev is ing pro gr ams, inf 1 uencing ot her s a d . 

, n counse l i ng for 

tl1e c ause of the truant . Co unselor 
s may or may not be 

able o reduce the myriad problems that truant young s ters 

mu st deal with o n a daily basis, but they may be able t o 

provide the suppo r t to help them cope with these problems. 

Contacts with counselors must be more lasting , thoroug~ , 

and supportive than in the past. The services of the 

schoo l gu i dance counselors as well as other mental health 

agency per sonnel need t o be used on a much larger scale in 

dealing with truant students. Society will ultimately be 

held accountable if it fails to consider the welfare of 

its oas i c unit--tbe indiv idual. 
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