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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 School absenteeism has been identified as a contributor to many undesirable outcomes 
in life, including school dropout, juvenile delinquency, and crime.  As such, addressing 
attendance problems early in the academic career may help to ameliorate potential tendencies 
toward antisocial behavior for at-risk youth.  Westside Operation Weed and Seed of Grand 
Rapids, Michigan, developed and implemented a collaborative initiative aimed at addressing 
early truancy in three elementary schools during the 1999-2000 school year.  
 
Program Description 
 
 The program employed a series of escalating interventions designed to identify chronic 
truants and offer services to families that are in need, while stressing the importance of good 
attendance.  The first phase of the program involved identifying youth with attendance problems 
and notifying their parents or guardians by letter.  If attendance did not improve, the attendance 
officer was sent to the student’s home.  If there still was no improvement, a community-policing 
officer was sent to the home.  Ultimately, warrants were obtained for uncooperative parents who 
failed to resolve the issue within the family.  While police involvement is one ultimate outcome of 
the program, families were also referred to one of several social service agencies for support.   
 
Process and Outcome Evaluation 

 This report presents the findings of an assessment of the truancy initiative.  Researchers 
attended numerous meetings of the Weed and Seed truancy committee in an effort to identify 
issues raised by program developers and key stakeholders.  Interviews were conducted with 
program administrators and primary service providers.  Data on each student involved in the 
program were obtained from Grand Rapids Public Schools.  In addition, school data were 
matched with data received from agencies providing services to the families of identified truants.  
This data were analyzed in an effort to assess intervention effectiveness.         

 

Findings 

The truancy program represents a holistic approach that incorporates the resources of 
several community agencies.  The process followed by participating agencies did not always 
conform to the agreed-upon flow chart.  A shortage of staff and resources within the Grand 
Rapids Public Schools made administrative tasks difficult.  Also, confusion arose over several 
program elements, including the procedure for making referrals to service providers.  Such 
issues may have resulted because of the absence of a project coordinator to oversee the 
program and its individual administrators.    

The vast majority of youth (81%) were filtered out of the program after receiving the 
initial letter, suggesting that early intervention with families can impact attendance patterns.  A 
number of youth who were included in the program did not meet the pre-determined criterion as 
being a chronic truant.  When those who did meet this condition were separated from the rest of 
the group, great improvement in attendance was noted.  Specifically, chronic truants (students 
who missed more than 20% of school before intervention), decreased their absenteeism by 
about half. 
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Conclusions and Implications 

 The program developed and implemented here demonstrates the necessity of 
coordinating several community agencies toward a common goal.  Multifaceted issues, such as 
truancy, cannot be effectively managed by any singular agency.  Through a collaborative 
approach, the primary goal of reducing truancy in the target area was achieved, especially for 
chronic truants.  At the same time, several other important projects resulted from this 
partnership.  A network was developed between many community resources that may foster 
continued coordination in the future.  The program also illustrates the challenges of a 
collaborative effort, which can inform future efforts in other school districts.  Overall, this 
program has shown that a coordinated community response can prove successful if carefully 
developed and strictly implemented.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 In recent years, juvenile crime has become a major social concern in the United States.  

As such, there has been an increase in attempts to address juvenile delinquency at the early 

stages of development.  One factor commonly regarded as a precursor to deviant behavior is 

chronic absenteeism from school.  Many communities across the United States and Michigan 

are attempting to address absenteeism with the hope that it will ultimately affect the juvenile 

crime rate as well.  The Westside Operation Weed and Seed of Grand Rapids, Michigan, has 

developed a comprehensive truancy initiative aimed at improving school attendance among 

chronic truants. 

 Weed and Seed began in Grand Rapids in 1993 and operates within a designated target 

area within the inner city.  Discussions between citizens and community leaders revealed a 

problem with unsupervised youth in the area.  This led to the development of a program aimed 

at reducing the rate of truancy in schools within the target area.  Community agencies were 

brought together to develop intervention programs to target early truancy and school attendance 

at the middle and high school levels.  This report chronicles the development and outcome of a 

Truancy Initiative designed to reduce truancy at the elementary school level. 

 This report will detail the program developed by Weed and Seed and present findings 

from a thorough process and outcome evaluation.  The first chapter will review the literature, 

which provides a theoretical basis for the program.  Chapter 2 will describe the program as 

developed by the Weed and Seed truancy committee as well as the target area within the city of 

Grand Rapids where the program was employed.  Chapter 3 will review findings and 

observances for the process evaluation aspect of the inquiry.  The fourth chapter will present 

quantitative findings from the data gathered at the conclusion of the program to assess its 

effectiveness.  Finally, Chapter 5 will discuss the program as a whole, acknowledging its 

success and shortcomings and making suggestions for future endeavors in addressing truancy.  
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CHAPTER I 

Truancy and Juvenile Crime 

The link between early truancy and delinquency has not been fully explored.  Typically, 

elementary attendance issues are explained as illness related or parent dictated, and therefore 

not readily linked to negative consequences for youth.  The few studies that have been 

conducted in this area, however, have found that negative attendance habits, even at the 

elementary level, can predict future problems in the life course of an individual.        

Robins and Ratcliff (1980) studied a sample of African-American men between the ages 

of 30-36 to ascertain the effect of bad attendance habits on an individual later in life.  When 

reviewing elementary attendance rates, Robins and Ratcliff identified youth as “truant” when 

they missed more than 20% of the schooldays during a 50-day quarter 3 or more times in eight 

years.  They noted that keeping the criterion at 20% of missed days reduced the likelihood that 

youth missed school due to illness or because parents’ kept the child home.   

This study found that 39% of youth identified as truant in elementary school were also 

truant at the high school level while only 13% of the youth in their sample with no elementary 

truancy became truant in high school.  Also, 49% of youth who were “often truant” continued this 

pattern in high school; absenteeism was 3.5 times greater than youth without attendance 

problems in elementary school (Robins & Ratcliff, 1980).  These researchers concluded that, 

while absences at younger ages (1st and 2nd grades) were often thought to be due to illnesses 

and parental discretion and not truancy, “…it seems to establish an attendance pattern that later 

in life is a truant one” (Robins & Ratcliff, 1980:69).  Therefore, this study establishes the link 

between early attendance problems and later truancy.  

It has been noted that truants are more likely to have other undesirable outcomes later in 

life (Garry, 1996).  Many studies have shown that the school is a particularly important institution 

in the pro-social development of youth (Bernberg & Thorlindsson, 1999).  Chronic absenteeism, 
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then, can lead to negative consequences for the individual.  Previous research has found that 

truants, as opposed to non-truants: (1) had more children at a younger age, (2) experienced 

marital breakdown by age 23, (3) were more likely to be heavy smokers, and (4) showed signs 

of depression (Hibbitt & Fogelman, 1990).  Truancy has also been associated with negative 

occupational consequences.  It has been shown that truants obtained lower-status occupations, 

had less stable career patterns and more unemployment than their non-truant counterparts 

(Hibbitt, Fogelman, & Manor, 1990).  Lower employment attainment may have resulted from the 

increased likelihood that the truant failed to complete high school.  In a St. Louis, Missouri, 

study of youth with above average intelligence, 75% of chronic truants failed to graduate from 

high school compared with only 3% of non-truants (Robins & Ratcliff, 1980). 

Social scientists have noticed the link between truancy and delinquency as early as the 

1800’s, labeling truancy the “kindergarten of crime” (Gavin, 1997).  There have been, however, 

very few empirical investigations into the effects of chronic truancy.  Studies have shown that 

truancy is a gateway to other, more deviant behavior (Garry, 1996).  Indeed, self-reported 

truancy has been significantly associated with self-reported delinquency and violence 

(Farrington, 1980).  Many police departments report an increase in daytime crime rates as 

students are committing crimes instead of attending school.  For example, shoplifting arrests 

declined 60% in one jurisdiction, and reports of purse snatching dropped almost 50% in another 

when intensive truancy sweeps have been made (Garry, 1996).  Lansing, Michigan, reported a 

five percent decrease in the juvenile crime rate in the first year of a new truancy initiative (Alley, 

1999).   

Many high school administrators recognize the damaging effects of high levels of 

absenteeism and appoint truancy officers to search for missing students.  In elementary 

schools, however, the issue of truancy has largely been ignored.  High school truancy is 

strongly predicted by absenteeism in elementary school (Robins & Ratcliff, 1980).  Moreover, 
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elementary school truancy was highly correlated with expulsion from high school or being sent 

to a reformatory (Robins & Ratcliff, 1980).  It is vital, therefore, to address the issue of truancy 

early in the academic career of the student.   
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CHAPTER II 

Truancy Intervention 

Program Development 

 This initiative was developed as a result of several attempts to identify what citizens in 

the target area felt were issues affecting their community.  In February of 1999, Weed and Seed 

sent needs assessment questionnaires to the residents of the target area.  Approximately 100 

forms were returned to the Weed and Seed office.  Among important issues raised were a large 

number of unsupervised children, juvenile crime, loitering, and graffiti.  Community meetings 

were then held where major and minor goals were established.  These meetings resulted in the 

development of a strategic plan for Weed and Seed.  Several strategy components were 

established with specific goals and objectives for each strategy.  The first goal under the 

strategy component “Community Policing & Law Enforcement” reads as follows: 

Goal 1:  To decrease juvenile loitering and delinquency by enforcing 

truancy and curfew regulations.  Objective 2:  Coordinate efforts of GRPD, 

GRPS, Juvenile Court, and area Social Services to design a truancy prevention 

program with a holistic approach.  Action 1: Create a multi-faceted committee 

composed of law enforcement, schools, and social service agencies to address 

truancy issues.  Action 2:  Design and implement a truancy prevention program 

that encourages school attendance, informs parents of compulsory attendance 

laws, and links families with needed social services.  Action 3:  Work with GRPD 

and court system to document and prosecute chronic truancy cases through 

state compulsory attendance laws and parental responsibility ordinance.     

The truancy program developed here is the result of several meetings with concerned 

community members.  Early in 1999 representatives from Weed and Seed contacted the Grand 

Rapids Public Schools and informed them of their intention to implement a truancy initiative in 
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three target schools.  Monthly meetings were held with school officials and community members 

to discuss the issues and brainstorm possible solutions.  

The truancy committee grew to over 40 individuals and was broken down into a focus 

group of a few key stakeholders including a principal, the truant officer, a representative from 

the Family Independence Agency, Community Mental Health, and the juvenile court.  This group 

met bi-weekly and developed a flow chart enumerating the different stages of intervention.  The 

agency representatives discussed their role in the program, and at what stage their services 

may be desired.  The program was then approved by the larger truancy group and brought to 

the Grand Rapids Public Schools Board of Education for approval.       

During the spring of the 1998-1999 school-year, a small pilot truancy program was 

implemented which involved a community policing officer and principal of one elementary school 

working with 20 families with chronic truants in an effort to increase attendance.  While there 

was no formal evaluation of this project, discussions with the principal seemed to indicate that 

the program was successful at this pilot phase.     

 

Program Description 

 A comprehensive initiative was developed which brought many participants together in 

an effort to address attendance and other problems within the families of identified chronic 

truants.  The Family Independent Agency (FIA), Community Mental Health (CMH), Grand 

Rapids Public Schools (GRPS), Grand Rapids Police Department (GRPD) and other community 

organizations collaborated to offer services to families in need.      

 The program was implemented in Sibley, Stocking, and Straight elementary schools 

during the 1999-2000 school year and consisted of several escalating steps aimed at education, 

accountability, and enforcement.  A flow chart was developed that enumerates specific steps 

that were taken within the program (see Appendix A).  In step 1, students were identified and 
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entered into the program when they accumulated 20% unexcused absences.  To ensure 

consistency in the identification process, the following periods were utilized to identify chronic 

truants: 

  August 24, 1999 – October 27, 1999 

  October 28, 1999 – December 15, 1999 

  December 16, 1999 – February 9, 2000 

  February 10, 2000 – March 29, 2000 

  March 30, 2000 – June 8, 2000     

 Once students were identified as having missed more than 20% of the schooldays, the 

second step was to send a letter to the parents or guardian of the child.  Copies of this letter 

were also sent to the attendance officer, and the student’s homeroom teacher.  This letter 

informed parents that their child had missed school a specified number of days and stressed to 

them the importance of school attendance.  The Michigan compulsory school attendance law 

was cited, making parents aware of potential consequence for not abiding by the law, including 

prosecution. 

 Two weeks after the initial letter was sent to parents, the attendance of the truant 

student was reviewed.  If attendance had improved and the student had missed no more than 

two days during the two-week period, the parent was sent a congratulatory letter commending 

the family on effectively addressing the attendance problem.  On the other hand, if attendance 

did not improve, step 3 was employed and the student was referred to the Area 4 attendance 

officer.  At this point, the truant officer reviewed the student’s file and checked for siblings that 

may also have exhibited attendance problems.  The truant officer then contacted the family’s 

home by a phone call or an actual visit.  If located, the parent signed a written acknowledgment 

of the child’s nonattendance.  If the parent refused to sign the notice, it was documented and 

added to school records.  The truancy officer again stressed the seriousness of the situation, 
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and encouraged the parent to become actively involved in improving the attendance habits of 

his or her child.  

 If further intervention was deemed necessary, the attendance officer forwarded the 

name, address, and date of birth of all youth in the family with truancy problems to the Family 

Independence Agency.  Once a referral was made, an FIA representative checked for any open 

cases within the particular family.  A FIA caseworker was assigned, and this person solicited a 

signature from the parent that would allow for the release of information.   

 After another two weeks the attendance for the child was once again reviewed.  If it had 

improved, a congratulatory letter was sent.  If not, the student reached step 4, and additional 

measures were taken.  Specifically, a community-policing officer made a visit to the home with 

the attendance officer.  The seriousness of the situation was again stressed, this time with the 

assistance of a uniformed law enforcement officer.  The community-policing officer cited the 

State of Michigan Compulsory School Attendance law (see Appendix B).   He also offered 

additional resources including services available by outside agencies such as the FIA and CMH.  

The officer completed a police report documenting the visit and determined whether the case 

should be referred to FIA or CMH.         

 The principal of the school and the attendance officer continued to monitor the 

attendance of the child in question.  If satisfactory improvement was noted, a congratulatory 

letter was sent.  If attendance practices remained unchanged, step 5 mandated further 

intervention, depending on the age of the youth.  For students younger than 12 whose parents 

have not cooperated with school officials, a warrant was sought for parental prosecution under 

the Michigan Compulsory Attendance law.     
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CHAPTER II 

Truancy Intervention 

 
The Weed and Seed target area for Grand Rapids, Michigan, is located on the western 

section of the inner city and encompasses approximately 156 square city blocks.  Demographic 

information for the area as a whole is provide in Table 1. Substantial settlements of Hispanic 

and Native American families reside in the target area.  Additionally, deteriorating housing that 

is managed by absentee landlords characterizes this area.  About 39% of persons who reside in 

the area live below the poverty level; 45% of persons 25 years and older do not have a high 

school diploma; and 15% of all persons speak a language other than English in their homes.  

These and many other issues have resulted in an increased effort to “weed” the area of poverty 

and crime and in turn “seed” it with prosperity and hope.  The site was identified in 1993 as an 

area where proactive citywide response was necessary to address many prevailing community 

concerns.  In 1996, the site obtained official recognition as a Weed and Seed target area.  

Problems specific to this geographic area include: more than double the unemployment rate 

(16%) compared to the city as a whole (7.5%); the highest infant mortality, physical, and sexual 

assault rates in the city; and an increasing gang presence in the area.  
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Figure 1. Map of West Side Operation Weed and Seed Area: Grand Rapids, MI. 
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Table 1. Demographic Information for Weed and Seed Target Area, Grand Rapids, MI. 
    1990 Census (%) 1998 Estimate (%) 2003 Projection (%) 
Total Population       9,704       10,628       11,074 
Total Households       3,612         3,920         4,117 
 
Gender 
 Male        4,858 (50)         5,435 (51)        5,645 (51) 
 Female       4,846 (50)         5,193 (49)        5,429 (49) 
 
Ethnicity  
 White        8,603 (89)         9,061 (85)        9,246 (84) 
 African American         123 (1)                7 (0)                8 (0) 

Hispanic          845 (9)            958 (9)         1,114 (10) 
 Asian           104 (1)            148 (1)            173 (2) 
 Native American         359 (4)         1,412 (13)        1,647 (15) 
 
Total Population by Age 
 0-5        1,463 (15)         1,429 (13)        1,344 (12) 
 6-13        1,299 (13)         1,506 (14)        1,520 (14)  
 14-17           426 (4)            599 (6)            655 (6) 
 18-24        1,340 (14)         1,312 (12)        1,426 (13) 
 25-34        2,107 (22)         1,982 (19)        1,862 (17) 
 35-44        1,111 (11)         1,371 (13)        1,422 (13) 
 45-54           620 (6)            943 (9)         1,172 (11) 
 55-64           525 (5)            590 (6)            736 (7) 
 65-74           469 (5)            482 (5)            486 (4) 
 75-84           276 (3)            332 (3)            346 (3) 
 85+             67 (1)              86 (1)            110 (1)  
 
Median Age 
 Total Population           26.5              27.2              28.2 
 
Households by Income 
 Less than $15,000      1,483 (41)         1,086 (28)        1,252 (32) 
 $15,000 - $24,999         957 (27)            895 (23)           874 (21) 
 $25,000 - $34,999         518 (14)            834 (21)           837 (20) 
 $35,000 - $49,999         448 (12)            581 (15)           591 (14) 
 $50,000 - $74,999         133 (4)            356 (9)            377 (9) 
 $74,000 - $99,999           39 (1)              97 (3)            111 (3) 
 $100,000 - $149,999             6 (0)              69 (2)              76 (2) 
 $150,000 +              0 (0)                3 (0)                3 (0) 
  
  
  
 The three elementary schools participating in the truancy initiative are located within the 

boundaries of the target area, as depicted in Figure 1.  Sibley Elementary School serves youth 

in grades 2-5 and had a population of approximately 367 students last school year.  Stocking 
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Elementary School consists of pre-kindergarten through 5th grade students.  Last year, Stocking 

had a total headcount of 500 students.  Finally, Straight Elementary School, with pre-

kindergarten and kindergarten aged youth, had 215 students last year.  The ethnic breakdown 

of each of the schools and additional demographic information is presented in Table 2.  

 
 
Table 2.  Demographic Descriptive Data for Target Schools (1999/2000). 

           Sibley       Stocking       Straight  Total 
Total enrollment           367  500  215  1082  
 
Ethnicity   
  % White    50   35   43    42   
  % African American    11     8   18   11 
  % Hispanic    34   52   37    43 
  % Asian      1     1     0      1 
  % Native American     4     4     2      3 
     
% Qualify for free/reduced lunch 87   86   79    85 
 
% Average mobility   31   29   37    31 
    
% “At Risk” students   67   68   56    65 
     
Average pupil/teacher ratio: K-3  18: 1   17: 1   14: 1 
    4-6 25: 1   29: 1 
 
 

Role of Weed and Seed 

 The Westside Operation Weed and Seed acted as a catalyst for the efforts undertaken 

in this project.  Weed and Seed staff coordinated all of the early meetings that involved civic 

leaders and concerned citizens.  They brought together key players for a discussion of the 

problem, and possible solutions.  This resulted in a truancy initiative that encompassed many 

agencies and several stakeholders.  From the beginning, Weed and Seed staff lobbied on 

behalf of the citizens of the target area to promote positive change in the Westside.  For 

example, as a result of Weed and Seed’s efforts, a community-policing officer and two FIA 

caseworkers were assigned to the area. 
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Evaluation Design 

 This report presents the findings of evaluation research conducted on the truancy 

initiative outlined above.  The evaluation consisted of two components; a process and outcome 

analysis.  The purpose of the process evaluation was to determine if the program operated as 

conceptualized, and describes the extent to which involved stakeholders followed the proposed 

plan.  The outcome evaluation was designed to determine if the truancy initiative was successful 

at reaching its intended goals.  Early in the process an evaluation committee was formed to plan 

the research component.  The evaluation committee consisted of program administrators, 

service providers, and other key stakeholders in the community including local law enforcement, 

court personnel, school officials, and county agencies.  Researchers attended meetings of the 

Weed and Seed evaluation and larger truancy committees to monitor and contribute to the 

discussion of the program and its evaluation before and during the implementation phase. 

 To plan the data collection process, researchers from Michigan State University (MSU) 

met with Grand Rapids Public Schools  (GRPS) officials.  Due to the sensitive nature of the data 

and the law surrounding the dissemination of school information (see Appendix A), the task of 

information gathering was left solely to the GRPS Research and Evaluation Unit.  Data were not 

collected directly from principals or other key stakeholders during the course of the project.  

Instead, agencies reported their activities to GRPS, which in turn provided data to MSU for the 

evaluation once identifying information was removed.   While researchers had anticipated 

collecting comprehensive data from several sources, restrictions were placed on the amount 

and type of information that was provided by school officials.  For example, individual level data 

were released only for those involved in the truancy program.  Comparisons between chronic 

truants and non-truant students, therefore, were not possible.  As a result of data restrictions, 

GRPS Research and Evaluation, an agency external to the evaluation analysis, was responsible 
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for collecting data for the evaluation project.  The results presented here are based on the 

information released by school officials.   

 A preliminary report was presented to the truancy committee outlining the data received 

from GRPS research and evaluation reviewing the first several months of the program.  Several 

problems were discovered in the initial data set, including large numbers of missing data, 

inaccurate information for specific schools, and aggregate attendance information that did not 

allow for an examination of individual attendance patterns.  While attendance improvement was 

the most sought after information by the truancy committee to assess program effectiveness, it 

was not provided by GRPS for inclusion in the preliminary report.  Concerns over the data were 

expressed to GRPS Research and Evaluation with the hope that they would be improved for the 

final data set.   

 For the final report, data from GRPS were collected along with interview data gathered 

from program administrators and agency personnel.  Interviews were conducted to learn about 

the problems the stakeholders faced in the everyday operation of the truancy program.  

Individuals were also queried about the perceived effectiveness of this program.  Respondents 

were asked how they would change the program to make it more efficient and effectual.  The 

information gathered from these extensive interviews are presented in the following chapter.     
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CHAPTER III 

 Process Evaluation 

 This chapter presents the findings of the process evaluation and describes the extent to 

which the proposed truancy initiative was implemented as initially planned.  Diversions from the 

proposed plan are described, along with reasons behind those diversions.  Information was 

gathered from interviews with those directly or indirectly involved with the truancy initiative. In 

any program, important information about the process can be gleaned form the experiences of 

the individuals involved.  This information will prove useful in the re-development of the program 

in the future and will provide advice for other school administrators who are attempting such an 

endeavor. 

 

Truancy Intervention Model 

 A comprehensive flow-chart was developed to address chronic truancy in the target 

schools.  At various stages, the implementation of the program diverged from the original model.  

This section will detail the stages of the model where differences were observed.  As depicted in 

Table 3, the actual process diverged from the proposed plan in truant identification and 

referrals.  Specifically, students who did not meet the criteria for chronic truancy were included 

in the program.  Additionally, referrals to social service agencies were not made by the truant 

officer until late in the school year; instead, principals often made direct referrals.   
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Table 3.  Comparison between the Proposed Truancy Plan and Actual Process.  
 
Proposed Process     Actual Process 
 

1. Principal identifies child as having 
excessive absences (has missed 20%), 
communicate with teachers/counselor 
to separate out those legitimately 
absent due to illness or other reason. 

 
 

2. Principal sends letter to parent which 
notifies parent that child has specific 
number of absences/tardies, lists 
resources for parents, & informs them 
of responsibility under law.  Copies of 
letter sent to attendance officer & 
homeroom teacher, documented for 
follow-up.  Parental signature of receipt 
of letter is required, a SASE is 
enclosed. 

 
3. Attendance officer checks for records 

of other children in the family for other 
truancy problems, makes home visit to 
inform parent of poor attendance of 
their child and to attempt to match 
parents with support services & to 
inform them of their responsibility under 
the law. 

 
4. After two weeks, if child’s attendance 

does not improve, multiple children in 
the family have severe attendance 
problems, or if parents prove 
unresponsive to attendance officer 
visit, copy of signed referral form & 
nonattendance notice forwarded to 
assigned police officer. 

 
5. Police officer & attendance officer visit 

home.  Determination is made whether 
FIA or CMH referral is necessary.   

 
 
 

 
1. Almost 75% of the students who were 

identified as having excessive 
absences did not meet the 20% 
criterion when attendance was 
assessed from the beginning of the 
school year.  

 
2. As indicated above, letters were sent to 

students who did not meet the criterion 
of 20% absences. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. The attendance officer occasionally 
was unable to visit the homes of each 
student referred to him.  Also, at times, 
the parent was not available at the time 
of the visit.  Phone calls were made in 
an effort to notify parents of attendance 
problem. 

 
 

4. The community police officer reported 
that he was often unable to obtain 
attendance information for the students 
he was attempting to locate. 

 
 
 
 
 

5. Until very late in the process, referrals 
were not made to FIA and CMH.  
School principals sometimes took this 
responsibility in the first several months 
of the program. 
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Interviews 

 An essential aspect of the process evaluation is the reported experience of those 

individuals directly involved in the daily administration of the truancy initiative.  To gain insight 

into the challenges and successes that administrators faced in implementing this program, 

interviews were conducted with each school principal, the attendance officer, the community 

police officer assigned to the area, social service agents, and Weed and Seed personnel who 

were involved in the program.  Individuals were queried about their experiences in implementing 

the initiative and whether they believed it was having a positive effect on attendance in the 

schools.  Open-ended questions were asked with the purpose of gathering as much information 

as possible about the perceived impact of the program as well as problems each person faced 

in the implementation of the initiative (see Appendix C).     

Principals 

 In general, school principals believed that the program was working to get more students 

back into school.  While one principal was anxious to see what the data revealed before making 

any predictions, another indicated that she believed that the gains she observed in her school 

far outweigh any estimations of success that can be interpreted from official statistics.  It is 

important to note that dedication to the program processes varied from one school to another.  

While one principle reported diligently following the flow chart, another indicated that bypassing 

specific steps was necessary if circumstances arose. Indeed, in several meetings the principals 

questioned the outlined truancy process and indicated that they deviated from it in order to get 

results expeditiously.  For example, principals reporting sending a letter to parents of a student 

who had missed a few days in a row, even if he or she had not met the 20% level for inclusion in 

the program. 

 Common concerns were voiced by all of the principals.  Time constraints posed the 

biggest obstacle to administering the truancy initiative effectively and efficiently.  The school 
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principal is the one person in the building who has knowledge of extenuating circumstances that 

may have caused a youth to miss school, other than truancy.  As such, principals were 

responsible for reviewing lists of students with excessive absences to determine whether or not 

a letter needed to be sent to them.  In addition, once letters were sent to families, many parents 

wanted the opportunity to meet with the principal to discuss the reasons behind the absences 

and other issues concerning their children.  The principals made it clear that they had no 

problem meeting with each of the parents.  Indeed, many thought these meetings to be very 

productive and necessary.  The increase in parent contacts, however, added to the overall 

escalation in responsibility carried by each principal. 

Attendance Officer 

The attendance officer thought that the program was going exceptionally well, and he 

was excited follow the program for another year with some minor modifications.  From his 

perspective, attendance seemed much better this year compared to previous years.  He 

believed the experience that he and others gained this year will help next year.  He better 

understands how agencies such as FIA and the Grand Rapids Police Department (GRPD) can 

be of assistance to him in his position.  

 The attendance officer recalled that in the past he has been the only person at the 

schools concerned with attendance issues.  Additionally, he did not spend any time prior to this 

truancy initiative on elementary students; he was too involved trying to locate high-school 

students.  He now sees elementary attendance issues as important because he realizes that 

changes can be made at a younger age and new habits can be formed earlier.  He reports that 

the process outlined in the flow chart was effective; although he did express a concern over the 

time it took to transition from one step to another.   

 In his view, agency coordination was very good.  He stated that the other agencies (FIA 

in particular) were very helpful to him, and that making referrals to these agencies was very 
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easy.  He admitted that that program required a substantial time commitment, but thought that it 

was primarily because the program was new and that everyone was still learning.   

 The attendance officer would recommend this program to other school districts with few 

modifications, namely streamlining the flow chart so that steps could be skipped if necessary.  

He will continue to use this model after consulting with others involved, and is hoping to make it 

more efficient.  He did not perceive communication among agencies as a big problem.          

Community Police Officer 

A community-policing officer was assigned to the target area to work with families of 

truant youth.  His role in the program was to visit the homes of truant students with the 

attendance officer to discuss with parents the nature of the student’s absences.  The officer 

indicated that many times the parents were not at home when he visited.  When the parents 

were available, he reported that their response was varied.  Some parents were receptive to the 

information given; while others simply did not care.   

 The officer recalled that approximately 7-10 warrants were issued for parents in the 

1999-2000 school year who failed to comply with Michigan’s Compulsory Attendance laws.  All 

of these parents were prosecuted.   The typical disposition included one year of probation with 

the stipulation that the student must attend school regularly.  If the student exhibited improved 

attendance patterns for the year, the probation was terminated.  If not, further actions would be 

taken in accordance with the law. 

 The officer faced several problems with the truancy initiative as it was designed.  

Specifically, he experienced difficulty working with the public school system.  The schools 

refused to give the officer needed attendance information about the students he was going to 

visit.  Also, in his view, the process was too burdensome with paperwork and technicalities.  He 

reported that last year he worked exclusively with the principals to retrieve truant students, and 

that method worked much more efficiently than the one outlined in the flow chart.  In fact, he 
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admitted that in some cases he has circumvented the initiative and returned to last-year’s 

informal process.  He would recommend the program only if it were remodeled so that less 

paperwork and formal procedures were involved. 

Social Service Agencies 

 Representatives from the Family Independence Agency and Community Mental Health 

spoke of their involvement in the truancy initiative.  Essentially these agencies were available for 

referral purposes if the services they provide were deemed necessary for the family of an 

identified truant.  While the official process prescribed that the truant officer make the referral to 

the appropriate agency, other school personnel, usually the principal or school nurse, also made 

referrals.  In addition, CMH workers were present in the schools and identified students who 

needed services.  It was noted by CMH staff that many of the students who are receiving (or 

have received) services have problems with school attendance, although students were not 

always referred through the truancy initiative. 

 Some agency personnel believed that the process was not working as originally 

designed.  For example, FIA did not receive any referrals for the first 7 or 8 months of the 

program.  In addition, when FIA agents went to the home of a prospective client, it was usually 

with the police officer and not the attendance officer.  Another concern was raised about the 

level of inter-agency communication.  Some agency personnel felt that they were not fully 

informed when dealing with the families.   

Weed and Seed 

 A representative from Westside Operation Weed and Seed also recounted the role of 

their office in this initiative.  This person explained the extensive process of collaborating all of 

the agencies while developing the program and how Weed and Seed attempted to garner 

support from as many agencies as possible.  The steps that Weed and Seed took to get this 

program started included meetings with concerned community members, discussions with 
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school and police department personnel, and ultimately presenting the proposal to the Board of 

Education of the Grand Rapids Public Schools.  Indeed, school officials acknowledged that 

Weed and Seed was the catalyst for this movement, and the initiative likely would not have 

materialized without the support of Weed and Seed.  

 

Discussion 

 It was clear from the discussions with those involved in the truancy initiative that in many 

instances the original plan was not being followed.  In the following section, some specific 

examples of deviations from the designed truancy program are detailed.  These are based on 

interviews with stakeholders as well as observations made by researchers at meetings of the 

truancy committee. 

From the beginning, there appeared to be considerable variation among program 

administrators on how to identify truant youth.  The initiative calls for youth to be identified as 

truant when they miss 20% or 20 days of school.  Members of the truancy committee were 

concerned that 20 absences was a large number, and decided to isolate the criteria to the 20% 

identifier.  This amounts to the student having approximately one unexcused absence a week.  

The next problem was to determine when to review a student’s attendance.  The committee 

decided to review attendance records on specific dates every several weeks (see above) and to 

send letters for those who meet the criteria for the previous period (missing more than 20% of 

the days). 

 When it came to students with attendance problems, one of the principals reported 

following this protocol specifically.  Another reviewed attendance on a daily basis and sent 

letters out as deemed necessary.  As mentioned previously, principals may have sent a letter to 

a student who had missed a few days in a row, even if he or she had not met the 20% level.  

This sporadic administration may ultimately produce different effects for the three schools.        
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 A second area in which the flow chart was not followed according to the design is the 

referral process.  The truancy initiative specified that referrals are to be made to FIA or CMH 

where appropriate when attendance does not improve after several weeks in the program.  

These referrals were not made until very late in the program.  In some cases, school principals 

took on this responsibility and contacted FIA or CMH when a student continued to miss school.  

In other schools, no referrals were made.  

A third area that was implemented differently at the schools involved the assessment of 

attendance improvement.   Problems with defining improvement were similar to those 

encountered in the initial identification of chronic truancy.  Initially, identifying a specific time 

frame for improvement was difficult, however, principals agreed to examine attendance within a 

two-week period following the initial intervention (letter sent to parents).  There was also some 

discrepancy in defining improvement.  Although the adopted 20% absences were marked for 

future intervention, principals had varying ideas of what constituted ‘success.’  For some, 

attendance for several consecutive days following the letter was considered a success, even if 

students ended up missing school later in the two-week period.  Also, it is unclear whether 

principals reviewed attendance records and assessed improvement specifically at the end of a 

two-week period.   

While the process calls for a congratulatory letter to be sent to the parents of the student 

commending them on successfully addressing the attendance issue, it was discovered that 

some were following through with this, while others were not.  This was initially deemed to be an 

important step in that it encourages families to become aware of attendance problems and 

offers support.  The congratulatory letter sent by principals reminds parents that they care about 

their students and are proud that the problem has been resolved.  This positive reinforcement 

may be useful in continuing good attendance habits. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Outcome Evaluation 

 Data were obtained from GRPS Research and Evaluation unit to track the students in 

the program and to assess the effectiveness of the program in achieving its goal of reducing 

truancy.  Background information was used to describe the demographic characteristics of 

chronic truants.  Attendance data were analyzed to determine if attendance improved after 

subsequent interventions in the initiative.  This chapter outlines the findings from this analysis.    

 

Descriptive Analysis 

 During the school year, 354 students were identified for inclusion in the truancy program, 

which represents about one-third of the total enrollment for the three target schools (1082). 

These youth missed an average of 24 days during the school year.  Approximately 66% of the 

youth in this sample missed between 10 and 30 days of school.   

 
Table 4. Students Involved in the Truancy Program. 
  Students   Students      Average             Max 
School Enrolled In Program Percent Days Absent  Days Absent 
Sibley      367       120       33       23.0         71   
    
Stocking     500       167       33       24.3         81 
 
Straight     215         67       31       27.2         91  
 
Total    1082       354       33       24.4         91  
 
 
 Table 5 summarizes how many youth in each school have progressed through the 

different stages of the truancy program. Of the 354 students identified as chronic truants, 

approximately 20% required further intervention than the initial letter to parents.  Moreover, only 

6% of the total truant sample was referred to the Family Independence Agency by the 

attendance officer; approximately 5% were contacted by the community police officer; and about 
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1% of the cases required a warrant for an uncooperative parent. These figures are presented for 

the total sample and by school.      

 
Table 5.  Youth Involved in the Truancy Program by Stage, by School [Number (%)].  
Level of Intervention   Total   Sibley  Stocking Straight 
Initial Letter:     354    120      167      67  
Attendance Officer:      66 (19)     17 (14)       34 (20)     15 (23)  
Referral to FIA:       21 (6)       5 (4)          13 (8)       4 (6)  
Contact by GRPD:      16 (5)       4 (3)         4 (2)       8 (12)  
Warrant was obtained:       4 (1)       1 (1)         0 (0)       3 (5)  
 

Characteristics of Truants in the Sample 

To gain a better picture of the chronic truant, demographic characteristics were 

examined and summarized.  Although data on their non-truant counterparts were not made 

available for comparison, the characteristics of this sample can be compared to the larger 

population from which they were identified.  Table 6 provides the descriptive information for the 

sample of youth identified as having attendance problems compared with the youth from the 

three target schools combined.  Table 7 compares the percent of youth in each target school to 

the percent of youth in the truant sample with the demographic characteristics. 

 
Table 6.  Description of All Truant Students versus Target School Population. 
    Truant Sample (%)  Target Schools* (%) 
        N = 354 (34%)          N = 1028   
Gender 
 Male        157 (44)            555 (51)   

Female      197 (56)            473 (49) 
 
Ethnicity 
 White       142 (40)            451 (42) 
 African American       37 (11)            119 (11) 
 Hispanic      158 (45)            465 (43) 
 Asian           0 (0)                   8 (1) 

Native American       17 (5)              39 (4) 
  
Socioeconomic Status 
 Low       334 (94)            919 (85) 
 Medium/High        20 (6)            163 (15) 
*Estimated total numbers from weighted percentages of each school. 
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Table 7.  Percent of Students in each Target School vs. Truant Sample.  
            Sibley         Stocking         Straight 
   School     Truant School     Truant School     Truant 

Gender 
 Male        51          41     53          50     48          37  

Female      49          59     47          50     52          63  
             
Ethnicity             
 White       50          53     35          31     43          42  
 African American     11            8       8            7     18          22 
 Hispanic      34          32     52          58     37          34 
 Asian         1            0       1            0       0            0  

Native American       4            8       4            4       2            2  
         
Socioeconomic Status  
 Low       87           94     86            93     79          97  
 Medium/High      13             6     14            7     21            3 
 

 
 The truant sample mirrors the demographic characteristics of the entire school 

population rather closely.  One exception relates to the over-representation of youth from lower 

income backgrounds.  Approximately 85% of the target school population are from lower 

socioeconomic families, as evidenced by their eligibility for free or reduced lunches.  Among the 

truant sample, however, over 94% of the youth meet this criterion.   

 As previously described, there are several stages of escalating interventions involved in 

this initiative.  The first step involves a letter being sent to the parent or guardian of the youth.  

Next, the case is forwarded to the attendance officer who then contacts the student and his or 

her guardian.  If attendance continues to be a problem, the community police officer from the 

GRPD visits the home and may ultimately obtain a warrant for parents.   

 Sub-samples of the truant group were identified to indicate those youth who were 

referred to the attendance officer, FIA, and GRPD (See Table 8).  Of all students identified as 

truant, 19% were visited by the attendance officer after having received the initial letter and 

failing to improve attendance.  Six percent of students in the program were ultimately referred to 

FIA for social services, while five percent were contacted by GRPD.  In only four cases (one 
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percent of the sample) a warrant was obtained for parents.  The characteristics of students who 

experienced various interventions are summarized below. 

 
Table 8.  Description of Sub-samples of Truant Youth. 
     Attendance Officer (%)    FIA (%) GRPD (%) 
              N=66 (19%)  N=22 (6%) N=16 (5%) 
Average Absences                32.8        37.9      39.8 
 
Gender 
 Male                  22 (33)         9 (41)        4 (25) 

Female                44 (67)       13 (59)      12 (75) 
 
Ethnicity 
 White                 32 (49)       13 (59)      10 (63)  
 African American                 9 (14)         1 (5)        2 (13) 
 Hispanic                23 (35)         8 (36)        3 (19) 
 Native American                 2 (3)          0 (0)        1 (6) 
   
 
Socioeconomic Status  
 Low                 65 (98)       22 (100)      16 (100)  
 Medium/High                  1 (2)          0 (0)        0 (0)  
 

 
Assessing Initiative Effectiveness 

This initiative aimed to address the attendance patterns of chronic truants, not youth who 

occasionally missed a few days.  As such, one measure of program effectiveness is to 

determine if the number of youth with extremely high rates of attendance in each school 

decreased from previous years.  The district profile, which reports aggregate information such 

as school demographics, standardized test scores, as well as a host of other relevant school 

information, including attendance, provided the aggregate information reported in Table 9.  It 

compares the attendance information available in the district profile to the extreme absenteeism 

noticed in our truant sample.   

The difference between the profile numbers and that of the sample for the 1999-2000 

school year can be explained, in part, by student mobility.  In the evaluation of this initiative, a 
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concern was raised that a significant number of youth who account for the most absences within 

the schools were not cases of truancy, but rather instances where a student moved and it was 

not discovered.  This would skew the attendance data to represent a more severe problem than 

actually exists.  To address this concern, school principals reviewed each case before being 

included in the final dataset to remove students who had moved out of the school.  While the 

district profile likely includes these cases, our sample does not, and therefore may be more 

representative of attendance issues within the target area.   

 
Table 9.  Extreme Absenteeism Over Time (Aggregate vs. Sample). 
School   Truants (%)  99/00 (%) 98/99 (%) 97/98 (%) 
Sibley  
 20-29      41 (11)   67 (18)  62 (15)  68 (17) 
 30+      29 (8)   40 (11)  76 (19)  67 (17)  
Stocking  
 20-29      54 (11)   90 (18)  46 (10)  70 (15) 
 30+      46 (9)   57 (12)  65 (14)  97 (21) 
Straight 
 20-29      25 (12)   37 (16)  39 (17)  18 (13)
 30+      20 (9)   32 (14)  45 (20)  38 (27) 
 

As the figures in Table 9 suggest, the percentage of students with extreme absences 

has decreased in each school since the truancy initiative began.  Even this apparent measure of 

success does not consider that the intervention was implemented throughout the year, and it is 

probable that many absences could be accumulated early in the academic year (before any 

intervention) that would be counted as total absences for the year.  Graph 1. looks at 

attendance trends for the 1999-2000 school year disaggregated by month (20 school days).  

This depiction clearly displays the effect of the program midway through the year.  

Approximately 72% of the initial letters were distributed before January 31, 2000 (month 5).   
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Graph 1.  Attendance Trends 1999/2000
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In addition to examining overall school attendance, individual attendance records are 

also examined among students in the truancy program.  Attendance from the 1998-1999 school 

year is compared with data from 1999-2000 for 161 students with available data for both years.  

Not surprisingly, 1998-1999 attendance was moderately correlated with 1999-2000 attendance 

(the correlation was .61, and statistically significant), indicating that negative attendance habits 

can be a warning sign for future attendance problems.  In general, the average number of 

missing days is similar from year to year.  Approximately half of students evidence a decrease 

in the number of days absent.  Among those with improved attendance, an average of 10 fewer 

days were missed during the 1999-2000 school year (see Table 10).   
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Table 10.  Previous Attendance for Youth in Sample (N=161) 
       1998-1999   1999-2000 
Average Number of Days Missed (Total)       23.9        23.6 
Average Number of Days Missed (Improved)      30.0        20.9 
 
 
Number of Students with Number of Days Missed  

0-5           13           5  
6-10           23         12  
11-15           16         27  
16-20           20         27   
21-25           25         32   
26-30           11         23   
31-35           19         13   

 
20% Cutoff 

36-40           13           6   
41+           21         16  

 
 

Although the overall number of missed days is comparable from year to year, a better 

comparison is with post-intervention attendance.  To assess effectiveness at each stage of 

intervention, attendance was reviewed prior to and following each intervention to see if 

improvement was noted.  Attendance was then divided by the total number of days during the 

period to calculate a percentage of days missed.  In general, the average percent of days 

missed prior to receiving the first letter was approximately 16% compared to only about 13% 

after receiving the letter.  Even more striking, students missed an average of over 21% of the 

days prior to being referred to the attendance officer, and missed fewer than 17% of the days 

following this intervention.   A paired samples t-test was employed to determine if these 

differences were statistically significant.  Table 11 provides the results of this test for each 

intervention in general and Table 12 delineates by school. 
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Table 11.  Intervention Effectiveness: Pre versus Post Intervention Attendance. 
    Number  % PRE  % POST 
First Letter      350     15.7    12.9*   
    
Attendance Officer       66     21.2    16.7* 
   
FIA         21     22.3    21.3  
 
GRPD         16     21.4    24.3 
 *Indicates a statistically significant difference (p < .05) between pre and post intervention attendance  
 
 
Table 12. Intervention Effectiveness: Pre versus Post Intervention Attendance by School. 
         Sibley               Stocking          Straight 
          % PRE   % POST          % PRE   % POST          % PRE   % POST  
First Letter           15.2        12.4*   15.2        12.8*      18.0        13.9* 
 
Attendance Officer          18.4        11.1   23.3     17.9       19.7        20.5  
  
FIA            18.4        19.2   23.5     24.8       23.8        13.5  
 
GRPD            21.0        34.3   25.0     20.5       19.9        21.1  
*Indicates a statistically significant difference (p < .05) between pre and post intervention attendance 
 

 

Notably, attendance significantly improved following the first two stages of the initiative.  

After receiving the first letter from principals, youth in this sample missed fewer days of school.  

The average difference between pre and post letter attendance is approximately 3%, and 

ranges between 15.73% and 12.89%.  On average, those students who were referred to the 

attendance officer improved their attendance by almost four and one half percent following the 

intervention.  Both of these findings were statistically significant.   

 Alternatively, youth who were referred to FIA demonstrate marginal improved 

attendance, however, this finding is not statistically significant.  Truants who were referred to the 

GRPD community police officer actually decreased their attendance following the intervention.  

It is important to note, though, that these two stages had only a few students, and therefore it 

may be difficult to achieve statistically significant results.   In addition, most of these referrals to 
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FIA and GRPD were made relatively late in the school year.  Therefore, there was less of an 

opportunity for students to demonstrate improved attendance.  It is also questionable whether 

the focus of FIA was to immediately improve attendance.  More likely, they were attempting to 

address more underlying issues relating indirectly to attendance.  As a result, improved 

attendance may not be immediately discernible. 

This initiative was developed to address chronic truancy – that is, to identify youth who 

miss a substantial number of school days.  Chronic truancy was initially operationalized as more 

than 20% missed days of school.  Initially, principals planned to assess attendance and send 

letters to parents during specific time periods.  As the program was implemented, however, 

principals reviewed attendance and sent letters to parents when they deemed necessary.  Since 

most truants were not identified for the program based on the designated time periods, 

attendance was calculated from the beginning of the school year.   

Approximately 73% of those identified for the program missed fewer than 20% of school 

days between the beginning of the school year and receiving the initial letter.  One primary 

contributor to this finding was the inclusion of students with excessive tardiness in the program.  

Also, it should be noted that the proportion of non-chronic truants appears to be somewhat 

inflated because the beginning of the school year was used to calculate attendance for 

evaluation purposes.  As mentioned, the time period that principals used for identifying truants 

was not clear in about half the cases; therefore, the beginning of the school year was used as 

the standard for assessing pre-intervention attendance.  To obtain a better sense of truant 

identification practices, attendance was reviewed during the designated time periods for cases 

that appeared to fall within the previously assigned dates (n=163).  Although substantially 

smaller, approximately 35% of this group did not meet the 20% criterion.  This finding suggests 

that a number of students were included in the program, even though they did not meet the 

criteria for chronic truancy.  
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To assess program effectiveness within the chronic truant group, those who did not have 

20% or more absences from the beginning of the school year were separated from chronic 

truants in the following analysis.  Table 13 depicts intervention effectiveness for both the non-

chronic truants and the isolated chronic truants.   

 

Table 13.  Comparison of Intervention Effectiveness, Non-Chronic versus Chronic Group    
 
 
Intervention 

NON-CHRONIC 
 
Number     % PRE     % POST 

CHRONIC 
 
Number     % PRE     % POST 

 
Letter 
 
Attendance 
Officer 
 
FIA 
 
GRPD 

 
   254            10.7         11.5 
 
 
     34            12.4         12.2 
 
       8            10.3           8.6 
 
       6            11.5         17.2 
 

 
     96            29.0         16.6* 
 
 
     30            30.7         22.0* 
 
     12            30.1         30.8 
 
       9            27.2         29.7 
 

*Indicates a statistically significant difference (p < .05) between pre and post intervention attendance 
 
 
As can be gleaned from Table 13, chronic truants responded more favorably to the early 

interventions than those students who did not meet the 20% criterion.  Pre and post intervention 

attendance did not change much for the non-chronic group.  On the other hand, a significant 

decrease was noted for the chronic group after receiving the first letter and after being referred 

to the attendance officer.  Specifically, the chronic group missed almost half as much school 

following the first intervention as they did prior to it.  These results indicate that chronic truants 

in the sample (those with the most severe attendance problems of the group) benefited most 

from this initiative.     
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Advanced Analysis 

 Additional statistical applications were employed in an effort to use the data obtained in 

this endeavor to predict absenteeism in future cohorts.  While the sample analyzed is relatively 

small, some significant findings emerged.  Four specific variables were identified as having a 

moderate degree of influence on the absences recorded in 1999-2000.  These variables 

included: gender, previous years attendance, previous years tardiness, and early attendance 

problems.  While the first three variables are self-explanatory, the latter pertains to whether or 

not the student received the initial letter early in the school year (within the first two months) as 

evidenced by early attendance problems. 

When previous years attendance and tardiness, gender, and early intervention were 

included in an ordinary least-squares regression model, approximately 45% of the variance 

within absences for 1999-2000 school year was explained.  All of the individual variables were 

statistically significant as well as the model as a whole.  In this sample, males had 4 fewer 

absences than females.  In addition, students who received the initial letter within the first two 

months of the school year had an average of 5 additional absences compared to the rest of the 

sample.  Surprisingly, the more tardies the student had for the previous year, the fewer 

absences the same student had during this school year. 

 The implications of these findings are very speculative, because of the limitations 

already discussed.  If this sample were representative of the greater population, however, it 

would seem that attendance patterns do emerge and should be addressed early.  Moreover, if a 

student exhibits attendance problems at the beginning of the school year, the school needs to 

be proactive in addressing the issue very early to hopefully mitigate a trend that could be 

established.           
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

 

 Evaluation of the Weed and Seed Truancy Initiative revealed that the process outlined in 

the flow chart was not always followed.  Diversions from the program were made at several key 

points in the process.  First, principals did not always conform to the methods outlined for 

identifying truants and sending initial letters to parents.  Rather than wait for a specified time 

period to lapse before contacting parents, they reacted to attendance problems as they 

emerged.  Given the nature of their positions and concern for their students, this type of 

diversion to the program was expected.  However, more systematic diversions from the process 

were also observed.  One school in particular adopted the GRPS district plan for addressing 

truancy, which differed markedly from that outlined by the Truancy Initiative.  Although the 

program was ultimately implemented in the school, the initial diversion may have ultimately 

affected program effectiveness.    

 During the course of the year, tardy students were also selected for inclusion in the 

truancy program.  While tardiness appeared to be a significant problem for many youth in these 

schools (students in the truant sample averaged 12 tardy days), their inclusion resulted in a 

significant number of students entering the truancy program with very few absences.  For 

example, ten percent of the youth in the truancy sample had fewer than 10 total absences 

(unexcused and excused) for the school year.  This represents less than 6% of the school days, 

far less than the 20% required to enter the program as developed.  Including these youth in the 

analysis may have affected findings; as the analysis for chronic truants (20% or more absences) 

suggests, the program was most effective for those with extreme attendance problems. 

 As previously illustrated, an integral component of this initiative is the work of the 

attendance (or truant) officer.  Having an individual within the schools who is dedicated to the 



 41 

purpose of increasing attendance is very important to the success of any truancy program.  The 

nature of the truancy initiative here requires that this person communicate with several agencies 

about issues surrounding truancy in the schools.  In this case, the attendance officer was very 

willing to do all in his power to address early truancy.  He attended meetings of the Weed and 

Seed truancy committee and was committed to following the process outlined in the flow chart.  

He visited families, assessed their situation, and made referrals to various agencies when 

deemed necessary.  Increased demands and a lack of resources and support may have 

resulted in the truant officer being overworked and strained to meet the demands placed on him.  

For example, the attendance officer did not make referrals to agencies until late in the school 

year.  Once it was discovered that school principals had been referring students to other 

agencies themselves, this was accepted as a valid component of the program, although it was 

not originally built into the design.   

 Another issue that challenged the success of the truancy program was inter-agency 

cooperation and communication.  While a collaborative effort was developed, it seemed that 

some agency personnel had trouble working with other agencies.  An example of this is that the 

community police officer reported difficulty in accessing attendance information for the youth he 

was attempting to locate.  Limitations placed on student information by GRPS also affected 

information sharing among agencies.  

Overall, program administrators routinely streamlined program processes either because 

of too much paperwork or too little cooperation with other agencies.  Once the program was 

implemented, program administrators became overwhelmed with other work; as a result, strict 

dedication to the agreed upon program protocol waned.  Acting as a catalyst for the initiative, 

Weed and Seed was very successful at bringing multiple agencies together to target a common 

concern.  However, the absence of a clearly defined program coordinator affected stakeholder 

communication and commitment once implementation had begun.  In addition, there was no 
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plan in place for holding agencies accountable for following program protocol.  A system of 

accountability and a coordinator to oversee program implementation could have been useful to 

ensure that stakeholders were fulfilling their role in the proposed plan.   

 

Research Problems 

As evidenced throughout this report, the information-gathering and sharing process was 

perhaps the main aspect of the truancy initiative that was fraught with problems.  Inaccessibility 

of data precluded a close monitoring of program implementation, impacted inter-agency 

information sharing, and limited the quality of the program evaluation.   

In part, the ability of Weed and Seed to monitor the program was limited by GRPS 

restrictions on information provision which dictated that data be collected midway through the 

school year.  It was at this point that tallies were made of letters sent to parents and visits made 

by the truant officer, and problems in following the flow chart were discovered and addressed.  

Access to records kept by principals and the truant officer throughout the process might have 

allowed Weed and Seed a better opportunity to track the implementation of its truancy program.  

Problems in following the flow chart could have been discovered and addressed earlier, and 

closer tracking of program implementation may have facilitated better communication among 

agencies.  As reported, access to student information would also have been helpful to the 

community-policing officer who was expected to visit families of truant students.   

The Grand Rapids Public Schools Board of Education approved a resolution pledging 

support for the truancy program, which included providing an external party, namely Michigan 

State University, access to information for completing an evaluation (see Appendix E).  The 

GRPS Research and Evaluation unit responsible for collecting school data, however, cited 

Family Education Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) constraints in providing the information 

necessary to provide a comprehensive evaluation.  As such, it was decided that the data be 
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gathered internally.  Researchers from MSU were not allowed to collect information from any 

school official involved in the truancy initiative; instead, a representative from the GRPS 

Research and Evaluation unit became solely responsible for data collection.  As a result, limits 

were placed on the extent and quality of the evaluation and the timing with which the evaluation 

was conducted.   

The decision to have an individual within the school district collect the data was made 

after the program had begun, which resulted in a series of complications and ultimately 

compromised the original plan for evaluation.  There were many goals of the evaluation that had 

been articulated by members of the truancy committee, however, they were not reached 

because of data limitations.   Researchers had planned to collect and analyze data that would 

allow for a comparison of truants with non-truants to determine potential differences between 

groups.  At the same time, a cohort analysis was initially planned which would have tracked an 

identified group of truants from several years back to document the long-term effects of chronic 

truancy.  These goals were not met due to difficulty in obtaining information within the GRPS 

system.   

There were several problems with the data received from GRPS Research and 

Evaluation.  Initially, data received during the middle of the academic year resulted in an 

inaccurate and incomplete preliminary report.  These shortcomings were brought to the 

attention of GRPS Research and Evaluation in an effort to avoid similar concerns with the final 

dataset.  While many of the early issues were resolved, the final data obtained from the school 

had other problems.  For example, daily attendance data was required to assess intervention 

effectiveness at different points in the school year.  While these data were provided, they were 

labeled as day 1, day 2, day 3, … day 181.  Although a copy of the school calendar was 

provided, the dates did not match up with the datafile.  In total, there were 184 instructional days 
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as opposed to the 181 reflected in the data.  The dates were matched as close to the school 

days as possible, however, they were not exact. 

Problems with data accessibility might have been prevented if the initial truancy-

organizing group had recognized one important agency, namely the GRPS Research and 

Evaluation unit.  Early involvement of school information keepers would have averted several 

major problems.   While the school board had given its commitment to providing information, it is 

clear that the more immediate stakeholder was overlooked.  Had the data managers been 

brought on board earlier in the process, their commitment to the process could have been 

earned and resources might have been more available.  Instead, access to the information 

necessary to track program implementation and assess its outcome depended solely on a party 

not originally involved in the truancy process.  The demands of other projects and limited 

resources within the Research and Evaluation unit substantially impacted the ability of Weed 

and Seed to assess the implementation and success of its proposed program.   

 

Recommendations 

 The results of this assessment suggest that this type of program is most effective with a 

specific type of truant.  Specifically, chronic truants showed remarkable improvement after the 

initial intervention.  Concentrating efforts on this population would enhance the program's 

success and streamline the process for school officials with limited resources.  At the same 

time, a different type of program might better serve students with less serious attendance 

problems.  In future attempts to target truancy, consensus is needed for identifying students for 

inclusion in the program.  One factor that might affect this process is the experience of program 

administrators who were seemingly burdened by the high number of youth included in the 

current program (approximately 1/3 of the students in each of the schools was involved in this 

program). 



 45 

The designation of a program coordinator is also integral to the future of this program.  

On many occasions, questions were raised about program implementation.  For example, a 

preliminary evaluation revealed that the attendance officer was not referring students to any 

social service agencies.  In addition, the service agencies and the principals identified inter-

agency communication as a problem.  If one person were to take the role as project coordinator, 

these issues may have been resolved earlier in the process.   

 The initiative was designed to be a coordinated community response to the problem of 

elementary-school truancy.  It involved many organizations including FIA, CMH, and GRPD, 

working with the Grand Rapids Public Schools.  The board of education of the Grand Rapids 

Public Schools adopted a resolution committing school support for initiative.  There was a 

problem, however, with the dissemination of information pertaining to this program.  Due to the 

sensitive nature of the data, outside agencies did not receive necessary information for the 

implementation of the program.  Early involvement of the GRPS research and evaluation unit 

might have averted a number of problems related to information sharing. 

 Those involved in the truancy initiative offered other recommendations that would allow 

for a better program.  One principal noted that it was too difficult to follow the flowchart exactly 

the same way every time.  Some circumstances, it was reasoned, require the immediate 

attention of the truancy or community-policing officer.  An example would include a student who 

misses two weeks in a row at the beginning of the period, and who had made antagonistic 

statements to the effect that the teachers cannot force anyone to come to school.  This 

situation, it can be argued, would call for a more immediate response than is mandated by the 

flowchart.  It was suggested that stipulations be made that allow for deviation from the flowchart, 

upon agreement of the principal and the attendance officer. 

 The attendance officer is a central figure in this program.  If other school districts are 

considering adopting this model, it is recommended that they not only have a dedicated 
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individual at this post, but also make attendance issues the only function that he or she is 

responsible for.  In addition, a support team should be accessible to aid the officer in dispensing 

everyday duties.  

 

Summary and Conclusions 

 The truancy initiative developed by Weed and Seed and implemented in Grand Rapids, 

Michigan, was a successful effort to deal with elementary absenteeism.  Most of the program 

administrators felt that the initiative made a positive impact in attendance habits of the youth 

involved.  While long-term implications of this program cannot yet be determined, the short-term 

statistics seem encouraging.  Teachers saw a greater number of students in their classrooms on 

any given day and principals appreciated the support they received from Weed and Seed and 

outside agencies such as FIA and CMH. 

 An issue that remained prevalent throughout the program was the coordination of 

multiple agencies in the community.  If a comprehensive program such as this is to be 

successful, everyone in the community must provide support where needed.  Interagency 

communication was a vital component of the outlined process; in reality, it was very difficult for 

participating agencies to work together efficiently.  Where individuals worked well together, for 

example between the principals and the community-policing officer, results were more positive 

from their viewpoints.  FIA and CMH received referrals more commonly from principals than the 

attendance officer.  While the end result of this was positive – services were offered to families 

in need – the program laid out by the flow chart did not prescribe this process.         

 In conclusion, many aspects of the truancy initiative evaluated here should be modeled 

and continued in efforts to address chronic absenteeism in the future.  Specifically, several 

agencies collaborating personnel and resources can attack the problem more readily.  Also, 

having dedicated individuals in key positions is crucial.  Most importantly, priority must be 
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placed on attendance issues.  If steps taken are to be successful, they must be carefully 

followed and meticulously documented so that subsequent efforts can model the successful and 

alter the weak features of the program.  In this sense, continued evaluation of truancy programs 

across the country will add to the growing body of research, and eventually a universal program 

that is modifiable to local concerns can be established.     
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APPENDIX A 
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APPENDIX B 
 

State of Michigan School Laws 

 

SEC. 1561. (1) Except as otherwise provided in this section every parent, guardian, or 

other person in this state having control and charge of a child from the age of 6 to the child’s 

sixteenth birthday shall send that child to a public school during the entire school year.  The 

child’s attendance shall be continuous and consecutive for the school year fixed by the school 

district in which the child is enrolled.  Michigan Compiled Laws Section 380.1561 (1) 

SEC. 1588.  The Attendance Officer, after giving the formal notice prescribed in Section 

1587, shall determine whether the parent or other person in the parental relation has complied 

with the notice.  The Attendance officer shall make a complaint against the parent or other 

person in the parental relation having the legal charge and control of the child who fails to 

comply to the Court having jurisdiction in the county of residence for refusal or neglect to send 

the child to school.  The Court shall issue a warrant upon the complaint and shall proceed to 

hear and determine it in the same manner as is provided for other cases under its jurisdiction.  

Michigan Compiled Laws Section 380.1588 

SEC. 1599.  A parent or other in parental relation who fails to comply with this part is 

guilty of a misdemeanor, punishable by a fine of not less than $5.00 nor more than $50.00, or 

imprisonment for not less than 2 nor more than 90 days or both. Michigan Compiled Laws 

Section 380.1599. 

SEC. 1571. (3)  An Attendance Officer of an intermediate school district or a local school 

district shall have the powers of a deputy sheriff within the district or intermediate school district 

while performing official duties. Michigan Compiled Laws Section 380.1571 (3). 
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APPENDIX C 

Interview Instrument 

Interviews with Principals, Truant Officer, Community Police Officer,  
and Other Agency Representatives 

 
Weed & Seed Truancy Initiative 

1999-2000 
 
These questions are designed to obtain qualitative data for the Truancy Initiative evaluation 
research project.  We are interested in gathering as much detailed information as possible from 
all those who participated in implementing the program, and appreciate your cooperation in this 
effort.   
 
1.  Process Evaluation 
[These questions pertain to your experience in implementing the Truancy Initiative]   
 

A.)  Overall, how would you rate the truancy initiative?  
 

B.)  Before instituting the truancy initiative, were there any formal steps taken to combat 
truancy?  How does this program improve on those previous efforts?  

 
C.)  Do you believe the flow chart outlined by Weed and Seed (the various stages of the 

program) was appropriate for addressing the problem of early truancy? 
- Did you deviate from the flow chart in any way?  If so, how?  (more letters sent, 
different letters sent, other kinds of contact made, congratulatory letters sent)  

 
D.)  How do you rate the coordination among the agencies involved in the Truancy 

Initiative?  How much of your time implementing the program was spent contacting 
other agencies?   

E.)  What is your impression of the referrals process? Was the process particularly easy or 
difficult?  (For Truant Officer) 

 
F.)  How much support did you receive from teachers and parents in implementing the 

program?  Do you feel you had cooperation from your staff in implementing the 
program?  How were they involved in the process?   

 
G.)  Has this program interfered in any way with the administration of the school?  If yes, 

how?   
 

H.)  How much of a time commitment has this program required of you?  What steps of the 
process were particularly time-consuming?  Which were the most efficient? 

 
I.)  Are there any specific issues related to absenteeism that did not fit within the truancy 

program?   (Lice, migrant population, no mandatory attendance in kindergarten, 
mobility, tardies)  
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2.  Perceived Impact of the Truancy Initiative     
[These questions pertain to your opinion on the overall effectiveness of the Truancy 
Initiative] 
 

A.)  In your opinion, is a collaborative effort the best way to approach the problem of 
early truancy?  Is it necessary to have several agencies address this issue at 
once?  Why or why not?  

 
B.)  How do you evaluate the success of this truancy initiative during the 1999-2000 

school year?  What factors do you believe determine success?  In what ways 
has the program failed?   

 
C.)  Based on your experience, would you recommend this initiative to other 

schools?  Do you anticipate that other schools would be able to carry out this 
program as you have done and achieve success?  

 
D.) Will you continue to implement this program at your school in the future?  Are  

there any changes you would like to see in a future program? 
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 APPENDIX D 

Resolution – Grand Rapids Board of Education 

 
Resolution 

Truancy Coalition 
September 1999 

 
WHEREAS, the Grand Rapids Board of Education believes that daily 

participation in classroom instruction is essential to academic success and, therefore, is 
actively working to deter student truancy in the Grand Rapids Public Schools; and 

 
WHEREAS, the Grand Rapids Board of Education is committed to implementing 

the process crafted by the Truancy Coalition on a pilot program basis for the three 
schools in the Operation Weed & Seed target area (Sibley, Straight, and Stocking 
Elementary Schools); and 

 
WHEREAS, the Grand Rapids Public Schools will provide in-service training for 

the principals and attendance officers serving those schools to educate them on new 
procedures and documentation, thereby ensuring that the policy is implemented on a 
consistent basis and that the proper documentation is available in case prosecution 
becomes necessary and/or to allow for evaluation of the effectiveness of the program; 
and  

 
WHEREAS, the Grand Rapids Public Schools will educate parents on the new 

policy and publicize the initiative as a collaborative effort with the organizations 
represented in the Coalition; and  

 
WHEREAS, the Grand Rapids Public Schools will provide Michigan State 

University with access to information to complete the evaluation of the pilot program; 
 
THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED, that the Grand Rapids Public Schools will 

work with operation Weed & Seed, the Family Independence Agency, Community 
Mental Health, the Grand Rapids Police Department, the Kent Intermediate School 
District, the Circuit Court Family Division, and many other agencies to implement this 
course of action. 

 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, that a copy of this Resolution be printed in the 

Proceedings of the Board, a copy placed on file, and a copy posted in each school 
building. 

 
THE BOARD OF EDUCATION 

OF THE GRAND RAPIDS PUBLIC SCHOOLS 
Grand Rapids, Michigan 

 
September 20, 1999 
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