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The definition of truancy at an online school does not mirror the definition of truancy at a traditional school.  At the traditional school, students arrive at school or do not arrive at school, sit in classes or do not sit in classes, and either attend school or are considered truant if their lack of attendance does not fit into the excused categories provided by the laws of the students’ states of residence.  Attendance is considered physically sitting in a seat for the determined number of minutes or hours that the school holds academic programming.  State legislators have written truancy laws with traditional schools in mind; however, students attending online schools must adhere to these laws as well.   This article will examine how these laws apply to online students and the role of online schools in the enforcement of these laws.  In addition, this article will advocate for online schools to take the lead in providing a clear definition of attendance as well as to cooperate and to collaborate with state departments which oversee truancy enforcement.  One should note that the information in this article will illustrate these concepts using Minnesota truancy laws and the policies and procedures of Wolf Creek Online High School, an online hybrid charter high school in Minnesota.
Truancy Laws and Online Students

Truancy laws and definitions differ in each state.  In Minnesota, Statutes 120A.22 and 260A require that, once they enroll in school or by age seven, children must attend school every hour of every day through the age of 18 unless they are formally withdrawn with parental consent after age 16.  The law grants schools the ability to define what is considered an excused absence and what is considered an unexcused absence.  The letter of the law in Minnesota allows for an absence to be one period of one day (but not 7 periods in the same day).  Each of the 87 counties in Minnesota differ in their execution of these statutes; some place students on probation while others provide social service supports in order to assist the students in reestablishing acceptable attendance.  Regardless, responsibility for the initial reporting of truant students falls on the schools that the students attend.  Once students accrue seven unexcused absences or more, their schools must file truancy petitions in the students’ counties of residence.  This action forces the schools, the county representatives, and the families of truant students to become connected in a web meant to support students’ improved attendance at school.  Whether they are public school students, non-public school students, or home-schooled students, the statutes are clear that all students must comply with the compulsory instruction laws.
Over the course of the past five years, Wolf Creek Online High School’s school board has wrestled with creating a definition of attendance that will translate into understandable terms for those in the various state departments who enforce the statutes.  In the traditional setting, there is no need for schools to create a definition of attendance because students either attend school or not.  If the students do not physically enter the school building and attend classes, the students are not attending and may be subject to truancy proceedings.  Even if the students sleep through the entire day at school, turn in no work, and accrue no credits toward graduation, traditional schools consider those students to be in attendance by virtue of being there.  This differs from the online setting.  Because students at Wolf Creek work from a distance for a minimum of three days each week, their physical presence in a building does not occur on those days.  This obstacle required that the school board and staff think creatively in order to construct a method by which attendance could be tracked and then translated into hours and days in order to communicate in the common terms of those who enforce the statutes.  Although the Wolf Creek policy is recognized by most county programs as one worthy of modeling, each online school is unique and needs to create its own definition of attendance and truancy.
Definitions of Attendance and Truancy


After much collaboration among staff members, the Wolf Creek school board adopted Policy 503 - Student Attendance – on January 13, 2009.  The policy can be found under required school board policies on the school’s website: triowolfcreek.com.  Because students can work at their own pace throughout the term, the staff determined that the policy should define attendance time in relation to work completion.  Each student should submit, in quantity and quality, a minimum of approximately 25% worth of school work each week.  The staff determined this percentage based on final grades of C- divided by 9 weeks in each quarter term.  The policy does allow for flexibility within these limits.  Students may choose to complete this entire percentage on one class as they focus on one subject for the week; alternatively, students may choose to complete this entire percentage spread out over all of the classes in which they are enrolled for the term. This breaks down into 5% for each day of the five day school week.  Therefore, the policy considers students in attendance one day for each 5% completed; conversely, students are absent one day for each 5% not completed out of 25% minimum in a week.
	 
	Wk1 % of Work Completion
	Wk 1 Days Absent/
Potentially Truant

	Student A
	5%
	4 days

	Student B
	10%
	3 days

	Student C
	35%
	0 days



Because the Minnesota statutes allow schools to define the truancy vocabulary words (attendance, unexcused absence, excused absence, etc.), it is the responsibility of each online school in the state to provide this definition in a way that county officials can understand.  Each state differs; therefore, it is imperative that online schools investigate the statutes in their states in order to not only have knowledge of these policies but to also adhere to these policies by constructing an attendance policy that means something to social workers, probation officers, and judges.

The Role of Online Schools in Truancy Enforcement

After the Wolf Creek school board passed its attendance policy, the staff developed the enforcement procedures. Once the students’ advisors calculate the number of absent days, the advisors then determine whether the absences fall into the definition of excused or unexcused.  Minnesota statutes require that school determine this classification prior to engaging students in the truancy process.  After determining how many days of unexcused absences students have, the advisors contact the truancy coordinator to assist in an intervention process which Minnesota statutes also require that schools take through letters, phone calls with parents, and in-person meetings with students and parents.  If a student reaches four days of unexcused absences, the truancy coordinator requires that the student and parents meet with the advisor and the truancy coordinator in person in order to devise a plan which supports the student’s increased attendance.  At this meeting, the truancy coordinator typically questions the student and parents about the background causes of the attendance issues and may suggest some interventions to assist the student in successful work completion.  If the student continues to accrue unexcused absences after this meeting and an attempt at interventions, the truancy coordinator files a truancy petition in the county of the student’s residence, provides documentation for the county officials, and may attend court in order to support the truancy petition.
	 
	3 days of Truancy
	4 days of Truancy
	7 days of Truancy

	Action by Wolf Creek:
	Letter home of warning.
	Student/Parent Meeting
	Truancy petition in county of residence.


Online schools need to determine procedures for the process of enforcing the truancy statutes of their states.   While it may seem like a difficult task, enforcement of truancy statutes is not optional.  This is imperative, especially for online schools which receive public funding, in order for the general public to see online schools in a positive light.  In addition, online schools need to come to grips with the fact that they may lose students by following the truancy laws.  Regardless, online schools need to be seen as schools who comply with all state statutes, not simply the ones that are comfortable or easy to follow.
Collaboration with County Officials
Once Wolf Creek’s school board approved Policy 503, the director appointed a truancy coordinator to facilitate the tracking of students, the pre-truancy intervention procedures, and the filing of truancy petitions.  The truancy coordinator has networked with county officials throughout the state of Minnesota in order to gain an understanding of each county’s procedures and to build relationships with county officials in the counties in which significant numbers of students reside.  This has allowed the truancy coordinator to communicate with people around the state about online schools and the place online schools have in our country’s evolving educational structure.  Chisago County social workers actually refer students to Wolf Creek Online High School when the setting could alleviate the issues behind the truant actions and could allow for the student to experience success.
Online schools need to have a “face of truancy.”  In the same way that school officials do not enjoy having to work with too many different county officials, those county officials do not enjoy having to work with too many different school officials.  If online schools would each have a single truancy coordinator or several coordinators who consistently work with the same counties, the county officials would be thrilled.  Online schools need to realize that public officials such as judges, county attorneys, social workers, and probation officers assist in the creation of public policy and state statutes.  Cooperating and collaborating with public officials will not only assist our students and their success but will also provide the background for positive relationships with those who influence those who write laws that impact even online schools.
Student Examples

Audra (not student’s actual name) was a student in a St. Paul public high school and resident of Ramsey County.   She became truant due to recurring illnesses in her own life and in the lives of family members.  The Ramsey County attorney’s office suggested that she enroll at an online high school in order to avoid continued truant behavior.  At first, the Wolf Creek system of attendance caused Audra to continue to exhibit truant behaviors as she adjusted to the different approach.  After a month of struggling, Audra was able to successfully complete work at the required pace, and the attorney’s office dismissed the truancy petition against her and her family at the end of two successful months.  Audra will graduate from Wolf Creek in June 2010.  She plans to attend a community college and then may go on to a four-year university.
Jason (not student’s actual name) had attended four different high schools in the two years prior to enrolling at Wolf Creek as a tenth grade student.  He and his family moved around a lot due to the economy and experienced frequent homelessness.  Each time he changed residences, he changed schools.  Truancy followed him as he changed districts, counties, and schools.  Chisago County social workers suggested that he enroll in an online school so that he could stay in the same school regardless of where he lived.  Jason’s attendance has improved, and Wolf Creek anticipates that he will be dismissed from truancy case management by the end of this school year.

Frank is a freshman student who started at Wolf Creek in fall of 2009.  During the first quarter, he completed work weekly making adequate progress each week.  At the beginning of the second quarter, Frank’s progress slowly deteriorated.  At the same time, his parents were going through a very difficult divorce that was emotionally taxing on the entire family.  One week he would make adequate progress.  The next he would not.  The truancy coordinator at Wolf Creek mailed home warning letters at the three day truant mark and the four day truant mark.  The four day letter requested that Frank and his parent/guardian attend a meeting with the truancy coordinator.  At the meeting, Frank shared the obstacles that he encountered to school success including depression and anxiety as well as anger issues resulting from the way that his father had been treating his mother.  The truancy coordinator recommended that his family speak with the family physician and pursue counseling regarding these issues.  Frank continued to accrue unexcused (truant) absences, so the truancy coordinator filed a truancy petition in Washington County.  Frank has been assigned a truancy social worker who will observe him and his family system as well as provide truancy case management in an effort to keep Frank and his family out of court.  The social worker has required family and personal counseling as well as increased attendance (work completion).  She has also asked the school to increase supports of Frank and his family.  These supports include daily check-ins with Frank, weekly reports to his parents and truancy social worker, scheduled help sessions, and enrollment in a class that assists students in identifying obstacles to personal and academic success.  The social worker will determine when and if Frank and his family will be summoned to appear in court for the truancy petition.  As long as Frank follows the plan agreed upon with the truancy social worker, Frank and his family will avoid appearing in court.
Action Plan for Online Schools

In order for online schools to assert and maintain a credible presence in the education realm, they must adhere to the state and federal statutes which govern educational practices.  In the same way that public online school students must participate in standardized testing in order to comply with the federal No Child Left Behind policy, they must be held accountable for those actions governed by state and federal statutes in regards to attendance and truancy.  Online schools must write policies which define and govern attendance and truancy.  Online schools must put procedures in place which include communication with students and parents about truant behavior, interventions for students in an effort to alleviate the causes of truant behavior, and the filing of truancy petitions when necessary.  Online schools must be willing to cooperate and collaborate with county and state officials in order to build positive relationships, to assist in the enforcement of truancy laws, and to maintain a high standard of educational excellence.  This is not an optional course of action; this is a necessary course of action.  The continued existence of this educational option depends on it.
Note: the author of this article is willing to assist online schools in the writing of policies and procedures.

