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STAYING POWER: Assessing the Impact of the be@school Program on Student 
Attendance Behavior 

Truancy has reached epidemic levels in schools in the United States. School truancy is 
associated with delinquency, substance abuse, educational failure, and school attrition. This 
paper describes 2010-2011 evaluation results of the be@school truancy intervention program in 
Hennepin County, Minnesota’s most populous county. The program was implemented to 
increase school attendance through coordinated, progressive early intervention efforts that 
provide educational and support services to school-age children and their families. Over 6,000 
children, grades K-12, and their families were referred to the program. The evaluation 
compared children’s attendance records before and after program interventions. Results showed 
a significant reduction in unexcused absence rates among students whose families participated 
in parent group meetings. Moreover, students whose families received community agency 
support had significantly fewer absences than their counterparts who received no such support. 
The findings suggest that early school interventions that include community and parental 
involvement can markedly reduce student truancy rates. 
 
Habitual truancy refers to students who exceed the number of unexcused absences allowed under 
state law (Yeide & Kobrin, 2009). The consequences of school truancy are so serious that the 
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) named truancy reduction one of 
its national priorities (Henry & Huizinga, 2007). School truancy data paint a grim picture of the 
extent of the problem in the United States. For example, trends in petitioned truancy cases show 
that between 1995 and 2005, the number of petitioned truancy cases increased by 60 percent, 
from 32,800 to 52,400 (Puzzanchera & Stickmond, 2008).  

While the number of truancy cases increased for all ages, the largest increases were seen among 
16- and 17- year-olds and truancy and chronic absences often start much earlier. An analysis by 
the National Center for Children in Poverty (NCCP) found that 11 percent of kindergartners and 
nine percent of first graders were chronically absent and these rates are conservative estimates 
given the reporting patterns among schools (Chang & Romero, 2008). Nauer, White, and 
Yerneni (2008) reported that 20 percent of elementary school students (90,000) in New York 
City Schools missed at least one-month of school during the 2007-2008 school year. In 
Baltimore, data from the Baltimore Education Research Project showed that more than one-third 
of the first grade cohort missed one or more months of schooling in one year (Balfanz, Durham 
& Plank, 2008).  

A review of literature on effective approaches to reducing school truancy found that schools need 
to make systematic changes to reengage students who have poor attendance (Wilder Research 
Center, 2003). Some promising practices include conducting family workshops focused on 
school attendance and connecting parents with school contact persons with a particular emphasis 
on outreach to diverse families (Epstein & Sheldon, 2002). Researchers in a Minnesota study 
found that a collaborative approach of county social service combined with community based 
programs significantly increased school attendance for high-risk children (Gerrard & Owen, 
2003). This paper presents the 2010-2011 evaluation findings of the Hennepin County 
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be@School attendance program which incorporated both early interventions with families and 
involvement from community based agencies in their program. 

BE@SCHOOL PROGRAM OVERVIEW 

In an attempt to serve families in Minneapolis and the surrounding area, the Hennepin County 
Attorney’s Office (HCAO) initiated a collaborative effort with school systems and community 
agencies to support families whose children had poor school attendance. The program provides 
early intervention efforts that focus on educational and support services to school-age children 
and their families. Three interventions were offered: Parent Group Meetings (PGM), School 
Attendance Review (STAR) meetings, and Court Interventions. 

Parent Group Meetings (PGM). Students who accrued six unexcused absences were referred to 
the County Attorney’s Office. Their parents were sent a letter inviting them to attend a Parent 
Group Meeting (PGM). Meetings consisted of multiple families and were held in community-
based locations. At the PGM, staff from the Hennepin County Attorney’s Office spoke to parents 
about the benefits of education, compulsory school attendance laws, the consequences of 
continued unexcused absences, and services available to assist parents. Families that had children 
in kindergarten through second grade were specifically targeted for community agency support. 
Families were assigned agencies based on their particular needs and geographical location. 

School Team Attendance Reviews meetings (STAR). Families whose children accumulate three 
additional unexcused absences (nine absences) are invited to a School Team Attendance Review 
meeting (STAR). These meetings are attended by parents, the student (if 12 or older), Hennepin 
County Attorney’s Office staff, a community service agency representative, and a school staff 
member. The goal of the STAR meeting is to develop a specific plan to remove obstacles that 
affect school attendance. After the meeting, the community agency monitors the child’s 
attendance weekly and continues to provide assistance. 

EVALUATION DESIGN AND METHODS 

The evaluation was designed to assess the effectiveness of the be@school Program.  
The outcome measure of interest was unexcused absences since the program was designed to 
decrease this attendance behavior. 
 
The evaluation addressed three questions: 

1. To what degree does the be@school Program change students’ attendance behaviors? 
2. Does student attendance behavior after program participation (30-, 60-, and 90-day 

markers) differ significantly from students’ attendance behavior before program 
participation? 

3. What are the characteristics of students who are considered successful in the be@school 
Program? 

 
  



 

3 
 

Sample 
During the 2010-2011 school year, 6,026 children from 21 Hennepin County school districts 
were referred to the be@school Program for unexcused absences. In October 2011, evaluators 
requested school absence records for the 6,026 student participants. By mid-January, ten districts 
and two independent schools had provided the evaluators with absence data for 4,522 of the 
students. These records represented approximately 78% of the total 6,026 student referral pool. 
Of the 4,522 students, 1,654 (36%) participated in one or more of the be@school Program 
interventions. After analyzing the absence records for the 1,654 students, 157 records were 
eliminated from the sample as incomplete records. The final evaluation sample consisted of 
1,497 students: 836 PGM students, 829 STAR students, and 168 students who participated in 
both program components. 
 
The largest proportion of students (35%) was in grades 9, 10, or 11. Approximately 55% of the 
students were African American, 14% were Hispanic, 13% were Caucasian, 10% were American 
Indian, and 6% were Asian or Asian American. A small percentage of the students’ ethnicities 
(2%) were recorded as “multiple,” “unknown,” or “other.” Fifty-three percent of the final sample 
was males and 47% was females. 
  
Procedures 
The data analyses procedures used to answer the evaluation questions are described below. 
 

1. To what degree does the be@school Program change students’ attendance behaviors? 
 
Evaluators calculated an individual absence rate for each of the 1,497 students by dividing the 
number of unexcused absences the student had by the number of days the student was enrolled 
prior to receiving either a PGM or STAR intervention. The same procedure was used to 
determine unexcused absence rates after each intervention. The same procedure was used for the 
students who were involved in both a PGM and STAR. Average absence rates were calculated 
from the individual rates and then used in a statistical comparison of unexcused absences before 
and after program interventions. 
 

2. Does student attendance behavior after program participation (30-, 60-, and 90-day 
markers) differ significantly from students’ attendance behavior before program 
participation? 

 
Using the same procedure described above, an average rate of absences prior to each intervention 
was calculated for those students participating in the intervention. This mean was used in a 
comparison of unexcused absence rates for the same students at 20 days, 40 days and 
60 days after their individual program intervention. Evaluators used these time markers (20, 
40, and 60 days) since attendance records reflected school days rather than calendar weeks. 
These time intervals best represented the post-intervention periods of 30, 60, and 90 days. This 
analysis was performed to examine trends in school attendance both before and after a program 
intervention at specific time intervals. 
 

3. What are the characteristics of students who are considered successful in the be@school 
Program? 
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To answer this question, participant characteristics (gender, grade level, race/ethnicity), their 
absence records, school district affiliation, and community agency type and support were 
examined for any significant relationships. A test for the strength of association was applied to 
test whether any variables were significantly related to truancy rates (i.e., program success). 
 
Additionally, the evaluators were asked to determine the extent to which agency support for 
families impacted truancy rates among the children. To answer this question, a random sample of 
PGM students who received agency support were compared to a random sample of PGM 
students who received no agency assistance. The outcome measure was each group’s unexcused 
absences for the 2010-2011 school year. The same comparative analysis was conducted on the 
unexcused absences of students who had a STAR intervention. 
 
The evaluators also examined and qualitatively analyzed documentations by school and agency 
representatives on impediments to school attendance. The findings are presented to aid in the 
interpretation of factors that may impact student success. 
 

RESULTS 

The evaluation results attempted to answer the three questions outlined in the previous section. 
 

1. To what degree does the be@school Program change students’ attendance behaviors? 
 
The first analysis conducted to answer this question was a comparison of the mean rate of 
unexcused absences pre- intervention to the mean rate of unexcused absences post intervention. 
 
Parent Group Meeting (PGM). A total of 836 students and their families participated in a PGM. 
A paired t-test was used to compare pre-intervention truancy rates with post-intervention truancy 
rates. The mean average percent of unexcused absences for this group prior to the PGM was 
10.57, SD = 9.173. The mean rate of unexcused absences after the PGM was 9.00, SD = 11.330. 
The t-test revealed a statistically significant difference between pre- and post- intervention 
truancies with t(835) = 4.014, p < .05. This test shows that truancy rate decreased significantly 
post-intervention. 
 
School Team Attendance Review (STAR). There were 829 students and their families that 
attended a STAR meeting. A paired t-test was again used to test for significance between the rate 
of unexcused absences before and after the STAR intervention. The mean rate of unexcused 
absences for this group pre-intervention was 13.57, SD = 9.299. The mean rate post-intervention 
was 14.18, SD = 14.158. In this case, the t-test revealed that there was no significant difference 
between pre- and post-intervention absence rates with t(828) = -1.235, p = .217. 
 
Combined Parent Group Meeting (PGM) and School Team Attendance Review (STAR). There 
were 168 students and their families who attended both a PGM and a STAR meeting. Two paired 
t-tests were used to examine any significant differences in truancy before and after these 
interventions. The analysis showed no significant differences between pre and post-intervention 
when considering both the PGM and STAR programs. 
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2. Does student attendance behavior after program participation (30-, 60-, and 90-day 
markers) differ significantly from students’ attendance behavior before program 
participation? 

 
This analysis examined trends in school attendance pre- and post-intervention at the designated 
time intervals.  
 
Parent Group Meeting (PGM). The analysis indicated that after a PGM, truancy rates decreased 
notably across all three follow-up time intervals. At one month after the intervention 99% of the 
students had no recorded unexcused absences and 79% had no unexcused absences at the 60-day 
marker. 
 
School Team Attendance Review (STAR). While the analysis indicated that the number of truant 
students steadily increased over the three month period, there remained a large percentage of 
students who had no unexcused absences post-intervention. For example, 94% of students had no 
recorded unexcused absences at 30 days, and 69% had no unexcused absences after 60 days. 
Additionally, there was a shift towards fewer unexcused attendance rates as indicated by lower 
mean absence rates at 30-, 60- and 90-day markers. 
 
Parent Group Meeting (PGM) and School Team Attendance Review (STAR). After the PGM, 
99% of the students in the intervention had no unexcused absences for the three-month period 
following the intervention. After the STAR meeting, 90% of the students had no recorded 
unexcused absences at the 30-day marker. At the 60- and 90-day markers unexcused absence 
rates trended substantially downward. Unexcused absences were almost cut in half at these two 
timeframes when compared to 30 days after a STAR meeting. 
 
The rates of unexcused absences for the 168 students who participated in both a PGM and STAR 
intervention dropped most after the PGM intervention. 
 

3. What are the characteristics of students who are considered successful in the be@school 
Program? 

 
To help understand what characteristics might impact school unexcused absence rates, the 
evaluators examined three specific factors. They were: 1) demographic characteristics of 
students; 2) agency support for students and families; and, 3) impediments to school attendance. 
 
Student characteristics and unexcused absences. For this analysis, the number of unexcused 
absences in 2010-2011 was summed for each of the 1,497 student-participants in the be@school 
Program. The unexcused absences summed were then statistically related to characteristics such 
as students’ school district, gender, ethnicity and grade level. The purpose of the analysis was to 
identify any variables that may be associated with school attendance.  
 
Grade level and ethnicity showed a significant positive relationship with unexcused absences. 
The significant correlation between truancy and grade level showed that unexcused absence rates 
increased as students moved up in grade level. This finding was supported by examining the 
average truancy rates at each grade level. The highest truancy rates occurred in grade 12 (M = 
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29.29 days), grade 11 (M = 26.81 days) and grade 10 (M = 22.92 days). The lowest unexcused 
absence rates occurred in grade 5 (M = 12.41 days) and grade 4 (M = 13.01 days). While 
kindergarten (M = 14.41 days) and first grade (M = 15.26 days) had slightly higher absent rates 
than the mid-grade levels, their average truant record was still substantially lower than the upper 
grades. 
 
When examining the significant correlation between truancy and ethnicity, researchers noted that 
Hispanic students had the lowest rate of truancy (M = 17.68 days) while American Indian 
students had the highest truancy rate (M = 20.42 days). This narrow range confirms that all 
ethnicity groups had similar truancy rates. For example, African American students had a mean 
truancy rate of 19.78 days, Asian American students’ mean was 19.01 days, and Caucasian 
students’ mean was 19.20 days. 
 
Community Agency Support. To assess the effectiveness of agency support, a random sample of 
PGM and STAR students who were receiving agency help were compared on school year 
truancies to PGM and STAR students who were not linked to agencies. The t-test for the PGM 
groups revealed a significant difference among the groups with t(145) = 3.72, p < .05. Those 
students receiving agency help had significantly fewer absences. When comparing STAR 
students with agency support to those without there was no significant difference between the 
truancy rates of these two groups. The analysis showed that PGM students may benefit more 
from the intervention if they receive agency support. 
 
Barriers. Agency representatives and school officials documented some of the barriers these 
students were having that impacted their ability to attend school. 
 
The most significant impediments to school attendance for families appeared to be transportation 
to school and language barriers between families and schools. Another notable barrier to school 
attendance related to the high mobility rate among families. Qualitative data also suggested 
schools often found it difficult to communicate regularly and effectively with many families. For 
example, some families did not have a telephone or their mailing address had changed and the 
school was unable to contact them. All of these barriers interfered with the school’s and the 
agency’s ability to work effectively with students and their families. 
 

IMPLICATIONS 

This evaluation demonstrated that the Parent Group Meeting (PGM) is effective in reducing 
absenteeism. Students whose families attended a PGM had significantly lower unexcused 
absence rates post-intervention during the 2010-2011 school year. Trend analysis also showed 
that absence rates, on average, were cut in half for up to 90 days after a PGM when compared to 
absences prior to the intervention. Additionally, PGM children whose families participated in 
community agent support showed significantly fewer absences after the intervention.  
 
The evaluation indicates mixed results on the effectiveness of the School Team Attendance 
Review (STAR) meeting. The students who had only a STAR intervention (no PGM) showed no 
significant differences in unexcused absence rates post-intervention. Similarly, students and 
families who participated in a PGM and progressed to a STAR meeting showed no significant 
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differences in unexcused absence rates post-intervention (both PGM and STAR). Nevertheless, 
large proportions of students had no unexcused absences post-intervention. 
 
The findings suggest that encouraging family involvement and supporting families through 
comprehensive community support services will lead to improvements in school attendance 
behaviors for children and youth. 
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