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Good morning, Chairman Clymer, Chairman Roebuck and distinguished members of
the House Education Committee. My name is Eric Eshbach. I serve as superintendent of the
Northern York County School District. I also serve as chairman of the Legislative Committee
of the Pennsylvania Association of School Administrators (PASA). Joining me is Sharon
Laverdure, superintendent of the East Stroudsburg Area School District. PASA represents
schools superintendents and other school leaders from across the Commonwealth.

The tragic death of Eileen Di Nino in June while serving a jail sentence for her failure to
pay truancy fines placed the issue of student truancy and the outdated and complex multijurisdictional challenges of effectively addressing truancy on the front page of newspapers
and in the headlines on television news across the nation. Truancy is a significant problem in
our state. During the 2012-13 school year, across the state 8.8 percent of the total public
school enrollment - 154,000 students - were habitually truant. "Habitually truant" means
the student had an unexcused absence of more than six days. In 2010, excluding the City of
Philadelphia, 77,261 citations were filed statewide against students and/or their parents by
Magisterial District Courts. Of these, 5,616 juveniles were certified to the Court of Common
Pleas for failure to pay fines. Total fines collected were $1.2 million.

The truancy problem crosses the span of grade levels, with the portion of students
who are truant increasing as students progress from elementary to middle school and into
high school. But, even at the elementary level, the problem is not insignificant. Statewide,
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five percent of students enrolled in grades one through five are classified as habitually truant.
The percentage increases to seven percent in middle school and dramatically increases to
over twelve percent in high school.

Truant youth are more likely to perform poorly in school, drop out of school, use
illegal drugs, commit crime and engage in other high-risk behaviors. Truant behavior is a
predictor of poor adult outcomes such as job and martial instability, lower status/low-paying
jobs, adult criminality and incarceration. Truancy is often a symptom of other problems that
include bullying, social isolation, substance abuse, mental health issues, criminal activity,
abuse, family dysfunction, homelessness, deficient parenting skills and incorrigible or
delinquent behavior.

In 1895 the Commonwealth first made school attendance compulsory for children
between ages 8 and 13. Sanctions were imposed for the first offense, with fines of $2 per day
levied against parents provided they were afforded the notice in writing, given the
opportunity to appeal the fine and granted an opportunity to comply with the law. A second
offense could subject the parent to a sentence of not more than five days in jail.

This basic framework remains in place today, with sections 1333, 1338.1, 1341 and
other related provisions of the School Code that address compulsory attendance, truancy,
procedures and sanctions having last been updated in 1995 during the Special Legislative
Session on Juvenile Crime.

State agencies, state associations and other groups have formed work groups, task
forces and committees to address the truancy challenge numerous times over the past
decade. Most recently, in 2010, the Truancy Workgroup, of which PASA was a member,
produced a report with recommendations provided to the Pennsylvania State Roundtable
titled Truancy: A Call-to-Action. The State Roundtable is convened by the Supreme Court
Justice, The Honorable Max Baer, and is co-chaired by the Administrator of Office of Children
Family Courts and the DPW Deputy Secretary for the Office of Children, Youth and Families.
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The workgroup continues to meet and explore the issue under a new name, The Educational
Success and Truancy Prevention workgroup.
(www.ocfcpacourts.us/assets/upload/Truancy%20A%20Call%20to%20Action%20Final.pdf)

The Department of Education, working closely with other state agencies and
organizations, developed a Basic Education Circular on Compulsory Education and Truancy
Elimination Plans and also developed the Pennsylvania Truancy Toolkit that contains data,
research, informational resources, best practices and other valuable information.
(http://www.patruancvtoolkit.info)

Through these efforts and the resources developed as the result of each, significant
progress has been made to advance local efforts to address the truancy. We would like to
share with you perspectives from two very different school districts in two separate parts of
the Commonwealth.

Northern York County School District, a rural fringe school district just 15 miles from
where we sit today, has just over 3,200 students enrolled in our four elementary schools, one
middle school and one high school. As one of 16 school districts in York County, we are active
participants in the York County Truancy Prevention Initiative. Almost 15 years ago, Judge
John Uhler observed that as many as 90-95% of youth appearing before him in juvenile court
delinquency proceedings were habitual truants. In response, he convened a group that
evolved into the Truancy Prevention Initiative. With over 45 stakeholders, including teachers
and school administrators, lawyers, magisterial district judges, social service providers, the
medical community and parents, this group has worked diligently to combat truancy. In
2010, a director was hired for this initiative to assist with collaboration and standardization of
practices across the county.

The York County Truancy Prevention Initiative strategically plans to be proactive in its
efforts to eliminate truancy, focusing on imperatives, including gathering consistent and
relevant data, enhancing collaborative efforts of all stakeholders, providing technical
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assistance to school districts, district judges, parents and others, and making concerted
efforts at sustainability and advocacy to maintain their valiant efforts. The work of this
model of collaboration is in line with the work of the Truancy Work Group in 2010 and
follows the recommendations outlined in PDE's Basic Education Circular on Truancy
Elimination Plans. Most importantly, it establishes opportunities for school districts to be
proactive and reduce habitual truancy because of the intentional actions it takes to involve
parents early and often to have students attend school.

The result of this work can be seen when comparing truancy data for our school
district ten years ago with similar data from last school year. For the 2004-2005 school year,
we sent 103 notices to parents of truant students. Of those, we referred 44 cases to our
magisterial district judge. Sixty-two percent of these were found guilty, and 70 percent of
those found guilty were assessed fines. From those numbers, it is obvious to discern that
while truancy wasn't a huge problem for Northern York, the simple "threaten and fine"
mentality was not effective. Compare that to 2013-2014, when only seven citations were
filed with our District Magistrate. Those seven citations came after 62 letters were sent out
(after the fourth unlawful absence), 31 Truancy Elimination Plans were crafted, and 95% of
those were completed, and five cases were referred to Children and Youth Services.

Throughout the year, the York County Truancy Prevention Initiative helps school
districts gather and analyze data that not only provides information on truancy, but also
identifies key risk factors for potential dropouts. It has also ensured that school districts
across our county have consistent policies and procedures and that the medical professionals
in our area understand the role they play in reducing truancy.
The East Stroudsburg Area School District has partnered with Magisterial District
Justices (MDJ) and the Monroe County Court of Common Pleas in an effort to combat truancy
more effectively, through a collaborative effort involving the Dependency Roundtable, county
children and youth services (CVS), community service organizations, and other local school
districts. This has required collaborative efforts between school districts in our county in
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policy construction, while leaving opportunity for local implementation strategies
surrounding enforcement of compulsory attendance laws, with a goal of mitigation before
penalty.

To that end, we have constructed Administrative Regulations, to ensure our
attendance policy is enforced in a manner consistent with the spirit of the law, yet yields
when available mitigations strategies are successful in resolving the truancy. These mitigation
strategies, in all of our schools, include a parent/school conference and the implementation
of an individualized Truancy Elimination Plan (TEP), as outlined in the Department of
Education's Basic Education Circular (BEC).

Additionally, where there is availability and cooperation from the local MDJ and Court
of Common Pleas, habitually truant students and their parents or guardians are invited to a
meeting with the MDJ, where representatives from CVS and other support organizations are
often present to provide information about programs and services to help combat truancy in
each individual situation.

Since truancy is often a symptom of other underlying challenges, it is important to
examine each case on its own merits. Unfortunately, since involvement in programs like ours
are not mandated for parents, students, MDJs, or the Court, its success is somewhat
dependent on chance. In a district like ours, which spans two counties and six municipalities,
there are many variables involved, and we are unable to ensure all students have equal
access to assistance.

For example, the available Pennsylvania Safe Schools reports for our district's high
schools for the school years 2009-2010 through 2013-2014 inclusive show a reduction in cases
of habitual truancy of 44.5 percent at our South High School, but only a 5.8 percent reduction
in cases at our North High School, which is commensurate with decreased enrollment for the
period. The reason for the difference? Our South High School is situated in a municipality
where all aspects of our truancy mitigation program are available through voluntary
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participation, whereas our North High School is not. We are working to establish
relationships with newly elected public officials to change that.

In lieu of a mandated truancy mitigation program, the law provides for penalty, which
some MDJs are understandably reluctant to impose. The result, therefore, in some cases is
neither mitigation nor penalty, thus, no remediation or elimination of truancy.

As illustrated by the data presented and local community-based efforts already
underway, it is clear that truancy is a serious, widespread problem that can only be
effectively addressed through collaboration among schools, the judiciary, law enforcement,
county children and family services agencies, social and human service agencies and families.

The issue begs a comprehensive legislative and policy review that extends beyond the
scope of authority of the education committee. Truancy is addressed in four separate titles of
Pennsylvania law: Public School Code, Child Protective Services Act, Juvenile Act and the
Crimes Code.

The issue requires a comprehensive review process similar to that created by the
General Assembly when it established the Task Force on Child Protection, which was charged
to thoroughly review state laws and procedures governing child protection and the reporting
of child abuse. Like the issue of child protection and reporting child abuse, truancy is
addressed in legislation outside the authority of one sector and legislative committee. If we
are serious about addressing the challenge, rather than continue the practice of tweaking
statutory provisions, it is time to undertake a comprehensive review of state statutory and
regulatory provisions related to truancy and to update and enact new provisions that will
support and advance the best practices and effective strategies, eliminate barriers that inhibit
effective cross-systems collaboration, and expand the range of tools available to more
effectively address each family's unique situation.
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PASA understands that the consequences of habitual truancy lie within the criminal
code and outside of the purview of a school superintendent. School district processes that
provide proactive practices, we believe, are key to eliminating both truancy and the
devastating impact truancy can have on families and communities. However, a study of best
practices and model programs show that incentives AND sanctions that are meaningful to
youth and their families must exist together in order for truancy elimination plans to be
effective. We believe the mere threat of jail can serve as a deterrent and can motivate
students to attend school, but that threat must be used in conjunction with other
preventative practices that ensure that jail time is truly an option of last resort. We would
support adding language that requires the court to exhaust all other options, determine the
ability of the family to pay the fine, and determine whether the refusal to pay the fine was
willful or whether extenuating circumstance prevented the parent from paying the fine prior
to sending a parent to jail.

This concludes our testimony.

We would be pleased to respond to your questions.
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I TRUANCY PROCEDURES I
Step I : The school district will identify students
who do not hand in absence notes within 3 days of
an absence, thus resulting in an unlawful absence.
Parents will he notified when students miss
school.

Step 2: The first official written notice of unlawful absence issued will be when students have
accumulated 3 unlawful absences. A letter from
the Court of Common Picas will he included with
this mailing.
Should the letter he returned unclaimed, School Police will hand deliver the letter
to the home . A school/family conference will be
scheduled to discuss the cause of the child's
truancy and develop a mutually agreed upon
Truancy Elimination Plan (TEP) to resolve truant
behavior. A notice to Children & Youth will also
he sent, and a copy of all letters will be forwarded
to the Court of Common Picas Judge .

The Board requires that school-aged students enrolled
in schools of the school district attend school regularly,
in accordance with state laws. The educational program offered by this school district is predicated upon
the presence of the student and requires continuity of
instruction and classroom participation in order for
students to achieve academic standards and consistent
educational progress.
The Board recognizes that if the parent(s) / guardian(s)
will not insist that their child take advantage of the free
educational opportunities offered, it becomes the duty
of the school district and the State to require that attendance be enforced within the limits of the law.

Step 3: Upon the fourth unlawful absence, a
citation may be issued and a referral sent to
Children & Youth. A school/family conference
will he scheduled with a Court of Common Picas
Judge (grades 5- 10 only) .

Step 4 : A citation may he issued for every subsequent unlawful absence without further notice .

THE BOARD CONSIDERS THE
FOLLOWING URGENT REASONS
TO CONSTITUTE REASONABLE
CAUSE FOR TEMPORARY
EX CUSAL FROM SCHOOL:

!COMPULSORY ATTENDANCE]

ABSENCES SHALL BE TREATED AS
UNLAWFUL UNTIL THE SCHOOL
DISTRICT RECEIVES A WRITTEN
EXCUSE EXPLAINING THE ABSENCE,
WHICH MUST BE SUBMITTED IN
WRITING WITHIN THREE (3) DAYS
OF THE ABSENCE. AFTER 10
PARENTAL EXCUSES, A DOCTOR'S
NOTE MAY BE REQUIRED .

•

Illness or recovery from an accident of student

•

Health care of therapy services

•

Serious illness or death in the immediate
family limited to five (5) days per occurrence

•

Quarantine of student

•

Impassable / hazardous roads

•

Weather so inclement as to endanger the
health of the student

•

Student' s required court attendance

•

Excused pursuant to a farm or domestic service emergency permit

•

Family or student emergency

•

Official religious holidays observed by the
student's religious group

•

Religious instruction

•

Pre-approved educational trips or tours in
accordance with Policy 204.2 Any vacation
request not approved will result in "unlawful"
absences.

•

Pre-approved college visits for students in
Grade 11 and 12, limited to five (5) days per
year

•

Suspensions or expulsions from school

•

4-H or FFA

•

Participation in school sponsored activities

•

Any other reason allowed by applicable law

TRUANCY TASK FORCE
INITIATIVE

The East Stroudsburg Area School
District has partnered with surrounding school districts, Court of
Common Pleas Judges, and
Monroe & Pike County Children
& Youth on a Truancy Task Force
Initiative to combat truancy in our
community.
In accordance with State law, East
Stroudsburg Area School District
Board Policy #204-Attendance
supports this initiative.
At this time, Court of Common
Pleas Judges are focusing primarily
on combating truancy for students
in grades 5- 10; however, the East
Stroudsburg Area School District
has implemented procedures
district-wide for kindergarten
through grade twelve.

F.ast Stroudsburg Arca School District
50 Vine Street
East Stroudsburg, PA 18301
Phone No. 570-424-8500
Fax No. 570-424-564{;

East Stroudsburg
Area School
District
Compulsoril
Attendance
Requirements

Pennsylvania school districts shall not discriminate in their
educational programs, activities or employment practices based
on race, color, national origin, sex, disability, age, religion,
ancestry or any other legally protected classification. This policy is in accordance with state and federal laws, including Title
VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Title IX of the Education
Amendments of 1972, Sections 503 and 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, the Age Discrimination Act of 1975, the
Americans with Disability Act of 1990 and the Pennsylvania
Human Relations Act. Information relative to special accommodation, grievance procedure, and the designated responsible
official for compliance with Title VI, Title IX, and Section 504
may be obtained by contacting Mrs. Sharon Laverdure, Title IX
and Section 504 Coordinator, at the Administration Office of
the East Stroudsburg Arca School District.
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