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I’ d like to introduce an evaluation study, undertaken by a team of researchers at the University of Hamburg, Department of Criminology under the management of Prof. Dr. Wetzels. It’s focus is on: truancy as an approach of crime prevention.

My lecture will be responded to the following points: I am going to contain the term “truancy” chiefly, which it‘s operated, I am going to outline the state of the art and to introduce the model project and our research accompanied to this.

Introduction

Previous studies confirmed the suspicion that truancy could be an indicator of problematical development; but it is also “normal” in terms of typical juvenile protest against boundaries – like we know it from miner delinquency. Occasional truancy is then part of normal development.

In contrast, frequent truancy could be a problem for youth, as well as their for the environment. This problem doesn’t affect the schooling domain only. It could result in limitations and distributions on the educational processes for a long time and it could hold negative results for transition into work life and the attendant chances to take part of social system with pension, health and unemployment insurance.

Present findings of a study of the Lower-Saxon Institute, which I will introduce you more detailed later, shows truancy is very often a symptom of social and psychological problems. Juveniles often can’t solve these problems without any special help. Truancy could be an important signal for social services indicating problems and need for support

But also from a crime preventive perspective truancy could be meaningful as a risk factor for a developing criminal behaviour. The study also shows, the correlation between to committing violent just as serious property offences and frequency of truancy.

Pupils, who play truant, elude social control at least. They have more opportunities to commit offences. Above all a association with like-minded peers is possible, by reinforcing each other’s truancy is further facilitated, escalated in other problematical behaviour.

A failure of reaction to it isn’t conducive to a consciousness of norm and hold risk of stabilisation of delinquent behaviour. Segregation and stigmatisation by environment could accompanied it. Due to it, it could be a fruitful approach in terms of crime prevention to reduce truancy.

Definition

The term “truancy” means only a part of what is understand of absenteeism. How can 

we define it? 

Pupils in Germany has the lawful compulsion to visit school. Thus truancy is arbitrary, unauthorised absence of the lessons, of the school. They should be distinguished from these young people, who refuse school due to fear of school. Absence of these pupils is based very often on psychosomatic and psychogenic disorders. Them refusers are not able to go to school. They are not a part of the model project and of our research.

There also exists mixed forms, these could be a part of the project.

State of the art

Now I would like to summaries major research findings briefly:

Results of distribution of truancy are worldwide numerous.

British, American and Dutch Studies confirm, that occasional truancy is common. According to the British National Child Development Study (1980) more than 50% of pupils played truant once. However, frequent truancy has been observed by only about 20%.

In the EU a net of information about national systems of education and policy of education in the states of Europe is implemented, it named EURYDICE. It was founded in 1980.

In the study “Measures to combat failure at school: a challenge for the construction of Europe” were research the context and historic background of failure at school in the Member States of the EU in 1994. This study says each year in states with very different education systems like Germany, France, Great Britain, Spain and Italy from 70.000 till 100.000 pupils leave school without any vocational qualification. Studies show how the high cost of failure at school becomes a heavy burden on the financial equilibrium of some education systems.

The study doesn’t consider truancy, although it is a important reason for failure.

But it points out the inability of the education system to ensure real equality of opportunity. It is also an indication of the difficulty to give everyone the chance to play a full part in society. This lack could advanced deviant behaviour, we know of present studies.

Before the late 90th, there were few epidemiological studies in Germany which allowed generalisations. This lack of primary data in Germany stands in contrast to other European countries like France and Great Britain, but also to the USA.

To outline the German situation, a number of studies have been informative:

Studies of Sturzbecher in Brandenburg, of Tillmann in Hessen, or of the Criminological Research Institute of Lower Saxony, e.g..

The studies have shown every second pupil had ever been truant.

Truancy begins with skipping single lessons at the beginning or the end of a day or with boycotting of specific teachers.

Miner forms of truancy partly begin in basic primary school and manifest by the age of 12. That is explain by a co-occurrence of characteristics of juveniles and conditions at school, compulsive school transition in Germany, e.g..

Active truancy depends of age: the younger pupils the lower truancy rates. Average starting age is 13 years achieving its peak between the age of 14 and 16.

Truancy also depends of education level: the higher the education level the less likely it is that pupils play truant. The biggest part in truancy is played by pupils of level secondary I, followed by pupils of schools for mentally handicapped children. Pupils of schools on the level secondary II score lower quota.

The studies also showed gender differences in truancy. Truancy is generally more common among boys than girls, but it is not significant. By advanced excessive truancy girls retire from their peer group, boys look more for common activities with friends.

Differences in the definition of truancy among studies make it difficult to compare findings. Studies seems to agree on a minimum truancy rate of 5% suspected range of 5% till 10% across all age groups.

Whether or not truancy is on the increase cannot be asserted because of a lack of comparative data.

In recent years, the basis of preventive measures for individual federal states of Germany has largely been formed by experiences from abroad and by these German studies. Therefore the conclusions of prevention and intervention are premature. Most of practice programs are repressive, there are measures of the police to control pupils, e.g., but it happens without knowledge if it will be work.

Therefrom evaluation of the actual model project, I want to introduce you, is a important component.

Studies of the Criminological Research Institute of Lower Saxony

But at first I want to accentuate special findings of the research of the Criminological Research Institute of Lower Saxony in 1999 and 2000. These results are the initial point of the model project.

The most important finding of this study is a significant connection between truancy and juvenile delinquency could been shown after a multivariate data analysis.

Furthermore it admitted findings of previous studies:

Juveniles, who excessive play truant, frequently reported about family problems and live in families with a lower social economical standard.

Thereby a difference between data pupil responses and teacher responses emerged. This underline the necessity to collect data of both.
Figure 1
:

Prevalence of frequent truancy (5 days and more): self-reports of pupils and observations by teachers
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teachers

pupils

Teachers don’t identify every case of truancy. Self reports of pupils are an important correction. It’s to comment, that the real rate of truancy will be higher, due to absence of some pupils at the time of evaluation.

The chart also shows, the rate of truancies was very lower in Leipzig than in the other cities.

The study shows the discrepancy between places on the area of the former GDR and those of the old Federal Republic. Previous studies have pointed to this tendency.

Leipzig, which is situated in the area of the former GDR, differed from the other cities in a lower rate of truants and a clear frequent identification of truancy by teachers.

Less social economic difficulties are not be the reason, they are greater in Leipzig than in the other cities. The findings of regression analyses show the important predictor are the teachers:

For East German teachers lessons are more important, therefor they control compliance with school attendance more consequently.

Leipzig differs also in reaction of truancy. It would react more often, but personal contacts to pupils dominate relationships. Personal conversations between teacher, pupil and parents were frequently aimed for. Impersonal reactions like administrative fine or imposing penalties were rarely used in contrast.

However, these facts can not solely explain the differences

The most important finding of the study is the correlation between committing violent just as serious property offences and frequency of truancy.

Figure 2
:

Prevalence of violent offences and serious property offences 

according to intensity of truancy in Leipzig
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The first chart shows correlation in Leipzig: the less the rate of truancy the less the rate of delinquency.

But also a multivariate data analysis of all investigated cities shows it. The findings of regression analyses show regional rate of truancy is important for both forms of juvenile delinquency: the less the rate of truancy the less the rate of delinquency.

 Figure 3
: 

The study also shows control by teachers or by school is the most important predictor. Control by parents and colleagues is not. Due to it the crucial approach to reduce truancy isn’t only control attendance, but the reaction follows on absence.

This notion should be consider for crime preventive work.

Currently pilot measures and an accompanied evaluation is enforced in Lower Saxony, where truancy is seen as a crime preventive approach. Now I want to go into details.

Program of the government of Lower Saxony

In May 2002 a frame program was decided to prevention arbitrary, unauthorised absence of the lessons. Accordingly a model project was planned to reduce truancy and associated crime of young people.

The project aims at several levels:

In addition to measures of local level school internal measures should be implemented. Additional co-operation between school, services for children and juveniles and police should be optimised, flow of information and co-ordination of activities should be improved. Furthermore the structure of communication between school and parents should be improved.

At first it’s to mention on school level:

· registration and documentation of absent times in schools

· a contract between school and parents, which emphasis parental obligation to ensure their children’s school attendance.

In this contract, parents are bound to inform school early, when their child is absent from school. Vice versa the school will inform parents, when children are absent without any excuse. Children know the contract.

One would assume it will be necessary to provide additional aid in the case of extensive truancy. An example is to implement service teams, which develop tailored solutions for pupils by paying attention to personal background, like Miscast, Domestic problems, Fear of colleagues, of teachers or of school in general.

Furthermore administrative sanctions remain still a module in the program against excessive truancy. 

A very essential point of the program is the work of the police. 

Police has been working on preventive concepts for young people in Lower Saxony for a long time.

Now police should address pupils, who could play truant, and call on they to go to school. Chaperonage to school is not provide. But police act in co-ordination with schools.

Control by police is present in public spaces, where young people like to  hang out, like bus stops, malls, stations and amusement arcades.

The officers have special training. They should try to support conversation and to clarify consequences of truancy. They report pupils to school, vice versa schools inform the officers, if it really was a case of truancy. 

The frame program was accepted by different political parties. The main issues are symbolic and highlighting statutory responsibilities and co-operations respectively.

Research design

A pre-operating project to reduce the truancy rate has started in 3 cities and one district of Lower Saxony in February 2003. Over a 2year period the project should be implemented and evaluated.

The short-term aim of the project is twofold the reduction of truancy and the reduction of delinquent behaviour of young people. That’s also the main issue of the evaluation.

The evaluation of the pre-operating project is a combination of effect and process evaluation. The essential questions of the effect evaluation are:

· Could a significant reduction of truancy be achieved by the project?

· Could the intended crime preventive effect be achieved? That means, are the pupils, who where involved in the project, less delinquent than non-participants?

Previous studies have shown juveniles, who play truant excessively, have problematic characteristics:

· a reduced self-control

· increased disposition to aggression

· worse school performance

· increased fear of school

· less motivation for learning and

· more family problems. 

Thus putting the program into practise could bringing  a ris in pedagogic difficulties for schools. Therefor a control of undesirable effects is important.

These side-effects could be reflected in increasing difficulties in designing lessons, e.g., because of difficulties or of special needs of former truants. Furthermore a displacement of delinquent behaviour into school could be possible.

If such undesirable effects should emerge, it could be necessary to supplement the frame program.

Thus additional questions are included in the effect evaluation:

· Was designing of lessons more difficult because the program implementation?

·  Was an increase in inner school violence to observed of the program implementation?

In contrast, the process evaluation concerns whether planned measures properly were implemented. The key questions are:

· Were the inner school measures in the model schools properly implemented, that means, is there a contract between school and parents, can you observe a change in control of school attendance and is really there a service team in school? 

· Which difficulties had the parties hereto, when they implemented the program? Where and which kind of improvements are necessary?

Both, process and effect evaluation use randomised experimental control group design and combined pre-/post-test and a randomised experimental control group design.

Besides interviews with experts and an analyse of statistics, which are statistics of the police about offences of juveniles and about encounters with truants, e.g., will complement evaluation. 

Implementation of the measures should be start in second half of the school year in 2002/2003. In such a way as to carry out the measures of the program one year, when retrospective survey will be made in 2004.

Figure 4:

Design of the evaluation
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In addition to this we are able to compare prevalence of truancy in two cities and one district in three times, because we already have measurements of 1999 and 2000 for it.

On this way you can expose to what extent a reduction of truancy and juvenile delinquency is to observed on local level because of the measures, which act on every school and to what extent differences of delinquency correlate with differences of truancy.

However, the central module of our evaluation is a randomised experimental control group design. There is a lack of such  strict effect evaluation in Germany, although there are a lot of different model programs for truants in the federal states.

Process

We proceed on the following way:

In all places concerned representative random sampling or total surveys of school classes differ in kind of school will be drawn. 

Teachers and pupils will be asked to complete questionnaires. The procedure is similar to former surveys of the Criminal Institute of Lower Saxony.

On local level both, school and classes were randomised sampled. The selected schools are divided in experimental and control group. The experimental group has the program measures, the control group has not.

A comparison of the relevant items will make it possible to check, the program will be successful and if undesirable effects will have occurred.

A combination of standardised interviews and interviews with experts is used for the process evaluation. The standardised interviews with the teacher of the 8th and 9th grade take place at two times. The first one was finished in spring; just beside implementation of the model program. The second one is intended one year later, then the pupils survey data will be collected.

Interview questions concern:

- what extent truancy is perceived and just as violent in school context. 

- atmosphere in lessons, 

-handling of unauthorised absence 

- and the contract between school and parents.

The teachers are divided into experimental and control group. On this way we can verify changes in handling of truancy in the schools with model program. Furthermore, we can verify changes in the control group, that’s important for control of validity of randomisation.

During the implementation of the model program, consultations of the local bodies should be included in the instruction for the implementing of the program.

Beyond it, interview with experts should give clues, where are barriers and contrarieties in practise.

First Findings

Now I want to talk about the present state of affairs briefly.

First survey of teachers of 8th and 9th grade started in spring. The return of the questionnaires ended in September. The data input will be finished in some weeks. Thus I cannot show first findings of data analyses. I hope, you will excuse it.

But I think it’s also interesting, that return of questionnaires achieves a high quota:

Figure 5:

Return of questionnaires (last up-date 2003-08-20)


Experimental group
Control group
Classification impossible


Total
Participant
Total
Participant


Schools
63
55
61
57


Teachers/ Classes
352
189 (53,7%)
334
173 (51,8%)
53

60,5% of questionnaires returned up to the end of august. Of course, participation is voluntary.

Furthermore we interviewed first preceptors in July. We chose preceptors of schools of the experimental group in different cities.

The interviews show, on local level and on school level respectively exist different forms of the model projects against truancy. Some of these exist for a long time without any knowledge of the federal government. But the model project, which is initialised by the federal government, is mostly all wrapped up in existing projects.

In contrast, other schools had have never before a project against truancy. These schools implement the model project. Preceptors reported about difficulties by project implementation due to more administrative work without additional personal and financial resources.

Acceptance of the model project is satisfactory.

The findings of these interviews show a strict effect evaluation is trying, but you cannot reach a perfect situation as you can find it in a laboratory. It point out necessity of process evaluation and the interviews.

A first evaluation report will be present in January 2004.
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