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This is one of multiple bills that came out of the Speaker’s Task Force on Truancy.
Truancy in the state of Wisconsin has hit an all-time high. There are multiple factors as to why
children are not making it to school. These bills will help close the gap between school districts
when it comes to Truancy.

In Wisconsin there are 421 school districts, each with their own definition of “habitual
truancy.” While these definitions reflect slightly nuanced differences of each school district, it is
difficult to perform accurate comparison analysis statewide because of the inconsistency in how
the term is defined. The ability to use comparative analyses on this data is critical in helping to
inform lawmakers and school districts in decision making about measures that may be taken to
improve reporting on truancy.

AB1025 creates a single definition of truancy, and it changes the definition of truancy to
mean absences that are one-third of a school day or more. Working with both rural and urban
school district administrators, feedback to the task force is that this definition will assist in more
accurate identification of truly habitually truant students. This will assist in using resources more
appropriately and effectively to intervene on behalf of students with the highest risk indicators.
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Dear Rep. Kitchens and members of the Committee:

The Wisconsin Board for People with Developmental Disabilities (BPDD) appreciates being invited to
testify before the Assembly Special Committee on Truancy. Truancy disproportionately impacts
students with disabilities. Students with disabilities may miss school due to chronic medical, mental
health, or other conditions related to disability. '

Id

Two bills before this committee (AB 1025 and AB 1024) are positive steps to statewide consistency and
better information for families. We have concerns that a third proposal (AB 1026) will have negative
impacts on students with disabilities.

AB 1025 Truancy Definition

This bill establishes a statewide standard that missing more than 1/3 of a school day without an
acceptable excuse should be considered an absence. Consistency across districts is a positive step.
Currently, there is variation across districts as to what amount of missed time is considered an absence.
Some schools count even brief tardies as an absence, even if the student is in attendance most of the
day.

The bill recognizes that partial absence on some days is a reality for many families. It is particularly true
for students with special health care needs, disabilities, and mental health concerns who may be
coordinating medical or therapeutic appointments that overlap with the school day. Many parents do
not have choices when it comes to scheduling appointments, and the variety of start and end times
between districts may make coordinating appointments that do not conflict with school time even
more difficult.

In the event a student is referred to truancy court, a standard truancy definition ensures the amount of
missed time is consistent across jurisdictions.

AB 1024/SB 968 Truant Notice

This bill makes improvements to the information parents receive in the statutorily required habitually
truant child notice. Many students who are considered habitually truant are often not referred for a
special education evaluation even when parents have informed the school district the absences are
related to physical or mental health impairments. Many parents do not know they can request a special




education evaluation or modification of an existing IEP or 504 plan. This bill ensures parents are
informed they may request an evaluation or modification of an existing IEP.

We support amending this bill to also include notification that parents can retroactively provide proof
their child was not in attendance because of appointments or other reasons that are excused in a
school districts’ attendance policy. We suggest this intent can be accomplished by adding an item to
118.16(2)(cg) . as follows:

“A statement that the parent or guardian may correct unexcused absences by providing the
school district with documentation demonstrating the absence is excused under s. 118.15(3)(a)
or (b).”

AB 1026/SB 969 Grade Promotion

This bill prevents grade advancement solely based on total attendance, which we find problematic and
disproportionately harmful to students with disabilities. We are unaware of any other state that takes
this approach.

Students may miss school and still have sufficient mastery to pass. This bill does not connect academic
mastery to the decision about whether a student should advance. Students could have high academic
achievement, miss 30 days, and be retained in their current grade. Even when students are struggling

academically, research has demonstrated grade retention has negative outcomes for students.

Current law includes exemptions to compulsory school attendance. These exemptions are intended to
cover children with special health care needs, significant ilinesses or mental health conditions, and
students with disabilities that may miss many partial days due to a variety of appointments. it is unclear
in the bill whether students who meet these exemptions would be automatically retained if they cross
the 30-day absence threshold.

Likewise, some students may have mental health or other needs that impact in-person attendance and
there can be multiple reasons it may take time to put a home learning plan into place. It is unclear how
absences from school while an individualized plan is being developed would count against the 30 day
threshold. Also unclear is how partially attended days would be counted. Currently, district attendance
policy varies with some counting missing a few minutes as missing a full day. For students with multiple
medical, therapy, and reoccurring appointments they could easily reach 30 days of partial attendance,
which under this bill would seem to result in automatic grade retention.

Setting an arbitrary attendance standard that results in automatic punitive measures has consequences
beyond the individual student. Grade retention increases class size and age ranges of students within a
class, with consequences for classroom management. It appears students who are absent 30 days in
successive school years would remain perennially in the same grade and never advance. We believe



this approach is unlikely to improve attendance but may increase the number of students dropping out
of school.

BPDD is charged under the federal Developmental Disabilities Assistance and Bill of Rights Act with
advocacy, capacity building, and systems change to improve self-determination, independence,
productivity, and integration and inclusion in all facets of community life for people with developmental
disabilities?.

Thank you for your consideration,

)%bh, Sw\m{,zw

Beth Swedeen, Executive Director,
Wisconsin Board for People with Developmental Disabilities

1 More about BPDD https://wi-bpdd.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/l egislative Overview BPDD.pdf .
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Thank you, Chairman Kitchens and members of the committee, for the opportunity to testify on the
legislation proposed by the Assembly Speaker’s Taskforce on Truancy.

The Department of Public Instruction (DPI) is appreciative of the attention and policy proposals before
the committee related to truancy. While we oppose most of what is before the committee today, we are
optimistic that an ongoing conversation with policymakers will result in solutions that will benefit kids.
Wisconsin, like states across the nation, is attempting to re-engage learners and families and make sure
they attend school regularly.

Wisconsin is entering the challenge of student and family engagement from a position of deficit when
compared to other states. During the pandemic, many states leveraged pandemic relief dollars to test and
explore evidence-based strategies to draw learners back to school. By contrast, Wisconsin used a small
portion of its state set-aside to contract with the Graduation Alliance to provide counseling and services
to encourage families to re-enroll. While using Graduation Alliance proved to be a smart strategy, those
funds are set to expire this Fall, and the service covers learners who disenroll — the deepest end of the
continuum related to interventions related to attendance.

Before addressing the individual bills, the department wants to draw attention to the national trend
related to using chronic absenteeism in place of truancy. The 2015 Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)
altered state activities and data collections around truancy by asking states to focus on chronic
absenteeism and ending the requirements that states report truancy to the federal government. Chronic
absenteeism is strictly defined as missing instruction, where truancy focuses on whether a learner has an
excuse for missing instruction. Many districts across Wisconsin are attempting to tackle their chronic
absenteeism rates by leveraging strategies that focus on engagement and removing barriers to receiving
instruction. There is an overlap between truancy and chronic absenteeism, and they also measure
distinctly different things.

The department is providing testimony for information only on AB 1027 and 1028, the truancy grant
program and enabling language. DPI is supportive of the intent of these bills and believes additional
funding is needed to address student engagement issues. The need is far greater than a $2 million, one-
time grant that supports a single staff position within a district.

The department is opposed to AB 1024, the proposal to provide notification to parents of students
experiencing truancy regarding special education services. We are open to an ongoing conversation
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about how to improve notification and believe the eventual outcome of this bill will lead to better policy
development. While this legislation targets one underlying factor which can contribute to truancy
through notification changes, it does not consider a number of other factors known to be barriers to
student engagement (transportation, the child or a family member’s mental health challenges, substance
abuse, economic instability and/or homelessness) DPI is concerned that focusing on disability status
alone misses the opportunity to provide outreach to families who may be facing the other challenges that
contribute to a child’s truancy. It also may have an unintended outcome of families assuming that truancy
is a condition of receiving special education services from their local districts.

The department opposes AB 1025, creating a uniform definition of truancy. We support the intent of the
authors to create a statewide, clear definition of truancy. However, additional time and input is needed to
ensure implementation is possible without adverse impacts to local communities and policies. The issue
deserves additional time and input from all the impacted parties, as well as a longer implementation
period to ensure proper services are in place to support the systems that will be impacted by using a more
stringent definition of truancy.

The department opposes AB 1026, which requires retention of pupils based on truancy rates. Mandatory
retention is not an evidence-based solution to attendance issues and increases the likelihood of dropouts.
DPI can find no evidence of retention based on truancy alone across the nation, nor can it find any
supporting evidence that the strategy will improve student outcomes. In fact, according to a recent
American Institutes of Research national scan of state attendance policies (2023), state activities are

trending toward diversion and juvenile justice reform, along with a combination of prevention strategies
to intervene and remove barriers families face.

Finally, the department opposes AB 1029, requiring the publication of truancy rates on school and
district report cards. DPI already includes chronic absenteeism as a part of its report card system. As
discussed earlier, the state followed national trends in ending its focus on truancy, meaning we would
need to begin collecting truancy data again, which would take time to implement. The 2024-25
timeframe cannot be met. We are also concerned that reporting on two closely related measures may
cause confusion for schools, families, and communities.

We appreciate the ability to engage with committee members on the policies before you today, and hope
these bills spur additional conversation to tackle the significant issues we agree need attention. There are
far too many technical and implementation issues left in these bills that require time and energy to solve.
We encourage this committee to take the additional time to get this right for the kids and communities
you collectively serve.

If you have questions or want additional information, please contact Kevyn Radcliffe, Legislative
Liaison, at kevyn.radcliffe@dpi.wi.gov or (608) 264-6716.
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