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REDUCING UNEXCUSED ABSENCES AT THE DES MOINES PUBLIC SCHOOLS: FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Introduction

The format of this report follows a utilization focused approach beginning with Recommendations derived from the analysis and findings of the data collected. Section II presents Findings. Section III contains the Study Background. Section IV contains descriptions of the Sample and Method and Section V describes the Instruments and Procedure.
The purpose of this document is first to provide recommendations that could serve as guidance for a process within the District to reduce truancy. The findings summarize the general conclusions from focus groups and serve as the foundation for the recommendations. The findings also summarize the various perspectives of those involved: students, teachers, parents and administrators.  

As in the focus groups on over-representation in suspension (Richardson, 2005: “Reducing Disproportionality in Suspensions at Des Moines Public Schools: Findings and Recommendations from Focus Groups with Students and Parents”), district personnel who conducted the focus groups were especially impressed with the level of understanding that parents hold. Students are also very honest about the information that they provide and they take their role as participants seriously. Concern was expressed from all of the groups about the issue of missing classes though perspectives vary considerably. Another similarity to the “suspension report” is that “participants felt personally invested and involved and perceived that the input they were providing could make a difference;” however, there is a sense of skepticism with regard to the District’s ability to follow-up and follow- through on the information provided. 
All participants felt validated through the process and perceive the opportunity to speak in the focus groups as a way to have meaningful impact on current conditions, or at least future conditions. The focus group setting provided students with an experience of receiving respect for the input they provided and suggested that they are in need of more experience like this. Students consistently report their desire to “be respected and listened to.”  It will be important for the District to provide a good faith effort to respond quickly to the input from the focus groups. 
I. Recommendations

1. Data from the focus groups indicate that schools need a clear written policy that is fair, easily understood and that can be enforced. The policy needs to be widely disseminated. The policy needs to be explicit and well known, however, despite the desire for a universal and fair policy it is clear that different schools have different issues and circumstances – (e.g. North v. Lincoln lunch circumstances vary and would have to be taken into account). 
The findings that the attendance policy is widely misunderstood, responses and sanctions are inconsistent and easily manipulated by students and reports that class schedules contribute to missing classes suggest a need for a simpler, more clearly written and widely disseminated policy. Input from students and parents at each school would aid in developing school-specific and fair practices. Each building operates in a unique environment and the practices employed at each school will need to take into account that context. While some desire was expressed for a district-wide policy, it is clear from the information gathered that such a policy would be ill-advised and ineffective. 
2. Skipping classes affects everyone (e.g., grades, family trust, relationships with peers, teachers’ and administrators’ performance and job satisfaction); to reduce the number of missed classes will also require input from everyone to develop the needed social, school and district culture change that would reduce truancy.

A major finding was the general perception that parent expectations and reactions have an affect on attendance and influence attendance rates. However, parents and students were not convinced that high attendance held value or was relevant to their lives. Parents presented as holding a position which gave them an appreciation of both teacher and student perspectives; they’re observations were very astute. More parent input will be needed and the approach taken by schools to students will need to take into account what students find relevant and interesting in order to promote their attendance rather than reliance on restrictiveness and sanctions which have proven to be ineffective strategies.  
3. Culture change will require follow-through and developing commitment to the importance, relevance and value of high attendance and the strategies agreed to by administrators, teachers, students and parents to build relationships and value for high attendance rates. 

Policy revision by itself will not fix the issue. Similar findings were reported in focus groups on over-representation in suspension conducted last year. Negative behaviors that DMPS is addressing are related. To begin the process of changing the organizational cultural at DMPS it is suggested that a specific recommendation or finding be chosen and a pilot approach be utilized to address and measurably affect an outcome before moving on to address the next goal, recommendation or finding. Attempts to address too many outcomes at once may result in exceeding capacity which is a prescription for failure. The approach recommended responds to the input provided and would address issues and solutions identified by parents and students using a pilot approach focusing on achieving objectives one at a time. Solutions identified through this approach could be expanded throughout the District.     

II. FINDINGS AND FROM DISCUSSION WITH FACILITATORS OF FOCUS GROUPS 
1. The attendance policy is not uniformly understood

A variety of descriptions of rules governing attendance were reported by teachers, students, parents and administrators. It was generally reported that despite the rules, what occurs in practice differs from the rules and varies building to building. Rules are described using the terms policy, practice and procedure and it was consistently reported across the focus groups that rules change throughout the school year. One participant was quoted saying that “the word ‘may’ is the only thing followed in the attendance policy.”  As a result, policies and procedures were perceived to be unrelated to attendance rates and maintaining high class attendance rates; they were related to frustration with policies and procedures expressed by each of the target groups (i.e., administrators, teachers, parents and students). In addition, confusion was also expressed about the definition of an unexcused versus excused absence. It was clear that for policy to be effective it needs to be developed within the context of the school and take into account individual situations in order to reflect broad-based ownership in order to be effective.  
2. Responses and sanctions associated with missing classes vary by classrooms within schools in addition to the inconsistency among schools 

In addition to variation among schools (buildings), there was agreement across the focus groups that policies and procedures vary and are inconsistent even among classes within buildings. Teachers report that they are asked if they can “just work with them until the school year is over” and acknowledge that there is inconsistency by teachers in their response to students’ unexcused absence from class. Students and parents believe that some teachers don’t “take” attendance. Administrators and students reported that missing seven days could result in the school sending a letter home, phone calls home or other responses; however, there was general agreement that “rules are not [systematically] enforced.” As one student said, “if you missed seven times in one class you would be dropped, but I know it is not enforced because I have missed a lot of classes and still got back in.”  Some schools enforce a “drop” policy and some do not. The value of dropping students for not attending can only be described as inexplicable. 
3. Parents and students do not perceive relevance and value from a high attendance rate; parents and students compared to teachers and administrators have diametrical perspectives 
Parents and students were able to provide long lists of wide ranging types of activities that students might be involved in when not attending class. One is impressed with the comprehensiveness of the lists. Yet the fundamental reasons for engaging in these “alternative activities” were attributed to only two fundamental issues: lack of relevance of the class to the student and lack of engagement by the student in the classroom activity. 
Students and parents reported that activities students were involved in when not attending class had a consistent theme. “Other activities” were viewed as serving as alternatives to attending class, and in contrast to teachers and administrators reports, “other activities” were not generally seen as competing interests in the sense that students see themselves as faced with two equally important activities. Drawing on the classic psychological conflicts referred to as approach-approach (stress related to two desirables), avoidance-avoidance (stress associated with choosing the lesser of two evils) and approach-avoidance (where one course is clearly less stressful and more desirable); skipping class is clearly an approach-avoidance phenomenon where any of a range of alternative activities can serve as an adequate alternative to avoid an undesirable experience (i.e., going to class). This perspective is striking in its contrast to how administrators and teachers perceive the underlying motivation for skipping class when examining the same list of activities that students engage in when not attending class. Teachers and administrators indicated that competing interests with the classroom negatively affected attendance suggesting an approach-approach viewpoint. Thus there is evidence to suggest that one’s role plays an important part in shaping perception and how causality is attributed when considering the issue of the relevancy and value for attending class. 
Administrators also report that they are in a position where they feel they must support teachers. Parents indicate an astute appreciation for perspectives of the students, teachers and administrators and their input should be valued and reinforced to further engage them. The use of a structured decision making tool may be in order for the near term in an effort to document facts and to constrain and make fair any sanctions that are used.  
4. Administrators and teachers conclude that more sanctions are needed and that while they are “responsible for the problem” they are not empowered enough to take ownership of the process 
Teachers and administrators provided lists of alternative activities students engage in when not in class and attributed participation in those activities to: 1) not seeing school as important, and 2) that students can “get away with it.” Administrators and teachers report that the policy is broken and that “things are out of control” and that more control is needed. In order for “real change to take place” teachers reported that they felt “board members needed to be more involved at the classroom level and need to be in the schools more” in order to better appreciate their situation. 
Teachers and administrators expressed an appreciation of the influence of parents: “if the parent had a vested interest in their kid going to school, they would go to school.” Engaging parents in individual cases was reported to be a common practice. On the other hand, parents expressed dissatisfaction with much about how they are contacted by the school about issues pertaining to their students. One significant source of dissatisfaction was the “call system” that schools employ to inform home that a student has been absent. 
Parents and teachers see a lack of engagement, oft referred to as boredom with class, as a major contributing factor to skipping classes. Despite the problems and frustration expressed, some efforts are underway to address the issue of “skipping” classes through rewards for attendance, for example: better student parking, open lunches being offered, and other incentives at individual schools. It is clear from the focus group data that to improve attendance rates teaching techniques and technology must be updated to engage 21st century learners. Many of the comments from each of the focus groups were suggestive of the role of student as a member of a captive audience. 
From all of the data gathered, there appears to be no basis in fact that strict enforcement of current rules or the promulgation of more restrictive rules would result in better attendance
Examination of all data from the focus groups suggests that for administrators and teachers to “own more of the process for which they are responsible” and which they desire will require a change in perspective and the school culture toward engaging students as customers in the learning environment. 
5. Parents and students recognize that parent expectations and reactions have an affect on attendance and influences student attendance
Parents agreed with suggestions that policy change is needed and expressed concern about their students’ education and about missing classes. They want to be a part of the process for change in the schools. There is also recognition by parents that teaching strategies need to be more engaging and the material more relevant for students. For example, when asked “which class is not skipped” one parent reported, “Anything taught by Mr. Smith (not real name) because he (student) cares a lot about what he thinks.” The implication from discussion of this topic was that a foundation for improvement could begin with better relationships between students and teachers, and between schools and parents. Parents indicate that their primary concern is looking out for the best interest of their child.    
6. The current practices employed by schools in response to missed classes are easily manipulated by students. 
Focus groups with parents and students revealed the extent to which the practices employed by schools were being manipulated by students. For example, students were reported to intercept mail, phone calls and messages and then not inform the family that they were absent. All groups had an appreciation that if students want to skip class, “they can get away with it.” There was considerable discussion focusing on punishments or controls that were thought to be needed; however, facilitators noted that some acknowledged the existence of positive reinforcements at some schools for attendance (e.g., better parking spots, open lunch). 
7. Scheduling contributes to missed classes.
One parent stated, “Even the calendar isn’t happening, when do kids in the urban area work on a farm... when do you get 2 ½ months off in the summer.”  The class periods at the beginning of school, end of school and after lunch tend to be the classes students were reported to miss the most. One criticism of class scheduling was that there is not sufficient time to leave school for lunch despite a policy of open campus during lunch. When students are not able to return on time they frequently choose to skip class rather than arrive late for class. Better late than never was not a rule that was mentioned; many students believed that the policy of counting a student truant if more than five minutes late was enforced. The effect is counter-intuitive; students chose not to attend rather than to take extraordinary measures to arrive on time.

III. Study Background
The Des Moines Public Schools identified unexcused absence (also referred to as truancy, skipping or “gypping”) from class as an issue that needed attention and resolution. Another similar project completed last year focused on the issue of suspensions and provided a foundation upon which this project could be successfully and efficiently conducted.  
The DMC Resource Center provides research, education, and technical assistance to specific sites. The DMC Resource Center also sponsors an annual statewide conference on the issues of over-representation of minorities in juvenile justice and child welfare and has more recently been addressing the link to issues in the educational system. The annual conference is titled Investing in Iowa’s Youth, Investing in Iowa’s Future.  The 2006 DMC Resource Center Conference theme now includes educational system issues each year; conference information can be found at on the Resource Center website at www.uiowa.edu/~nrcfcp. 

The technical assistance provided to DMPS included assistance with the design of the instruments to be used in conducting focus groups, training in culturally competent focus group facilitation, and follow-up technical assistance with the interpretation of results and presentation of findings. Results are documented in this report. 

IV. Sample and Method

Social Workers participated in two trainings provided by the DMC Resource Center in the spring 2005 on culturally competent focus group facilitation. Those who were trained conducted focus groups with students and parents during spring 2005 on a study focused on disproportionality in suspension. Based on their previous experience and working with the DMC Resource Center of the University of Iowa National Resource Center for Family Centered Practice, the Des Moines Public Schools utilized the trained social workers and school psychologists to facilitate focus groups with administrators, teachers, parents and students. Students and their parents who were chosen from a list of students with absences from class were invited using the recruitment materials in Appendices E and F.  The students’ parent or guardian was contacted and students were recruited after verbal consent for participation was given by their parents.  The follow up letter was sent following the verbal consent with information on the date and time of the focus group along with a brief summary of project information.  The focus groups were held at two schools and were conducted simultaneously. Some contacts were also made in addition to day of the focus groups. In total 21 teachers, 18 administrators, 11 parents and 66 students participated. 

V. Instrument and Procedure

The instrument was designed based on the instruments which were successfully used in the previous study on suspensions.  The instrument was designed to be a semi-structured guide rather than a structured format to allow facilitators to pursue serendipitous topics while attending to the general topics agreed upon as fundamental to gaining a better understanding of the issues surrounding missing classes.
Focus group questions were developed at the request, and in collaboration, with the Deputy Director and Director of Special Education Services who initially provided the following topic areas:
· What are some reasons kids miss classes [skip]? 
· What are some reasons kids don’t [skip]? 

· When a student [skips], what do they do – what does that time outside of school look like?

· What happens with the work the student misses in their classes?
· How does [skipping] affect the family? 

· What is the understanding of attendance policies at schools?

Working from these initial questions the DMPS social workers and school psychologists and the DMC Resource Center developed interview guides for use with for focus groups with five specific groups (i.e., administrators, teachers, parents, students, and community members).  
Focus groups were conducted on February 23rd and on March 3rd information from the focus groups was shared among facilitators at a meeting conducted by the DMC Resource Center. A brief summary of findings and recommendations from the descriptions and analyses of the facilitators is provided below. The focus group guides are included in the Appendices.    

APPENDIX 
A

APPENDIX A:
FOCUS GROUP GUIDE FOR FACILITATORS
OF FOCUS GROUPS WITH ADMINISTRATORS
Setting the Tone

Process Point:  Before the group begins, spend time talking with the administrators and create an environment that helps them feel welcome as people.  This time of setting the tone is essential to the success of the group and demonstrates that this will be a process in which their insight will be valued and welcomed.
Introduction

Hi, my name is _______________and this is _______________. [Facilitator #2 greets group]  And we want to begin by thanking you all for being here.  ___ and I work for the Des Moines Public Schools as [insert roles:  e.g., a social worker and school psychologist] and we’re here because we’ve been asked by the school district to talk personally with administrators, teachers, students and families about their experiences in the schools and, specifically, about experiences of class attendance, absence and [skipping]. The school district wants to deal with the high rates of student absences.  Groups like this are happening in two schools with students, parents, teachers and administrators from across the district and I’ll give you a sense in just a bit about what we have planned today and talk about any questions you have, but first let’s go around and introduce yourselves.  For now, just your name and school. [Process point:  Humor and fun in the introduction process will help break the ice with each other.  Giving some kind of supportive feedback when each teacher says their name (e.g., saying “Thanks, Kesha”) can also communicate your caring for each individual participant.] Thanks everyone.  

We’re assuming some of you know each other and some of you don’t, so we want to create an environment today that everyone feels able to talk and give their opinion.

Here’s how we see today working and then you tell us what you need:  

We have a set of questions that teachers, students and others in the community are discussing in groups like this one.  We want you to be as honest as you can about answering from your experience and respect each other’s right to answer them, too.  I will be the main facilitator and ___________  will be taking notes so that we can write a summary to give to the superintendent using all of the ideas that come out of the group – no names will be included in any report that we write and if there’s something you don’t want us to include,  you can say that, too.  We will hold everything said here in confidence except, as you know, as staff at the school and mandatory reporters, we of course have to report anything we hear about child abuse. 

Ground Rules

We really do want this to feel like a place you can talk honestly – what else are you thinking that would make this feel like an okay place to speak your mind? [Process Point:  Use newsprint, and first write confidentiality on the top.  As administrators  offer different ideas, write them up, too.  If no one has suggestions say:  “Other groups have said it’s important to respect everybody’s experiences.  Can we include that one?  How about sharing the time so that everyone gets a chance to talk?”  See “Proposed Ground Rules” document.]
Also, if you have a particular question or want to talk one-on-one after the group, just let me or ____ know and we’ll be glad to hang around afterward.   

Statement of Purpose

As I said, we are here today to talk about how Des Moines Public Schools deal with [skipping] and what you could suggest that might help reduce the number of classes [skipped].  

[Process Option:  This is a point at which clarification of what the group is going to call skipping can be sought. “Is that what you call it? Skipping, or is it ditching or cutting; what should we call it?

Go around the room and gain consensus.]

Questions 

1) Let’s start with hearing, from your point of view, what are some reasons kids’ [skip]? [Process Option:  Go around the room and have each administrator say one thing, write the list up on a newsprint to see where there’s commonality or differences.  How this question is facilitated will set the tone for future participation.  Notice who is/isn’t talking, body language, side conversations you may want to bring into the circle, etc.]
Probes:
· Are there certain times of day?

· Are there certain types of classes?

· Are there other circumstances?  

· If we had a different group of administrators in here would they say the same thing?
2) Think about people you know who don’t [skip] classes - from your point of view, what are some reasons kids’ don’t [skip]? 
Probes:
· If we asked those who don’t [skip] in a group like this, what do you think they would say is the reason why some kids [skip] classes and why some kids don’t?

3) When a particular student [skips], what do they do – generally what do you think that time outside of school looks like?

4) What do you think happens with the work the student misses in their classes?  
5) What about class – how does [skipping] affect the classroom and the school?
Probes: Do you know of particular problems related to [skipping]? 

               How did you find out about this? 

               What’s your reaction?  

6) We talked generally about what some might do when they skip, what is your experience; what do the students you know in your school/zone do when they [skip]?
Probes:
· Are there classes that you know they do or don’t [skip]?
· Why is that?
7) What is the attendance policy at your school, or in your zone?

Probes:  

· Do you think it’s working?  How/how not? 

· Are there changes that you think would help you or others have better attendance?

8)  Is there anything else that you think is important for the school district to know about how families, students, teachers, administrators think about attendance in school?

Probes:

· What is one suggestion you want to make about what could be done? 
· Have you ever heard other students, parents or other staff talk about it?  What do you hear them say?  
6) Is there anything else you want to make sure the school district knows about how administrators think about attendance in the district?  

Probes:  

· What would it take for you to feel like school was working to engage kids to be in the classroom?  Be creative. 

· What is something the school could provide that would assist students to consistently attend classes?  How about with their future goals?

· How about one suggestion for how the schools could be improved to make it feel more like a place kids want to be?

Conclusion:
Thanks for everything you’ve shared today.  This is some great stuff and we will do our best to make sure the school leadership hears what you’ve had to say.  Again, thanks.  We really appreciate your honesty and you taking the time to be an important member of the school community in making some changes in the district to ensure its policies are fair and all students can succeed here.

APPENDIX 
B
APPENDIX B:
FOCUS GROUP GUIDE FOR FACILITATORS
OF FOCUS GROUPS WITH DMPS TEACHERS
Setting the Tone

Process Point:  Before the group begins, spend time talking with the teachers and create an environment that helps them feel welcome as people.  This time of setting the tone is essential to the success of the group and demonstrate that this will be a process in which their insight will be valued and welcomed.  .

Introduction

Hi, my name is _______________and this is _______________. [Facilitator #2 greets group]  And we want to begin by thanking you all for being here.  ___ and I work for the Des Moines Public Schools as [insert roles:  e.g., a social worker and school psychologist] and we’re here because the leaders of the school district have asked us to talk personally with teachers, administrators, students and families about their experiences in the schools and, specifically, about experiences of class attendance and absence. The school district wants to deal with the high rates of student absences.  Groups like this are happening in two schools with students, parents, teachers and administrators from across the city and I’ll give you a sense in just a bit about what we have planned today and talk about any questions you have, but first let’s go around and introduce yourselves.  For now, just your name and school where you teach. [Process point:  Humor and fun in the introduction process will help break the ice with each other.  Giving some kind of supportive feedback when each teacher says their name (e.g., saying “Thanks, Kesha”) can also communicate your caring for each individual participant.] Thanks everyone.  

We’re assuming some of you know each other and some of you don’t, so we want to create an environment today that everyone feels able to talk and give their opinion.

Here’s how we see today working and then you tell us what you need:  

We have a set of questions that teachers in the school district are discussing in groups like this one.  We want you to be as honest as you can about answering from your experience and respect each other’s right to answer them, too.  I will be the main facilitator and ___________  will be taking notes so that we can write a summary to give to the superintendent using all of the ideas that come out of the group – no names will be included in anything we write and if there’s something you don’t want us to include,  you can say that, too.  

We will hold everything said here in confidence except, as you know, as staff at the school and mandatory reporters, we of course have to report anything we hear about child abuse. 

Ground Rules

We really do want this to feel like a place you can talk honestly – what else are you thinking that would make this feel like an okay place to speak your mind? [Process Point:  Use newsprint, and first write confidentiality on the top.  As teachers offer different ideas, write them up, too.  If no one has suggestions say:  “Other groups have said it’s important to respect everybody’s experiences.  Can we include that one?  How about sharing the time so that everyone gets a chance to talk?”  See “Proposed Ground Rules” document.]
Also, if you have a particular question or want to talk one-on-one after the group, just let me or ____ know and we’ll be glad to hang around afterward.   

Statement of Purpose

As I said, we are here today to talk about how Des Moines Public Schools deal with [skipping] school and what you could suggest that might help reduce the number of classes [skipped].  

[Process Option:  This is a point at which clarification of what the group is going to call skipping can be sought. “Is that what you call it? Skipping, or is it ditching or cutting; what should we call it?

Go around the room and gain consensus.]

Questions 

1) Let’s start with hearing, from your point of view, what are some reasons kids’ [skip] school? [Process Option:  Go around the room and have each teacher say one thing, write the list up on a newsprint to see where there’s commonality or differences.  How this question is facilitated will set the tone for future participation.  Notice who is/isn’t talking, body language, side conversations you may want to bring into the circle, etc.]
Probes:
· Are there certain times of day?

· Are there certain types of classes?

· Are there other circumstances?  

· If we had a different group of teachers in here would they say the same thing?
2) Think about people you know who don’t [skip] classes - from your point of view, what are some reasons kids’ don’t [skip] school? 
Probes:
· If we asked those who don’t [skip] in a group like this, what do you think they would say is the reason why kids [skip] classes?
8) When a student [skips], what do they do – what does that time outside of school look like?

9) What happens with the work the student misses in their classes?  
10) What about class – how does [skipping] affect the classroom?
Probes: Do you know if a student is [skipping]? 

               How do you find out? 

               What’s your reaction?  

11) We talked about what some might do when they skip, what is your experience in your classroom, what do the students in your room do when they [skip]?
Probes:
· Are there classes that you know they don’t [skip]?
· Why is that?
12) What is the attendance policy at your school?

Probes:  

· Do you think it’s working for your school?  How/how not? 

· Are there changes that you think would help you or others have better attendance?

8)  Is there anything else that you want to make sure the school district knows about how families, students, teachers, administrators think about attendance in school?

Probes:

· What is one suggestion you want to make to the school leadership about what they can do? 

· Have you ever heard other students, parents or other staff talk about it?  What do you hear them say?  
7) Is there anything else you want to make sure the school district knows about how teachers think about attendance in the district?  

Probes:  

· What would it take for you to feel like school was working for your classroom?  Be creative. 

· What is something the school could provide that would assist your students to consistently attend classes?  How about with your students future goals?

· How about one suggestion for how the schools could be improved to make it feel more like a place kids want to be?

Conclusion:
Thanks for everything you’ve shared today.  This is some great stuff and we will do our best to make sure the school leadership hears what you’ve had to say.  Again, thanks.  We really appreciate your honesty and you taking the time to be an important member of the school community in making some changes in the district to ensure its policies are fair and all students can succeed here.

APPENDIX 
C
APPENDIX C:
FOCUS GROUP GUIDE FOR FACILITATORS
OF FOCUS GROUPS WITH PARENTS
Setting the Tone

Process Point:  Before the group begins, spend time talking with the parents and create an environment that helps them feel welcome as people, not just as “research subjects.”  Ideas might include talking about what they are missing to be there, supportive comments you can make about their families or friends, introducing parents to each other, topics you know they will have an interest in. This time of setting the tone is essential to the success of the group and demonstrate that this will be a process in which their insight will be valued and welcomed.   If you have a group of parents or students for whom English is their second language, showing your support and respect for the interpreter and show your respect for their first language by offering a welcoming greeting in Spanish (e.g., “Mucho gusto, Sra. García.  Me llama Lori Smith.”)  Or, the interpreter could serve the role to personally introduce the co-facilitators and interpret social comments in advance of the role plays.

Introduction

Hi, my name is _______________and this is _______________. [Facilitator #2 greets group]  And we want to begin by thanking you all for being here.  ___ and I work for the Des Moines Public Schools as [insert roles:  e.g., a social worker and school psychologist] and we’re here because the leaders of the school district have asked us to talk personally with parents and families about their experiences in the schools and, specifically, about experiences of class attendance and absence or [skipping]. The school district wants to deal with the high rates of student absences. We know that the students and families are affected by school policies and are also the best experts on what’s going on and how to improve the situation.  So, we’re hear to listen to what your experiences have been like and get your ideas for  ways the school district can make sure it’s not only fair with students, but is a place kids can really succeed in.  Groups like this are happening in schools across the city and I’ll give you a sense in just a bit about what we have planned today and talk about any questions you have, but first let’s go around and introduce yourselves.  For now, just your name and school your child attends. [Process point:  Humor and fun in the introduction process will help break the ice with each other.  Giving some kind of supportive feedback when each students says their name (e.g., saying “Thanks, Kesha”) can also communicate your caring for each individual student.] Thanks everyone.  

We’re assuming some of you know each other and some of you don’t, so we want to create an environment today that everyone feels able to talk and give their opinion.

Here’s how we see today working and then you tell us what you need:  

We have a set of questions that are being addressed in the school district through groups like this.  We want you to be as honest as you can about answering them from your experience and respect each other’s right to answer them, too.  I will be the main facilitator and ___________  will be taking notes so that we can write a summary to give to the superintendent using all of the ideas that come out of the group – no names will be included in any report we write and if there’s something you don’t want us to include,  you can say that, too.  

We will hold everything said here in confidence except I’m sure you know that as staff at the school we are mandatory reporters when it comes to anything we might hear about child abuse. 

Ground Rules

We really do want this to feel like a place you can talk honestly – what else are you thinking that would make this feel like an okay place to speak your mind? [Process Point:  Use newsprint, and first write confidentiality on the top.  As parents offer different ideas, write them up, too.  If no one has suggestions say:  “Other groups have said it’s important to respect everybody’s experiences.  Can we include that one?  How about sharing the time so that everyone gets a chance to talk?”  See “Proposed Ground Rules” document.]
Also, if you have a particular question or want to talk one-on-one after the group, just let me or ____ know and we’ll be glad to hang around afterward.   

Statement of Purpose

As I said, we are here today to talk about how Des Moines Schools deal with [skipping] and what you might suggest that could help in reducing the number of classes [skipped].  

[Process Option:  This is a point at which clarification of what the group is going to call skipping can be sought. “Is that what you call it? Skipping, or is it ditching or cutting; what should we call it?

Go around the room and gain consensus.]

Questions 

1) Let’s start with hearing, from your point of view, what are some reasons kids’ [skip]? [Process Option:  Go around the room and have each parent/guardian say one thing, write the list up on a newsprint to see where there’s commonality or differences.  How this question is facilitated will set the tone for future participation.  Notice who is/isn’t talking, body language, side conversations you may want to bring into the circle, etc.]
Probes:
· Are there certain times of day?

· Are there certain types of classes?

· Are there other circumstances?  

· If we had a different group of parents in here would they say the same thing?
2) Think about students you know who don’t [skip] classes - from your point of view, what are some reasons kids’ don’t [skip]? 
Probes:
· If we talked to those who don’t [skip] in a group like this, what do you think they would say is the reason why kids [skip] classes?
13) When a student [skips], what do they do – what does that time outside of school look like?

14) What happens with the work the student misses in their classes?  
15) What about family – how does [skipping] affect the family?
Probes: 

Do you know when it happens? 

How do you find out? 

What’s your reaction?  

16) We talked about what some might do when they skip, what does your child do when they [skip]?
Probes:
· Are there classes that you know they don’t [skip]?
· Why is that?

17) What is the attendance policy at your school?

Probes:  

· Do you think it’s working for your school?  How/how not? 

· Are there changes that you think would help you or others have better attendance?

8)  Is there anything else that you want to make sure the school district knows about how families, students, teachers, administrators think about attendance in school?

Probes:

· What is one suggestion you want to make to the school leadership for what they can do? 

· Have you ever heard other students, parents or other adults talk about it?  What do you hear them say?  
8) Is there anything else you want to make sure the school district knows about how parents think about attendance in the district?  

Probes:  

· What would it take for you to feel like school was working for your student?  Be creative. 

· What is something the school could provide that would assist your student to consistently attend classes?  How about with your student’s future goals?

· How about one suggestion for how the schools could be improved to make it feel like a place kids want to be?

Conclusion:
Thanks for everything you’ve shared today.  This is some great stuff and we will do our best to make sure the school leadership hears what you’ve had to say.  Again, thanks.  We really appreciate your honesty and you taking the time to be an important member of the school community in making some changes in the district to ensure its policies are fair and all students can succeed here.
APPENDIX 
D
APPENDIX D:
FOCUS GROUP GUIDE FOR FACILITATORS
OF FOCUS GROUPS WITH STUDENTS

Setting the Tone

Process Point:  Before the group begins, spend time talking with the students and create an environment that helps them feel welcome as people, not just as “research subjects.”  Ideas might include talking about what they are missing to be there, supportive comments you can make about their families or friends, introducing students to each other, topics you know they will have an interest in (e.g., music, community events). If you have someone else from the school that the kids trust come in to introduce the process, it would also be a good time to show your support and relationship with that person. This time of setting the tone is essential to the success of the group and demonstrate that this will be a process in which their insight will be valued and welcomed.   If you have a group of parents or students for whom English is their second language, showing your support and respect for the interpreter and show your respect for their first language by offering a welcoming greeting in Spanish (e.g., “Mucho gusto, Sra. García.  Me llama Lori Smith.”)  Or, the interpreter could serve the role to personally introduce the co-facilitators and interpret social comments in advance of the role plays.

Introduction

Hi, my name is _______________and this is _______________. [Facilitator #2 greets group]  And we want to begin by thanking you all for being here.  ___ and I work for the Des Moines Public Schools as [insert roles:  e.g., a social worker and school psychologist] and we’re here because the leaders of the school district have asked us to talk personally with students and families about their experiences in the schools and, specifically, about experiences of class attendance and absence. The school district wants to deal with the high rates of student absences. We know that the students and families are affected by school policies and are also the best experts on what’s going on and how to improve the situation.  So, we’re hear to listen to what your experiences have been like and get your ideas for  ways the school district can make sure it’s not only fair with students, but is a place kids can really succeed in.  Groups like this are happening in schools across the city and I’ll give you a sense in just a bit about what we have planned today and talk about any questions you have, but first let’s go around and introduce yourselves.  For now, just your name and school you attend. [Process point:  Humor and fun in the introduction process will help break the ice with each other.  Giving some kind of supportive feedback when each students says their name (e.g., saying “Thanks, Kesha”) can also communicate your caring for each individual student.] Thanks everyone.  

We’re assuming some of you know each other and some of you don’t, so we want to create an environment today that everyone feels able to talk and give their opinion.

Here’s how we see today working and then you tell us what you need:  

We have a set of questions that students in the school district are discussing in groups like these.  We want you to be as honest as you can about answering them from your experience and respect each other’s right to answer them, too.  I will be the main facilitator and ___________  will be taking notes so that we can write a summary to give to the superintendent using all of the ideas that come out of the group – no names will be included in anything we write and if there’s something you don’t want us to include,  you can say that, too.  

We will hold everything said here in confidence except, as staff at the school and mandatory reporters, we of course have to report anything we hear about child abuse. 

Ground Rules

We really do want this to feel like a place you can talk honestly – what else are you thinking that would make this feel like an okay place to speak your mind? [Process Point:  Use newsprint, and first write confidentiality on the top.  As students offer different ideas, write them up, too.  If no one has suggestions say:  “Other groups have said it’s important to respect everybody’s experiences.  Can we include that one?  How about sharing the time so that everyone gets a chance to talk?”  See “Proposed Ground Rules” document.]
Also, if you have a particular question or want to talk one-on-one after the group, just let me or ____ know and we’ll be glad to hang around afterward.   

Statement of Purpose

As I said, we are here today to talk about how Des Moines Schools deal with [skipping] school and what changes you would suggest that might reduce the number of classes [skipped].  

[Process Option:  This is a point at which clarification of what the group is going to call skipping can be sought. “Is that what you call it? Skipping, or is it ditching or cutting; what should we call it?

Go around the room and gain consensus.]

Questions 

1) Let’s start with hearing, from your point of view, what are some reasons kids’ [skip] school? [Process Option:  Go around the room and have each student say one thing, write the list up on a newsprint to see where there’s commonality or differences.  How this question is facilitated will set the tone for future participation.  Notice who is/isn’t talking, body language, side conversations you may want to bring into the circle, etc.]
Probes:
· Are there certain times of day?

· Are there certain types of classes?

· Are there other circumstances?  

· If we had a different group of kids in here would they say the same thing?
2) Think about people you know who don’t [skip] classes - from your point of view, what are some reasons kids’ don’t [skip] school? 
Probes:
· If we those who don’t [skip] in a group like this, what do you think they would say is the reason why kids [skip] classes?
18) When a student [skips], what do they do – what does that time outside of school look like?

19) What happens with the work the student misses in their classes?  
20) What about with your family – how does [skipping] affect your family?
Probes: Do they know? How do they find out? What’s their reaction?  

21) We talked about what some might do when they skip, what do you do when you [skip]?
Probes:
· Are there classes that you don’t [skip]?
· Why is that?

22) What is the attendance policy at your school?

Probes:  

· Do you think it’s working for your school?  How/how not? 

· Are there changes that you think would help you or others have better attendance?

8)  Is there anything else that you want to make sure the school district knows about how families, students, teachers, administrators think about attendance in school?

Probes:

· What is one suggestion you want to make to the school leadership for what they can do? 
· Have you ever heard parents or other adults talk about it?  What do you hear them say?  
9) Is there anything else you want to make sure the school district knows about how students think about class attendance in the district?  

Probes:  

· What would it take for you to feel like school was working for you?  Be creative. 

· What is something the school could provide that would give you what you need to consistently attend classes?  How about with your future goals?

· How about one suggestion for how the schools could be improved to make it feel like a place kids want to be?

Conclusion:
Thanks for everything you’ve shared today.  This is some great stuff and we will do our best to make sure the school leadership hears what you’ve had to say.  Again, thanks.  We really appreciate your honesty and you taking the time to be a student leader in making some changes in the school district to make sure its policies are fair and all students can succeed here.
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APPENDIX E:
Script to Invite Parent/Guardian to Attend Focus Group

Or

Script to Request Permission from Parents to have Student Participate in Focus Group

Good Morning/Afternoon, my name is _____________ and I am a social worker/school psychologist with Des Moines Public Schools.  The district is interested in working with students and families to improve students’ experiences at school.  We are currently conducting focus groups around student attendance.  We would like to hear from students and from parents/guardians why they think some students miss a great deal of school and what needs to happen to improve student attendance.  

For Parent/Guardian Participation:

We would like to invite you to participate in a focus group with other parents to discuss from a parent’s point of view why some students have frequent school absences, how the district can improve student attendance and how the district can work more effectively with students and their families.  The focus group will include between 6-12 parents and we will meet for an hour to an hour and a half.  A focus group is like a discussion where we ask a set of questions and ask for everyone’s opinion and input.

For Parent/Guardian permission to allow their student to participate in a focus group:

We are requesting your permission to meet with ________________ to discuss from a student’s point of view why some students have frequent absences, how the district can improve attendance, and how we can work more effectively with students.  The focus group will include between 6-12 students and we will meet for an hour to an hour and a half at school.  A focus group is like a discussion where we ask a set of questions and ask for everyone’s opinion and input.

If the parent agrees to participate: 

Thank you, I will send you a confirmation letter with the date and location for the focus group.  If you need to contact me with any follow up questions I can be reached at _________.

If the parent agrees to have their student participate:

Thank you, I will send you a letter confirming your permission.  If you need to contact me with any follow up questions I can be reached at _________.  

APPENDIX 
F
APPENDIX F:

Follow-up Letter for Focus Group Participants

(School Letterhead)
Date:

Parents/Guardians

Address

Address

Dear Mr/Mrs./Ms.  _________________:

Student Focus Group-This letter is to confirm our earlier conversation on _____________ when you agreed to have your son/daughter participate in a focus group regarding attendance that will be held at ____________ school.  Your commitment to this project will allow the district to hear directly from students and parents as we seek to improve educational opportunities and achievement for all students.

Parent Focus Group-This letter is to confirm our earlier conversation on  _____________ when you agreed to participate in a parent focus group regarding attendance that will be held on February 23, 2006 from 3 until 4:30 p.m. at _______________ (location).  Your commitment to this project will allow the district to hear directly from students and parents as we seek to improve educational opportunities and achievement for all students.

The Des Moines Public School District is conducting focus groups at two high schools.  Your willingness to be available/to make your son/daughter available to participate in this project will enrich the information the will ultimately be provided to the school board members and administrators of the district.  

If you have any questions please contact me at ___________________ .  I look forward to meeting with you/your son/daughter as we work together towards improving policy and practice regarding student attendance.  

Sincerely, 

Name

Title
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