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County Approves Truancy Abatement Strategies Plan 
School Engagement Improvement Project to Aid in Prevention Efforts  

 
SANTA CLARA COUNTY, CALIF.— Today the County of Santa Clara Board of Supervisors unanimously 
approved a new Truancy Abatement Strategies Plan that calls for developing and testing a school-specific 
approach to address the problem.  
 
The Truancy Abatement Strategies Plan was developed by the County’s Juvenile Justice Systems 
Collaborative, under the leadership of Supervisor George Shirakawa, Chair of the Board’s Public Safety 
and Justice Committee. This comprehensive effort identifies high-truancy schools and examines existing 
programs and collaborations.   
 
After thorough review, the Public Safety and Justice Committee proposed the implementation of a School 
Engagement Improvement Project to support schools to design and implement practices to return truant 
students to the classrooms and keep them there.      
 

“The classroom, not the street, is the answer to our kids’ futures.  With fewer resources, we must reach our 
kids sooner with economical approaches rather than in the costly justice system,” said Supervisor George 
Shirakawa, a champion of the new Truancy Abatement Strategies Plan. “Creative partnerships with our 
schools are the right way to reach our children and their families.”  
 

According to the California Department of Education, a truant is any pupil subject to compulsory full-time 
education or compulsory continuation education who is absent from school without a valid excuse three 
full days, or tardy or absent more than any 30-minute period during the school day without a valid excuse 
on three occasions in one school year.  
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“Truancy is often considered the gateway to youth delinquency entrenchment,” said County of Santa Clara 
Public Defender Mary J. Greenwood, Chairperson of the County’s Juvenile Justice Systems Collaborative 
Prevention and Programs Workgroup. “Because youth who attend school are less likely to engage in 
criminal conduct, our goal is not just to abate truancy, but to promote school attendance in middle 
schools.”    
 

Recommendations from the Juvenile Justice Systems Collaborative Prevention and Programs Workgroup 
include best practices for early identification and prevention, intervention and service delivery based on an 
in-depth review of countywide school district truancy data, available services, and service gaps. Four or 
five middle schools with little to no truancy prevention resources and a commitment to making a difference 
will be selected to receive assistance.  
 

Selected schools will establish a 6-member team consisting of a school administrator, classroom teacher, 
parent, local service provider, and a community civic partner. The teams will form a collaborative that will 
receive technical assistance to gather data, design, implement their own truancy reduction strategies and 
share learning and outcomes through the School Engagement Improvement Project. Based on their 
review of students who are truant, schools may choose to implement relatively simple interventions, such 
as a daily call from the teacher to encourage students to come to school the following day; an assigned 
student buddy to support the student’s attendance; or a change in classroom structure to support student 
engagement. The objective is to try a series of school-specific creative strategies, allowing those that are 
effective to be supported and retained, and those that are not effective to be modified or eliminated. 
 

The School Engagement Improvement Project will be overseen by the Juvenile Justice Systems 
Collaborative Prevention and Program Workgroup, and will be administered by the Mental Health 
Department. The program will be funded with a limited $263,000 allocation from the Probation Department 
and a $215,000 one-time funding from the Mental Health Services Act.   
 

“The best thing we can do is to help schools figure out what they want to do and help them implement 
changes,” said Nancy Peña, Ph.D., Director of the County Mental Health Services. “We will use our 
collective expertise to guide school teams, on a campus-by-campus basis, to develop workable plans that 
can be replicated and benefit other schools in similar situations.”   
 

-more- 
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The California Department of Education reported that in Santa Clara County during 2008-09, 42,775 
students had unexcused absences or tardiness on 3 or more days, bringing the county’s Truancy Rate to 
17.34%.  
 
Truancy is not only a risk factor and a contributor to delinquency. Schools are directly impacted by this 
activity, because they receive State funding linked to students’ attendance. Schools respond to truant 
behavior with specific protocols and discretionary penalties as long as they are consistent with state law.  
Interventions are designed to divert students with serious attendance and behavioral programs from the 
juvenile justice system and reduce the number of students who drop out of school. If truancy becomes 
extremely severe, both students and parents can be subject to fines and prosecution.  
 
 
Background  
In 2008, the County’s Juvenile Detention Reform was re-organized to shift focus from promoting detention 
of youth after arrest or citation, to prevention of delinquent conduct by youth.   
 
Through the Juvenile Justice Systems Collaborative, leaders from County criminal justice departments, 
law enforcement, education, community and faith based organizations, and youth advocacy organizations 
were divided into two working groups: The Prevention and Programs Work Group and the Case Systems 
and Processes Work Group.  The Prevention and Programs Work Group was tasked with identifying 
efforts and strategies to prevent youth from entering the juvenile justice system.  
 
The Truancy Abatement and Strategies Plan is a result of the Prevention and Program’s Work Group 
efforts. Supervisor Shirakawa led the County to re-direct $262,921 from the Probation Department budget 
for Fiscal Year 2009-2010 to fund the Truancy Abatement Strategies Plan. Today’s action by the Board of 
Supervisors also includes an additional $215,000 one-time allocation from the Mental Health Services 
Act.  Funding will support community based organizations and schools working with the County on 
reducing habitual truancy and identifying cost-effective methods for hard-to-serve youth and their families. 
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