



WASHINGTON ASSOCIATION OF JUVENILE COURT ADMINISTRATORS



The Washington State Juvenile Court Administrators Association (WAJCA) is a statewide organization of administrators who are responsible for managing civil and offender juvenile court operations in Washington Courts.  The underlying document outlines a proposal for juvenile courts to more effectively manage civil truancy cases, as part of RCW 28A and the “Becca bill”.  The proposal assumes that the state legislature will not allocate additional funding for services to truant youth and will maintain current statutory expectations.  The proposed updates to the truancy process are consistent with the most recent research on truancy from the Washington State Center for Court Research (WSCCR).  The WAJCA values guidance from quality research and will continue to partner with the research community to be accountable for state truancy funding and adjust court operations according to outcome measurement.        

The proposal of the WAJCA marks the beginning of a strategic reform of truancy practices, rather than an immediate overhaul; the plan is based on courts’ knowledge about systems of management for at-risk youth, whether involved in civil or offender cases.  The following proposal is prospective and intended to provide best practice guidelines for truancy operations at the court level.  Each court agrees with the values listed below, each court will need flexibility to implement policy level changes based on their internal resources and priorities, and each court welcomes a continued focus on accountability and effective practice. 

The WAJCA is committed to the following principles:
· Court-involved truant students deserve a system of case management, based on assessment and targeted intervention, that is responsive to the needs of truant youth and that can be evaluated for effectiveness
· Truant students should be assessed to determine their risk and needs 
· Resources should be directed to truant students who demonstrate the highest needs

Ongoing evaluation of the truancy process is needed.  The WSCCR report is based on information reflecting attendance, truancy, and court interventions from 2004 to 2009, but which does not reflect the most current truancy operations which include best practices in four sites, funded by the MacArthur Foundation and evaluated by WSCCR.  Each MacArthur site: Spokane County, Benton and Franklin Counties, Clark County, and King County have independent truancy components that follow the principles outlined above including creating relevant services for truant students and a more effective referral process so truancy practices engage and motivate truant youth. 

The WAJCA and WSCCR are committed to the same goals of (1) improving court level intervention to truant students and (2) ensuring that the court level interventions are consistent with legislation and current research findings.  Any changes in the policy of managing truancy cases from the court will be evaluated by WSCCR.  We are jointly interested in showing a clear connection between identification of truant youth needs, intervention, case management, and outcome evaluation, including validation efforts on truancy assessment.  

Proposal

To implement statewide policy-level truancy reform within existing resources and consistent with contemporary research, the courts need a mechanism to identify the needs of youth referred to the juvenile court for truancy cases.   Research by WSCCR clearly shows that youth referred to juvenile courts for truancy have a sophisticated level of needs which requires a way to more effectively impose case management and interventions that are meaningful without requesting additional state funding.  Borrowing from the system of assessment and risk management in juvenile offender supervision, we know that targeting high risk/high needs offenders with evidence-based treatment is an effective model of offender management.  It is our aim with the proposed truancy model, illustrated below, to target higher risk truants with case management, coordinated services, and evidence-based practices. 

ADD GRAPHIC

The process begins with the requirement that a school district file a petition on a student with 7 unexcused absences in one month or 10 within one year, pursuant to RCW 28A.  Once the juvenile court receives a truancy petition from a school district, the petition will be immediately stayed so that the student and parent can consider voluntary interventions that do not require formal court hearings or legal representation.   For this process, the student and parent are first summonsed to a truancy class at a location to be determined by each jurisdiction.  At the truancy class, the student and their parent are provided information about the potential legal, educational, social, and economic consequences of continued unexcused absences, including possible sanctions for failing to attend school.  If the student and parent agree to the facts outlined in the petition, they will have the opportunity to sign a voluntary truancy order and enter into an attendance agreement.  The attendance agreement specifically lists the responsibilities of the student and school, and includes a requirement for the juvenile to (1) consent to a truancy assessment – WARNS – defined below - or other assessment that identifies risk and needs and (2) participate in an evidence-based program if available, appropriate, and directed.  

If a student either fails to show for the truancy class, chooses not to sign a voluntary attendance agreement, or accumulates additional unexcused absences after signing the truancy order and attendance agreement, the school district notifies the juvenile court and the stay on the truancy petition is lifted. If the student is found to be truant, the court will order their participation in a truancy assessment and may also refer the student to a Community Truancy Board if one is available.   The truancy assessment is conducted and reviewed by the civil probation counselor to guide case management activities.  

One assessment, the Washington Assessment of the Risks and Needs of Students (WARNS), was developed by WSCCR to determine the risks of truancy, delinquency, and dropping out of school.  In addition, the WARNS assesses a set of social and psychological needs including aggression-defiance, depression-anxiety, substance abuse, peer deviance, family environment, and school engagement.  The WARNS assessment classifies truant students’ risks and needs into Low, Moderate, or High categories.  The risks/needs classification facilitates the civil probation counselors’ case management activities based on the following recommended guidelines:

	Risk Level
	Needs Level
	Case Management Activities

	Low-Moderate
	Low-Moderate
	Monitor attendance contract progress

	Moderate
	High
	Meet with student and parents, develop intervention plan, monitor progress, conduct occasional follow-ups

	High
	Moderate-High
	Meet with students and parents, develop intervention plan with EBP, engage student on a regular basis.



If a court utilizes an existing assessment that identifies risk and needs of truant youth, then continued use of that tool should be determined at each individual court. 

Case Management
Case management in the context of truancy supervision is less intensive than case management for juvenile offender cases.  If the student continues to have unexcused absences, the school district will file additional contempt motions and the court will assign hearings.  If the student is found in contempt a second time, the court may order an evidence-based program (EBP) or promising practice available through the juvenile court.  The student will remain under the supervision of the civil probation counselor until such time that they successfully complete an intervention or have regularly attended school for at least three consecutive months.  If a youth, under a truancy order to attend school, has been vacated off of truancy supervision, they are not automatically vacated from the court’s truancy jurisdiction. 

To minimize the potential cost of referring truant students and/or parents to EBPs or promising interventions, the court will direct participation into services that already exist in the juvenile court.  To best meet the needs of truant youth, a specialized menu of interventions needs to be identified by the research community that may or may not be the same EBPs or services ordered in juvenile offender cases.  Additional evaluation of the truancy projects in MacArthur sites will add dimension to the menu of EBPs specific to the population of truant youth.  Until then, courts can utilize EBPs or services designed to address the needs of offenders, to the extent allowed in their existing budgets. 

Structure

The juvenile courts in Washington State manage and process approximately 15,000 truancy cases per year (court caseload statistics).  Each court has developed their own, sometimes unique, structure to manage the workload associated with truancy filings.  The truancy statute does not explicitly imply an expectation that youth directed to court under a truancy petition are to receive services or supervision.  The expectation and funding is for the school district to file a petition and the court to process the case.  What recent outcome studies show is that this rigid and structured process has not matured over time and does not effectively provide adequate intervention to the growing needs of this population of juveniles.  

The processes, which have changed over time because of appellate court rulings, need to be updated and consistent with the most recent research findings.  If the lower level of intervention works for a lower needs population of truants, for example: truancy class, truancy accountability board, truancy assessment, etc. then jurisdiction will remain until automatically vacated at the end of the school year.  If truant youth continue to have unexcused absences, fail to participate in a court ordered EBP, refuse to cooperate with the truancy assessment or case management, their case should receive additional intervention in the juvenile court operational structure.    

Another challenge will continue to be for youth who chronically fail to appear (FTA) when directed by the court.  If the student refuses to attend the truancy class after documented and proper service of the petition is attempted by the school district then the court can request a FTA warrant.  If a truant youth is detained on a FTA warrant, they are booked into the juvenile detention center and the court processes their case at a detention hearing under the regular court process.  If detention was eliminated as an option to handle chronic FTAs, then the courts ability to impose relevant intervention is significantly impaired and absolutely ineffective in some cases. 

Summary

Despite support for the principles underlying the proposal, various challenges exist in designing a best practices implementation plan, accelerated by workload, budget, and culture of each independent court.  The challenges in implementing any aggressive policy reform should be addressed directly to the extent solutions exist. The solutions for other challenges are less clear and need to be defined and possibly amended as the process is implemented. 

One challenge is how to effect these programmatic changes while not requesting additional funding and overlaying a level of supervision and services on an already overburdened juvenile court system.  In theory, the populations of truant youth who demonstrate lower needs in the truancy assessment will bypass the expensive and formal court process.  By reducing spending on what is expected to be 25% - 35% of truancy hearings, the savings can be redirected to support the juvenile civil units and fund EBPs.  The EBPs that are relevant to the truancy population are already built into juvenile court infrastructure, because of offender supervision.  The cost for truant students ordered to participate in an EBP will be billed as part of the state funding to courts to manage truancy cases.   The theory outlined above needs to be evaluated for at least one year to show whether reinvesting savings adequately provides funding for truancy case management and EBPs or services to high needs truant youth.

Additionally, civil units within juvenile court departments could expect a spike in workload if the truancy process was amended to require case management for high risk truants.  Effective case management techniques, absent services, have show to reduce recidivism rates in offender populations (Jackie van Wormer statistic?). Courts will need to carefully monitor the workload implications of the revised truancy process to accurately record increase resources required to meet the expectation of case management.     

The WAJCA is poised and waiting for additional truancy outcome evaluation to more clearly define an evidence-based strategy to manage the truancy population.  The proposal outlines a continued need for partnership and joint evaluation by the WAJCA and WSCCR.      
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