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1. Introduction

This paper looks at the common approaches used across Australia in the government school
sector, to improve attendance and redress truancy. The approach is to provide a relatively
simple framework, which the author believes helps conceptualize the complexity and diversity
of strategies in place. Part A of this paper provides an overview of educational provision in
Australia. Part B provides a framework for action to improve attendance behaviors. Part C
introduces a text messaging strategy to improve communication and absence notification.

1.1.Truancy: a complex educational issue

The message to students and parents as to why school attendance is important either does
not always appear to be generally well understood or is not seen as a high priority, by all
members within all school communities, which suggests that any attendance strategy needs to
amplify facts around school attendance.

Conventional wisdom on the need for regular school attendance is well supported by research
(some referenced in this paper), which indicates clearly that students who attend school
regularly:

Are more successful than those who do not.

Are more likely to have higher school achievements.

Generate stronger bonds to the school and community.

Have significantly lower rates of delinquent and high risk behavior.

Are more likely to gain employment soon after leaving school.

Have increased participation in higher education.

Contribute to the economic growth of the community, state and nation.

= =4 =8 =8 -8 -89

As with all complex educational issues, there are no simple solutions to solve attendance
problems. To bring pupils into the school and keep them involved and engaged in productive
learning that builds their confidence and supports their future, it takes a combination of:
Comprehensive policies.

Attractive and engaging school programs.

A strong and inviting school climate.

A will to make a difference.

Personal support.

A commitment to resources.

Appropriate legislation.

Recognition of Awhatés in it for med amongst

=4 =4 =8 - 8899

1.2.School Attendance: Whose responsibility?

While attendance issues are of national and state government concern, action to implement
attendance improvement strategies and make them work is the province of schools.
Government legislation, guidelines and resource kits alone will not resolve the issues around
school attendance; nor will school efforts to establish vibrant and relevant improvements to
school curriculum. They are but part of the solution. The challenge for high schools is to
design and implement local attendance policies and programs that monitor, encourage, and
reward student attendance using available resources and without burdening staff with
cumbersome tracking and reporting procedures.
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To be truly successful, school practices, attendance policies and associated monitoring
programs must be clear and easily understood and form part of a comprehensive school plan
to create and maintain student centered, achievement-focused learning communities. This
plan must be owned by the school community and be supported with efficient and effective
management tools, which are understood and used effectively across the school community.

Attendance management is a shared responsibility and involves the whole school community.
Policies are extremely powerful when developed collaboratively and presented to a school
community in an environment where discussion is valued and ideas are canvassed and
developed. Frequent mention of attendance policies and programs in parent newsletters, on
websites, and even in arts and sporting event programs, will help to facilitate understanding of
just how important attendance is.

The value of technology (e.g. text messaging, e-mail and absence pattern alerting) should not

be underestimated in monitoring attendance, goal setting for classes and individuals, and as a
two-way communication tool for engaging parents in a timely (daily) manner.

1.3.How to get the most from this paper

It is recommended that District and School Lea:
with key staff. The core components of the framework for action may also be used to construct
a 6checklistd for analysis and discussion.

The first step is to determine the scale of activity required, based on attendance data.

Data: What are the absence, unexplained absence statistics for each organizational unit
in the district / school (e.g. Sub School / Grade Level )?
Which groups or individuals appear to require a changed approach?

Depending upon the answers to these questions, the strategy may require action;

9 across the whole district / school (e.g. policy or procedural changes and/or introducing
text communication and/or more automated follow i up ),

1 with a particular grade level (e.g. Grade 10 curriculum reform or Grade Level
Management)

1 with specific students (e.g. case management, individual learning plans or behavioural
support)

9 to support specific teachers.

The framework for action provides a guide for planning and review.
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PART AT AUSTRALIAN CONTEXT

1.4.Background Information

The provision of education in Australia can be categorized by school type: and by provider.
Table 1 below shows the number of pupils enrolled in each category in 2006.

School Type Govt. Catholic Otfga(;vl\tl.on- Other Total

Infants / Elementary 1,174,540 336,724 185,524 1,696,788
Secondary 764,826 280,788 229,523 1,275,137
Technical & further ed. 428,025
University /other 745,458
Other ed. institution 127,992 127,992
Ed Institution not stated 1,640,289
Total 6,221,513

Table 1 Total Student Enrolments by Education Sector 2006™

The graph below provides an overview of the proportion of students enrolled in the different
providers of primary (elementary) and secondary schools in 2006.

Australian Student Primary & Secondary
School Participation 2006 Census
(by Institution)

11%

20%
Govemment

M Catholic
Other Non Gov

69%

Figure 1: Australian student primary and secondary school participation (by institution)(l)

Schooling in Australia is compulsory for children from the ages of 6 to 16 (in most states), with
recent changes in some states increasing compulsory participation in education, training or
work up to the age of 18. Children are often enrolled in kindergarten or pre-school at age 5 as
a transition into elementary school. Students then move to a high school at approximately age
12 or 13 (grade 7 or 8) through to age 16 or 17 or 18 (grade 11, or 12 or 13). Within and
between states, high school education may be provided in a single institution or separated into
middle and senior secondary schools or campuses. An increasing number of students in their
senior years of high school may take concurrent courses in further education institutions or
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study part-time whilst employed. Each state of Australia provides a high school certificate,
which certifies a satisfactory standard of achievement of secondary education. Students
leaving high school with a secondary certificate of education and an appropriate tertiary
entrance qualification (based on patterns of study and levels of achievement in the secondary
certificate), move into technical and further education study (TAFE), universities or the
workplace. Further education may be a combination of institutional study and workplace
learning, through apprenticeship and traineeship schemes.

The Constitution of Australia allocates primary responsibility for school education to the six
state and two territory governments, all of which provide and manage government schools and
support non-government schools®.

Within each state and territory, elected government ministers and their education
administrations provide funding, determine education policy and establish administration
regulations governing curriculum, course accreditation, student assessment, certification,
resource allocation and utilization and teacher training, employment and professional
development. In many cases non-government schools are funded systemically and managed
independently, for example by a Catholic Diocese or by a school board.

The federa | government 6s policies and smreaurenring f or
government funding and provide significant resources for non-government schools. National

policies and programs are administered by the Department of Education, Science and Training

(DEST).

The Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA)
was formed in 1994 to coordinate strategic policy at the national level, negotiate national
reporting of educational achievements and facilitate the sharing of information and the
collaborative use of resources®.

1.5.A Snapshot of School Attendance / Retention in Australia

An increasing number of students are not completing school and Australia is lagging behind
the school retention standards of numerous developing countries. It now ranks 25" among the
OECD countries in terms of school completion. There are no official Australian national
attendance statistics, however various independent studies and some State statistics show
typical attendance rates at around 90-94%, with the highest absence rate at grade 10.

Those most at risk of not completing their education include indigenous Australians, people
from low socio-economic backgrounds and people from rural areas. The problem also affects
more males and people with low levels of literacy and numeracy®. Research suggests that,
as well as family context, parental aspirations and the aspiration of peers are influential along
with the quality of teaching and features of school climate'.

The disadvantage of not completing school is especially high in Australia. As illustrated in the
graph below, 20% of students who complete grade 12, 45% of those who complete grade 11,
and 50% of those who complete grade 10 are not fully engaged six months after leaving
school.

Copyright and the Intellectual Property Architecture of this work is owned by MGM Wireless Holdings Pty. Ltd. and must not be 5
copied in whole or part unless prior written permission is first obtained and MGM Wireless Holdings Pty. Ltd



White Paper

messageyou”

50

.
=
i

o
=

%% not studying & not working full-time

b
|

|

|

|
J{

1998 1999 2000 2001 2002

Year

2003

2004

2005

2006

Figure 2: Engagement of school years by grade completed ®),

1.6.Causes of Truancy
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Whilst it may be argued that there is no single cause or typical truant, key reasons cited for
unauthorized non-attendance have been identified as:

Family relationships

Family values

Ethnic values

Excessive home responsibilities

Peer pressures (friends and enemies)

Weak reading skills
Anxiety about course deadlines
Fear of bullying

=4 =4 =8 =88 -89 _-8_8_9_9

1.7.Policy Responses

Dislike of particular lessons or particular teachers
Perceived irrelevance of the curriculum®.

Strong attachment to friends or siblings in trouble with the police

Strategies to reduce truancy are not coordinated across the states in Australia, and the
response in the government school sector reflects the priorities and political will of each state

government. However, Withers® identifies two common policy trends across the nation.

91 Punitive policies, where schools are required to make greater efforts at surveillance of
students and effect faster contact with parents of truants with threats of legal action

against parents of students who are persistently absent.

91 Policies aimed at changing curricular offerings and the ethos of schools so that they

become more attractive and relevant places for students.

Both approaches are found in all states and the majority of schools. The author would argue
that early engagement of parents is not a punitive measure, rather a reflection of the
cooperative partnership which most Australian schools attempt to forge with parents

Copyright and the Intellectual Property Architecture of this work is owned by MGM Wireless Holdings Pty. Ltd. and must not be
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PART B — A FRAMEWORK FOR ACTION

1.8.Overview

This framework has been mapped in an attempt to help school leaders develop a cohesive
strategic plan to improve student attendance and communication. It is also useful to show the
complexity and interwoven impact of the multiplicity of strategies needed to improve
attendance. In the first section of this part of the paper, the framework is used to organize and
present examples of policies and strategies relating to school culture, curriculum, student
welfare, community engagement and communication. In the second section, the framework is
used is to illustrate how text messaging has been introduced (by Messageyou) as one
component of the attendance improvement strategy in many Australian schools.

1.9.Components of the Framework

The framework for action includes those elements which guide the process of change and
those that define the core areas for action.

A FRAMEWORK FOR IMPROVING ATTENDANCE / COMMUNICATION

School culture/ Context

Cl_lrriculum _ Student Welfare
Teaching / Learning Relationship Strategies

Change +

Manage
ment SCHOOL Communication
LEADERSHIP / Parent/ Community Engagement
strate
ay ORGANISATION + Strategies
&
PROCEDURES

Legislation / Policy / Resources/ Technology National / State [ District / Cluster

Figure 3: A framework for improving attendance/communication

CORE AREAS FOR ACTION
The four core areas for action in this framework are explored below.

1.9.1. Curriculum, Teaching and Learning

Probably the greatest activity in trying to ensure schools are relevant to the needs of
society and individual students has, and continues to be, in the area of curriculum reform,

Copyright and the Intellectual Property Architecture of this work is owned by MGM Wireless Holdings Pty. Ltd. and must not be 7
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teaching and learning arrangements and curriculum support materials. Australia has

provided many national resources to assist schools in becoming more relevant and

engaging are listed below. All state and territory governments have also devoted

significant resources to curriculum reform, resource development and teaching and

learning frameworks in support of enhanced student achievement and engagement. Some

of the broad areas attracting attention across Australian are:

9 A focus on literacy and numeracy, particularly in the early years of schooling

1 Continued focus on middle schooling to provide formal education that is responsive
and appropriate to the developmental needs of young adolescents.

1 An expanding focus on schools forming partnerships with providers of vocational

1

education and training.
Significantly reducing the curriculum in elementary schools to focus on the core
knowledge and skills and allow students to be more successfully engaged in learning.

For a more comprehensive review of federal and state initiatives in Australia, please refer
to the uncondensed version of this paper.

1.9.2. Student Welfare and Relationship Strategies

Schools need to ensure they are safe welcoming places by building positive relationships
between teachers, students and parents and, in some cases, providing support services,
which enhance the welfare of students. The critical relationship issues which impact upon
student attendance and engagement are:

(a) Relationships between teachers and students

Teachers who make an effort to create welcoming learning environments, are consistent
and transparent in their application of rules, treat students fairly and build trust with
students are most likely to build productive relationships with students, often leading to
greater student success and engagement in the learning process. Teachers who are
abrasive, inflexible, sarcastic, or show little interest in the student as a person are more
likely to antagonize and alienate students. The management arrangements (rules,
behavior management strategies, timetable flexibility, accountability and expectations of
students) in middle and senior schools or campuses generally reflect different expectations
of the relationship between teachers and students.

(b) Relationships between students

Students can see school as a place where they socialize and participate in sport, arts
events, and other interesting co-curriculum activities. They can also be places where
bullying, harassment and violence may be played out. Research”’ confirms that bullying,
harassment and vi ol ence wunder mi n ebeirg andiallity itorfeara.
Consequently there are significant anti-bullying initiatives in all states across Australia.
Schools are required to put in place dispute resolution and behavior management
processes to combat racism, violence and bullying.

(c) Relationships between parents and school staff

Schools are encouraged to understand the cultural composition of their parents and
develop inclusive strategies to communicate and build understanding and cooperation
between school staff and parents. Where this works, more parents are likely to value rather
than undermine the work of school staff. Opportunities to build relationships between

Copyright and the Intellectual Property Architecture of this work is owned by MGM Wireless Holdings Pty. Ltd. and must not be 8
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parents and school staff can take many forms from back to school nights to social
activities, working together on projects or committees, and managing sports teams.

(d) Relationships between students and parents

Family values have an impact upon student attendance and engagement. Parents who
take an i nter estprogress darm leavera pashive linthbace prévisled that
interest is not oppressive. Conflicts between students and their parents can create
situations where students rebel, leave home or suffer loss of self esteem and depression.

It is not uncommon for some parents to condone student absence. For example, schools
report high levels of unauthorized absence for students on days when social security
payments are available. Absences also occur when students are required to help in a
family business, baby sit a sibling, attend family funerals, or where they do not have
appropriate school clothing.

Child abuse is also a problem which, if not addressed, will add to problems of truancy, lack
of student engagement and low retention in schools.

There is an increasing trend in Australia for schools to provide a range of student wellbeing
programs and resources which are implemented to combat the negative influences on
student wellbeing. These include:

9 Breakfast programs.

1 Healthy canteens.

1 Appointment of school chaplains, student counselors, psychologists, nurse educators,
indigenous resource staff, and police liaison officers.

Mentoring programs (both adult and peer mentoring).

Student leadership courses.

Parenting courses.

Anger management programs.

Student representative councils, some of which engage in dispute resolution
processes.

=A =4 =4 -8

1.9.3. Communication and Parent/Community Engagement Strategies

It is important for schools to build strong community engagement with the school,
particularly through timely and meaningful two-way communication. In his paper,
Engaging With Parents, Families and Community, The Why and How of Effective and
Sustainable Partnerships®, Rupert McGregor states:

AfYou can only achieve effective and sustpai nabl
with parents and families on their terms. This must be based on a respectful recognition of
their special role as the first and continuing educators of their children, and responsive to
their needs and expectationsé The process is necessarily an interactive one, which
encourages participative access and ownership among the parties themselves, in terms
that are directly relevant to them and their c

Strategies to involve parents in schools currently being used in Australia include:
1 Formal parent organizations for fundraising, information sharing, running school
programs, and assisting with goal setting and the development of school policies.

Copyright and the Intellectual Property Architecture of this work is owned by MGM Wireless Holdings Pty. Ltd. and must not be 9
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1 Documenting and sharing examples of good practice and innovation in implementing
effective family-school partnerships.

1 Appointing youth support workers to reaching out to parents and welcome them as
partners in their childrends education.

The range of communication strategies available to schools has expanded with the
introduction of communication technologies. Websites, e-mail and now text messaging are
more recent additions to newsletters, personal phone calls, parent meetings and diary
notes traditionally used by schools to communicate with parents and other members of the
school community.

1.9.3.1. When to Communicate

A report of the Soci al Exclusion Unit (SEU)
in Tackling Thlhacmost c btudnayanedswesis taacttquickly

and consistently, and always to contact parents immediately children are absent. This

shows that the school does not tolerate truancy and means that parents can't ignore it

either. With measures of this kind, attendance rates rise quickly by 5 to 10 per cent.
Home-school agreements also help to make parents take their responsibilities
seriously. o

The Auditor General in the state of Victoria, Australia (December 2004 Report),

identified that in relation to improving attendance management, ibot h school s

parents share responsibility fo r resol ving unex [Further attention a b s e n
needs to focus on ways that contact with par

While these reports outline a comprehensive range of absence reduction strategies, it

is often the case that communication and engagement between each of the key
participants has not been effective under existing school protocols. Messageyoubs
leadership in school attendance communications and management has come about

through innovative use of text messaging technology combined with a profound
understanding of schools, their processes and communities. It is important to consider

the extent to which the shared responsibility of parents in the process is recognized. It

is important to ensure that the mechanisms by which this communication takes place

are as fast, efficient, secure and reliable as possible.

School councils and parent groups should be working with principals to ensure their

school &s communi cation strategy utilizes t
effective options now available. Whi | e it i s e viekngw qpickly ietmeir 6 s r i
child has not arrived at school each day, it

timely and appropriate communications if their child cannot attend. The many
advantages of two-way communication using cell phone text messages can help the
process significantly, but any such use must be coupled with sound strategies and
policies that reflect school expectations.

1.9.3.2. Choosing the Most Effective Communication Process

Experience tells us that when student absences are left unexplained or not followed up,
they have the potential to escalate. This is a time when good communication with
parents is critical. Consideration of the following questions is recommended when
developing an attendance management communication strategy.

Copyright and the Intellectual Property Architecture of this work is owned by MGM Wireless Holdings Pty. Ltd. and must not be 10
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1 How can the school communicate with parents in the shortest possible timeframe to
provide the highest level of duty of care for students, while effectively meeting legal
and IT security requirements?

1 How can the school ensure parents will be informed daily without requiring staff to
remember or find the time to undertake additional duties?

1 What risk mitigation strategies are provided in the solution to ensure data security
and the privacy of confidential family contact records?

I Which strategies provide the most efficient use of staff resources, such as
improved workflow practices?

Which forms of communication reach most parents and do parents prefer?

How can the school avoid potentially damaging mistakes, due usually to lack of
good processes during implementation and/or continuing support?

1 How does the school measure effectiveness and address critical management
issues such as roll marking and phone data accuracy?

9 Is the solution future proofed, or will it continually need to be updated?

91 Does the solution require extensive IT infrastructure support costs?

1T What approach provides best value for
For a comparative analysis of the advantages and disadvantages of different
attendance notification communication strategies, see the Messageyou White Paper,
ATruancy is a Sensitive | ssueo.

1.9.3.3. Using Information Technology to Communicate

Other key factors to consider when selecting technology to communicate include:

9 Interactive Process i does the technology allow for two-way communication?

1 Purpose or intent i does the communication software allow sufficient flexibility to
ensure the purpose or intent of the message is not lost by using the technology?

1 The emotive component i it is important to consider the potential emotive impact of
the communication when selecting technology as a delivery mechanism, because
there is less capacity to clarify, quantify or soften a message delivered
impersonally.

1 Perceptions i those receiving and sending communications using technology need
to understand and accept a new communication style, which may challenge
traditional communication conventions.

1 Timeliness i it is important to consider the need for speed, but also when
messages are best read. This may change depending on the nature of the
message and the socio-economic character of the school community.

1.9.4. Development of Policies and Procedures

Effective school leaders develop and implement policies and procedures that contribute to
efficient and effective school management of attendance and communication.

Copyright and the Intellectual Property Architecture of this work is owned by MGM Wireless Holdings Pty. Ltd. and must not be 11
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1.9.4.1. School Leadership

It is generally accepted that the quality of involvement by school leaders in the change
process will significantly impact upon the success of improvement processes. A
national leadership project in Australia® based on this principle achieved a 10%
improvement in the number of indigenous students completing high school.

1.9.4.2. School Absence Management Policies

Schools operate within the policy frameworks and administrative instructions and
guidelines provided by state and/or federal governments. These requirements may
include expectations regarding school administrative practices, data collection, and
parent responsibilities.

1.9.4.3. School Absence Management Procedures

There are four key steps in best practice attendance management:

1. Marking the roll accurately.

2. Absence notification i daily communication between school staff, parents and
students.

3. Regular analysis of the effectiveness of communication and the pattern of
attendance.

4. Timely follow-up and intervention, where communication has failed and student
attendance patterns remain unacceptable.

Figure 4 below, shows the cyclic relationship between each of the steps.

1

RECORD
(Mark Roll)

4 2

Follow up Communicate

3

Analyse

Figure 4: Attendance Management Cycle

1.9.4.3.1. Roll Marking

Attendance, tardiness and reasons for absence are recorded in an electronic form

in a Student Information System (SIS). Schools have procedures to account for

and record acceptable (justified) variations in student attendance at scheduled

sessions such as excursions and regular tutorial sessions. The most effective

schools are those that require data entry for all of these variations well in advance

of the planned absence, or, when this is not possible, have simple procedures to
ensure a studentodés absence is communicated
timely manner.
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Roll marking issues include:

(a) Roll Accuracy and Absence Authentication

While the requirements and complexities are well understood, many schools seem

to be challenged by the practicalities of achieving accurate rolls and validated. The

main cause for inaccurate roll marking and unauthenticated absence relates to:

1 Administration processes, which in some cases are either too complex or time
consuming, or the roll marking period is too short.

1 Relief teachers who do not know the students or roll marking procedures.

9 Failure of electronic roll marking equipment, software or connectivity.

1 The attitude of the roll marking teacher regarding the importance and priority of
accurate roll marking and authentication of all absences.

1 The attitude of the person taking a student from the normal scheduled class
regarding the priority given ensuring the correct naotification and roll procedures
are followed.

1 The attitude of the students to ensuring their presence is recorded, or non-
compliance with signing in or out T particularly an issue when students have
flexible timetables.

1 The attitude of parents regarding the priority and importance of providing the
school with absence validation.

(b) Administrative Issues

These include:

1 The significant time required to manually transcribe paper roll information into
the Student Information System (SIS) database.

1 The significant time required to reconci
absence, often recorded in separate locations, formats and sometimes in
different databases. This issue is exacerbated when trying to validate absences
at the end of a day.

1 Functional limitations of some student management system software,
particularly data entry interfaces for period and the capacity to automatically
reconcile whole day and period absences.

1.9.4.3.2. Communication Strategies

In an ideal situation absences are notified in advance of marking a roll. However
parent notification in advance of an absence in most schools is very low. Ideally,
when schools are not notified of absence in advance, they should communicate the
absence to parents immediately.

1.9.4.3.3. Data Analysis

Schools should have processes for monitoring and analyzing attendance data and
formulating remedial strategies. They should use benchmark data to set
attendance targets and measure achievement at a whole school and grade level.
At an individual student level, relevant staff should be provided with automatic
alerts when patterns of absence indicate emerging problems.
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1.9.4.3.4. Follow - Up

Some common school organizational arrangements across schools in Australia to

follow up unauthorized absence include:

1 Letters mailed to parents, advising of all unauthorized absences.

I Case management of students who demonstrate unacceptable levels of
absence (of all types).

1 A hierarchy of intervention, starting with teachers and extending through to
assistant or deputy principals.

T School counselors who work with o6at ri sko

9 Indigenous support staff (who work specifically with indigenous students and
their families).

1 Truancy Officers who make home visits.

STRATEGIES SUPPORTING CHANGE

1.9.5. Support Strategies

In addition to the CORE areas for improving attendance, there are a number of support
strategies. These include:

Considering the culture and context of the school.

Developing a change management plan.

Setting goals for improvement and measure progress on a regular basis.
Determine priorities for action based on data and information.

Accessing the available resources (national, state, and district).

Using existing legislative and administrative powers.

Using technology, where it makes sense.

=4 =4 =8 =8 -8 -8 -9

Note: Pursuit of a new or modified school culture in itself may constitute a core area for
action.

1.9.5.1.1. School Culture and Context

It is contended that all (attendance) improvement strategies need to take into

account the culture or context of t he school . OExternal 6 env
such as geographical location, socio-economic characteristics of the school
community, local community expectations and resources and bureaucratic or
management controls such as budgets, the built environment, industrial
agreements and staffing processes, all impact upon the perceived and real
opportunity to develop a school response t
environment al factors influencing the sch
include school governance, decision making processes, organizational
management structures and deployment of discretionary resources. The history of

a school, leadership and demographic growth or decline all impact upon the

capacity for change at any point in time. When planning change, it is
recommended that school leaders conduct an environmental scan, which will help

them understand the cultural or contextual factors which need to be considered for

the plan to be successful.

1.9.5.1.2. Change Management

A formal approach for managing change, beginning with the leadership team and
incorporating the whole school community, needs to be developed early and
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adapted often as change itself moves through the school. This often demands
management tools that assist data collection and analysis, planning, and
implementation as a way of moving forward, supporting the efforts of personnel,
without adding a burden to a busy and complex environment.

The change-management approach should be fully integrated into program design

and decision making, both informing and enabling strategic direction. It should be
based on a realistic assessment of t he
capacity to change. It must look carefully at communication networks required to
bring about cultural change within the school or organization.

An example of one change management strategy used to support attendance
improvement is provided in the table 2, below.

PROCESSES KEY IDEAS
C | Create tension 1. A school may set attendance goals, e.g.:
a. Significant reduction in unexplained absence
b. More cost effective attendance management
c. Timely communication between parents and school

2. Match these goals against communication strategies to establish
suitable methods of building cooperative partnerships with teachers,
school administration staff, parents and students.

3. Determine who needs to be involved in processes and set time lines
to achieve changes.

4. Build a guiding coalition who will help translate goals into action.

H Harness support 1. Communicate (with both logic and passion) why attendance is
important, and make clear the responsibilities of students, parents
and teachers.

2. Build support for changes to traditional communication methods
linking school and home, and clarify expectations of all parties.
Provide training. Build acceptance.

3. Establish consistent processes within the school (roll marking,
recording, follow up, communication methods).

4. Explore student mentoring (peer to peer, teacher to student etc) and
other ways of supporting planned action. (e.g. attendance
committee, incentives, performance goals).

5. Explore technology such as messageyouTMWatchLists and
messageyouTMSchools to support processes. Gain agreement to all
approaches to be used. Establish templates.

A | Articulate goals 1. Refine broad goals to negotiate class targets and individual
expectations of teachers, students and parents.

2. Negotiate rewards for appropriate behaviors and celebrations to
herald success

3. Publish goals (newsletter) and report regularly against targets

N | Nominate roles 1. Assign responsibility to specific individuals for the various tasks and
outcomes.

2. Plan monitoring processes and communication strategies

G | Grow capability 1. Build organizational systems and people competencies necessary
for effecting the change prior to implementation.

2. Remove fear by providing information and training. Provide
O6practiced and model what is re

3. Clarify o6whatdés in it for med f

E Entrench changes 1. Review and adapt as the program rolls out

2. Institutionalize positive changesto ma ke it ithe wsg
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PROCESSES KEY IDEAS

around hereo.
3.  Communicate outcomes (how?).

Table 2: Change management strategy to support attendance improvement
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2. PART C: A TEXT MESSAGING STRATEGY TO IMPROVE COMMUNICATION AND
ABSENCE NOTIFICATION.

2.1.Introduction

Many schools in Australia are achieving reductions in unexplained absences of up to 60% and
improvements in student attendance using Short Messaging Service (SMS), commonly
referred to as text messaging. The success of the text messaging strategy is based on the
principle of involving the parents early in the process of absence notification (on the day of
absence).

The final part of this paper describes the implementation of text messaging solution
i ncorporating messageyouESchools and messageyou
wide by MGM Wireless (the parent company of Messageyou).

2.2. Text Messaging as a Critical Communication Component of a Whole School
Attendance Improvement Strategy

Implementing text messaging is a highly visible project, directly targeting parents on an

emotive subject T t hei r chil doés attendance. Thi s proje
impl emented carefully, and can directly affect
community. Principals realize that to achieve success, the project needs to be implemented

within an integrated strategic attendance management improvement strategy.

Evidence from reviews of schools which have implemented messageyouSchools text

messaging software, shows, that the most effective implementations of text messaging in

schools have been those in which:

9 School leaders are involved in the planning and ongoing management oversight of the
implementation process.

1 The school identifies and puts in place strategies to manage the changes to staff roles and
organizational routines, which need to be implemented.

1 The school sets realistic goals or targets and reviews these within a year of

implementation.

Key staff are involved in all phases of the implementation, from planning to review.

Implementation strategies take into account the school context / culture.

The project is used as an opportunity to improve existing management practices.

The school also has in place effective curriculum, teaching and learning, student

wellbeing, relationship and community engagement strategies.

= =4 =4 =9

These are the critical components of the Attendance Management Framework outlined in Part
B and form the basis of implementation planning in all schools introducing messageyou
solutions.

2.3.The Impact of Messaging on Building Parent Relationships

School to parent text messaging is a rapid communication method with high impact. It also
affectstheway people in schools 6do businessd6. Text
of communication strategies, which in their entirety help determine the relationship culture of
the school. Those schools that get their communication right are more likely to have strong
parent, student and teacher relationships. Text messaging allows rapid, interactive two-way
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communicati on, which fits into the busy |lives
directly to the people who need to know and provides a timely, low cost, time efficient

message with an easy response capability. The text does not eliminate the need for follow-up

phone calls, letters or meetings where these are required, but schools using
messageyouSchools do experience significant reductions in these resource intensive

activities. Messageyou works wi t h each school communi ty to
expectations are realistic and that text messag
and operational framework. The implementation approach embraces a culture of participation

and mutual responsibility from the start of the process.

2.4.How the Software Supports Attendance Management Procedures

MessageyouSchools, unlike messaging services offered by many internet providers, interacts
directy wi th a school és student management system.
be either automatically or manually generated at times nominated by the school.
messageyouSchools constructs personalized text messages by seamlessly drawing data
directly from the student management system, thereby avoiding the creation of multiple
databases which can result in loss of data integrity, inaccuracy and compromises to security.
The short setup time and ease with which schools can change attendance data filters and
message formats significantly reduce the work currently carried out by school staff who are
responsible for managing student absence issues. In addition to obvious attendance related
issues such as unexcused absences, tardies and skipped classes, the application can be
customized for an almost unlimited spectrum of automated messaging purposes, including
emergency communications, sports notifications or general communication alerts. The
software has the added benefit of providing an e-mail or text to voice (talking text) option for
parents who do not wish to receive text messages.

MessageyouWatchLists provides an automated alert by e-mail to key staff responsible for
following up parents who fail to respond to school text messages and following up students
who consequently have escalating patterns of unexplained absence.

1.
RECORD
(Mark Roll)

messagevou ERM
Electronic Roll Marking

4 2.

Follow up Communicate

)
-

-
messageyou-WatchLists messageyouSchools

3.
Analyse

Figure 5: How messageyou software supports attendance management procedures.
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2.5.1T Infrastructure

In most schools, student management systems sit within an administration network, behind a

secure firewall. MessageyouSchool s i s an application t
characteristicso of having a small footprint,
network, with minimal hardware costs. IT security is maintained by using specific ports
approved by the school or government jurisdiction. All staff members authorized to access
messageyouSchools can do so from any PC on the network.

2.6.Implementation and Support

Too often, software applications are introduced into schools without putting in place internal as
well as external support structures. Whilst the training required to use messageyouSchools is
not complex, to be successful it needs to be accompanied by a thorough review and
enhancement of workflow processes. Messageyou understands this and helps school leaders
manage internal support strategies through a project approach to implementation and
provision of comprehensive training and documentation for staff, students and parents. In
addition it provides external technical application support and a message traffic monitoring
service. A key difference between Messageyou and some other IT software companies is this
focus on ensuring the school continually gets the best out of the product within the
management context of each individual school.

* Project team + Update parent mobile + Load Software Benchmark
phone numbers in SIS Attendance Dath
+ Define scope database + Deployment

* Review School cultural + School Community
context and history awareness
«  Letters
Set project goals «  Parent
meetings
roview existing [rorrelatter Collect Current
attendance Websic Attendance Data
MELEL N School Diary & compare with
processes Flyer benchmark
Student
* Review existing roll Assemblies Change strategies
marking processes *Parents or modify goals
= Wider Community «Students as required
* Define automation awareness *Teachers
settings = Radio =School
= Newspaper Leadership
+ Collect benchmark = TV/ Radio =Student Admin
Attendance Data

Figure 6: Messageyou implementation and support structures.

2.7.Measuring Success

The success of schools using messageyou solutions is interdependent upon all of the critical
factors outlined in the Part B of this paper. Providing text messaging notification and staff
alerting tools are time and cost effective ways of supporting the operational management of
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student attendance. In the majority of schools taking up the messageyou solutions, the impact
of daily communication is dramatic. However, sustained success is dependent upon the
institutionalization of new management practices and the continued focus on building a school
climate or ethos in which both parents and school staff accept their mutual responsibilities.
Messageyou supports this change management process by conducting an extensive review
one semester after their solutions have been implemented to ensure project targets are being
met . When required messageyoub6s consultants pl

their goals or modify their strategies.
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