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Thank you Chairman Senator Emmons and members of this Committee.
My name is Dorene S. Allen and I appear today on behalf of the Michigan Probate Judges
Association (MPJA). I am the presiding probate and juvenile judge in Midland County and
have been on the bench for 16 years now.
I have provided a packet of information to this committee which includes a letter from
Justice Maura Corrigan, Former Director of the then Department of Human Services. She
wanted to be here today but is in Washington DC where she continues to work on behalf of
juvenile justice and child protection issues. So, she extends her regret at not being able to be
here, but also is clear that this is legislation that she very much supports.
I would like to provide three statistics as background for my testimony. (1) Michigan
ranks 37th in the United States in high school graduation rates with grossly different graduation
rates between white and black youth, economically disadvantaged and disabled. (2) 49% of our
prisoners at the Department of Corrections have no high school diploma or GED. (3) 72% of
Michigan inmates read at less than a third grade level. These bills will help Michigan make a
start on changing those numbers.
The roots of truancy start at a very young age. Many times the reasons for a child being
truant are not in the child’s control. There is in fact the misperception that truancy is a 16 year
old hanging out on the corner who is just “skipping” school. We know that it starts much earlier
than that. Not going to school in fact often starts in elementary school. Instead, most truancy is
the result of circumstances kids can’t control such as a chaotic or abusive home environment,
they are babysitting younger siblings, they don’t have a coat or shoes, or they are being bullied.
Also, there is the mom who doesn’t have enough gas money to go to both work and school; there
is no running water or electricity. And we all know that there is a huge increase in homelessness
across our state. The proposed changes to the law are meant to address what actually causes the
children to miss school in the first place so that we can enable them for long-term success. This
is an issue that touches the lives of all of our children. If we don’t address truancy effectively,
the prognosis for the child’s future becomes bleaker and bleaker.

Truancy is a major problem in Michigan. Truancy has been clearly identified as an early
warning sign for potential substance abuse, delinquency, teen pregnancy, and dropping out of
school. The key focus of this legislation is to keep kids in school and as a result of that, out of
the justice or legal system. This is a very simple premise and goal. However, Michigan has no
state-wide definition of truancy. In addition, there is no guidance statutorily to the response
when truancy does happen. The variance throughout the state is quite startling. These laws look
to change that.
Michigan already has the resources in place that can effectively address truancy. But a
legal framework is badly needed. This will NOT add layers to this process but rather allow all of
the various organizations to work more effectively. We have worked closely with the
Department of Education and the Center for Educational Performance and Information, or CEPI,
regarding implementation. It is our understanding that the framework already exists to
implement this legislation by way of public reporting – there would not be the need for new
computer software. In fact as a result of this legislation the School Code would “talk” with the
Juvenile Code. The definitions will be the same both places and there will be an ability to move
effectively between both arenas of schools and the justice system.
The key concepts of this legislation are truancy and chronic absenteeism. The laws
proposed recommend defining a truant as a child/youth who misses school for 10 days. Further,
there is a graduated set of interventions for the child and the parents to avoid getting to that
point. The goal is to keep kids in school and not have to go to the final step of consequences:
the court petition with court involvement. There is also a definition of chronic absenteeism –
missing 10% of the days in school. There is solid research that a child missing school for greater
than 10% of the time is compromised as far as education and therefore graduation.
The bottom line is that if we don’t address these very basic issues, then the fallout for
Michigan is truly a tragedy. That fallout is the cost of dealing with a child who ends up in the
justice or legal system and often our prisons.
But even more importantly, the cost is the waste of a child’s future.
The legislation will work. It has been vetted by the Department of Health & Human
Services and the Department of Education. We have had a robust state-wide Initiative – a
summit in 2013, a series of state-wide meetings of the county teams in 2014, a follow up
conference in 2015 and another planned for November, 2016. These teams are made up of
multi-disciplinary collaborative agencies and individuals. Schools, law enforcement, DHHS,
mental health, faith community, foundation community and the courts are involved in a truly
collaborative cross disciplinary action. The participation has been extensive and spans the entire
state. There are more than 800 people from across the state devoting their efforts to this SchoolJustice Partnership. The reason is simple: this is a state-wide issue that is very frustrating at the
front lines. In really an unprecedented collaboration – where all these stakeholders sit down for
their county across the table from one another -- they talk about what to do about this problem
and are acting on the problems with wonderful success stories. These county teams are your
counties – they come from every area in the state -- urban, suburban and rural. And they have
all said the same thing: this is a problem and we need the solutions that are offered by this
legislation.

The county teams have been so impressive. They have been taking off and actually using
this proposed legislation as the template for their work in their own counties.
The question that gets asked is whether correcting truancy -- keeping kids in schools -impacts academic achievement. I would like to talk about one of our elementary schools in
Midland County. We were able to implement what was a "community school model" at
Eastlawn Elementary. It has since been put under the umbrella of the Pathways to Potential
program at DHHS. This is one of our city elementary schools and we were fortunate to be able
to implement in 2013. This is a school at that point with a 68% poverty level. In 2014 the
poverty level in the school actually increased to 73%.
In the first year of the program, there was a 31% decrease in truancy of five or more
absences. There was a 51% decrease with students with 8 or more absences. The second year
saw another 23% decrease.
That is all well and good but what about academic performance -- especially with an
increase in the poverty of the children in the school? In 2014 Eastlawn’s Michigan Educational
Assessment Program (MEAP) scores increased an average of 35%. In 2015 there was a release
of rankings of schools across Michigan. 1,210 schools were evaluated with similar
demographics of academic achievement in relation to family income of the students. Eastlawn
was ranked 44th overall -- in the top 5%.
It is quite extraordinary that there is an increase in poverty along with an increase in
academic achievement.
Most recently, in February of 2016 in an evaluation by the Mackinac Center for Public
Policy, they issued a Michigan Context & Performance Report Card for Elementary and Middle
Schools. Eastlawn Elementary was the only Midland County school to get an "A". The
Superintendent of Midland Public Schools attributed the success and improvement to the
cooperation between the schools, DHHS, mental health and the courts.
This is a model that works. And, this is a part of the solutions offered by this legislation.
I would ask on behalf of MPJA that this legislation be supported as the tool that it really
is – a template for the success of our children and our state. Michigan Judges Association (MJA)
circuit court judges support this legislation pending a ratification vote they have on April 19,
2016. Thank you so very much for holding this committee hearing and your attention to this
problem within our state.

Truancy FAQS
What is wrong with our current truancy laws?
Michigan has no standard definition for chronic absenteeism or truancy for schools. As a result, rules
vary from district to district, there is insufficient accounting of missed seat time, and students are often
suspended or expelled without ever addressing what causes them to miss school in the first place.
Why should the truancy law be changed?
Punishing students who fail to come to school by sending them home is counterproductive and
contributes to lower graduation and higher delinquency rates.
Elementary school students who miss school are more likely to struggle academically and eventually to
drop out of school altogether. The decision to drop out is a dangerous one for the student. Dropouts are
much more likely than their peers who graduate to be unemployed, living in poverty, receiving public
assistance, in prison, unhealthy, divorced, and single parents with children who drop out from high
school themselves.
Our communities and nation also suffer from the dropout epidemic due to the loss of productive
workers and the higher costs associated with increased incarceration, health care and social services.
What will the changes mean for schools?
The proposed legislation would define “chronic absenteeism” and “truancy,” which are now categorized
differently and treated differently from district to district. Schools would have consistent definitions and
guidelines for dealing with truant students with preventative and corrective measures so that the
response to skipping school is not just sending students home, where they miss even more class time.
What are the benefits to changing these laws?
When people think of truancy they think of kids making a decision to run with the wrong crowd. Instead,
most truancy is the result of circumstances the kid can’t control such as they are babysitting younger
siblings, they don’t have a coat, or they are being bullied.
Please see the attached Attendance Matters article provided by our Dickinson County team listing the
top ten reasons kids miss school. The proposed changes to the law are meant to address what actually
causes the children to miss school in the first place so that we can enable them for long-term success.
Are truancy issues problems in my community?
An estimated 250,000 Michigan youth are not enrolled in school, are not working, and do not have a
GED or high school diploma. Michigan ranks 37th in the nation for graduation rates. Of the 8,800 people
sentenced to prison in Michigan in 2012, 49% did not have a GED or high school diploma. 72% of
Michigan inmates read at less than a 3rd grade level.
Will these changes save my district money?
Every student a district loses is worth roughly $7,200 in annual per pupil funding. Every prisoner
Michigan gains each year costs about $37,500. An average prisoner spends 4 years in prison costing a
total of $150,000 each. Michigan currently houses more than 400 juveniles less than eighteen years old.

