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WHY AREN’T YOU IN SCHOOL? Mark Ayler, a neighborhood resource officer with the Indianapolis Metropolitan Police Department, takes personal information from a 17year-old Indianapolis Public Schools student. The teen was stopped at the corner of 30th and Meridian streets during a truancy sweep last month.

Star Editorial Board Report: Truancy

From absentees to dropouts

DISAPPEARING ACTS
Chronic truants Ten
IPS schools have chronic truancy rates of 25 percent or higher.
often fail to earn The districtwide truancy rate was 18 percent last school year.
their diplomas
2005-06 Attendance rate

Third in a series
His findings were troublesome.
About 30 percent of the 3,000 students
missed at least 18 days, or 10 percent
of the school year, when they were in
middle school. Not surprisingly, his
study showed, poor attendance hurt
their academic performance. A whopping 56 percent of students who
missed from 10 to 15 percent of the
school year dropped out. Even worse,
80 percent of students who missed
more than 15 percent of the school
year failed to earn a diploma.
The numbers don’t surprise Balfanz,
who is conducting the study on behalf
of Achieve Inc. and the state Department of Education as part of an effort
to identify early warning signs of potential dropouts. Balfanz found similar
results in his research on middleschool students in Philadelphia.
Truancy, he says, is “the middle
chapter of the dropout story.”
Eighteen percent of IPS students —
nearly one in five — were chronically
truant in the past school year, according to Indiana Department of Education data. But that number alone
doesn’t show the extent of the problem.
Although absenteeism is especially
acute in the district’s eight high
schools, which have a combined truancy rate of 37 percent, skipping
school is common throughout IPS. A
Star Editorial Board analysis shows
that truancy is an issue well before
high school. At 26 of the district’s 51
elementary schools, as many as 18 percent of students were chronically absent last school year.
For Andrew Cook, a social worker
and school attendance officer at
Thomas C. Howe Academy, the problem is getting the children, especially
those in the middle grades, into the
building and keeping them there. “Par-

90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20

Thomas
Carr Howe

Pacers
Academy

Northwest
High

Margaret
McFarland Middle

H.L. Harshman
Middle

George
Washington

Emmerich
Manual High

0

Edgar H. Evans
Academy

10

Arsenal
Technical High

A

police sweep of streets
on Indianapolis’ Northside last month quickly
rounded up 80 students
who had skipped school
that day.
Though only one day in one area of
the city, the sweep unveiled the pervasive truancy problem facing Indianapolis Public Schools.
A study done by Robert Balfanz, a
Johns Hopkins University researcher,
addressed the same trend in more scientific terms. He monitored the academic progress made by the original
3,000 students of the IPS Class of
2003.
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ast week, there were two
stories about carnage — the
tragedy at Virginia Tech and
the Supreme Court’s decision
on partial-birth abortion.
At Virginia Tech, 32 people were
killed. The worst of the pictures were
kept from us, but we saw enough, as
bleeding students and faculty members
were carried out of the buildings.
There were no pictures released of
what some witnesses described as
blood and gore on the floors and walls
of the classrooms where Cho SeungHui performed his evil deeds. No dead
bodies were shown.
Also, by a narrow 5-4 vote, the Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of a federal law prohibiting partialbirth abortion, a procedure in which a
mostly delivered and fully developed
baby has its brains vacuumed out. The
court reached its decision even though
the law lacks a “health” exception,
which has been a legal loophole large
enough to drive any abortion through
and which has fueled abortionists who
claim that the pregnant woman’s mental or some other “health” is in danger,
thus “justifying” the abortion.
While pro-lifers welcomed the decision (it is the first
to prohibit an
What is
abortion proceincompredure since Roe v.
Wade in 1973),
hensible is a
the language used
society that
by Associate Juswould allow
tice Anthony
Kennedy in his
for the
destruction of majority opinion
is inconsistent. In
a generation,
the past, Kennedy
depriving the has voted to uphold Roe v. Wade
nation of
and has opposed
talent and
other attempts to
restrict abortion,
unknown
his opinion in
contributions. but
the partial-birth
case may open
the door to further regulations on abortion . . . or not. What Kennedy wrote illustrates that the court is not yet ready
to overturn Roe: “Where it has a rational basis to act, and it does not impose an undue burden, the State may
use its regulatory power to bar certain
procedures and substitute others, all in
furtherance of its legitimate interests in
regulating the medical profession in order to promote respect for life, including the life of the unborn.”
Kennedy seems to be saying that if
abortionists can use means to kill a
baby other than by partial birth, it’s OK
with him. And what’s this about promoting “respect for life, including the
life of the unborn”? Abortion on demand has produced precisely the opposite of Kennedy’s stated objective. It
has eroded respect for life to the extent
that madmen shoot up schools and
street thugs kill for pleasure.
The American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists called the
court’s decision “shameful and incomprehensible.” What is shameful is the
systematic and legal destruction of
more than 46 million babies in the
United States since 1973, according to
the pro-choice Alan Guttmacher Institute. What is incomprehensible is a society that would allow for the destruction of a generation, depriving the
nation of talent and unknown contributions.
There is an inverse connection between the carnage at Virginia Tech and
the carnage that is abortion. With Virginia Tech, we saw pictures of the
bloody wounded. Survivors told us the
rest. With abortion, especially the partial-birth kind, the most we get are
drawings. The full horror of what happens during the procedure and the failure to inform women about it and its
alternatives has never been shown on
television, or published in newspapers.
The reason is that big media wish to
promote policies associated with the
Virginia Tech carnage — chiefly more
gun control laws — but does not promote the policies associated with abortion, so the public is kept largely in the
dark.
Justices Antonin Scalia and Clarence
Thomas remain consistent in their
opinions that the Constitution contains
no language allowing abortion, or prohibiting states from regulating it. They
have been in the minority, but perhaps
not for much longer. The 5-4 decision
shows that a crack has developed in the
abortion wall. That’s why the next election and the next justice appointed will
be critical.
✭ Thomas writes for Tribune Media Services.

Note: Truancy rate is the percentage of a school district’s enrollment that is chronically
truant or has more than 10 days of unexcused absence.
Sources: Indiana Department of Education, Star Editorial Board analysis

ONLINE: CONTINUE
THE CONVERSATION
TalkBack: Have a question
or comment about this
editorial? Go to
IndyStar.com/opinion, click on the
editorial headline and then post a
comment at TalkBack. We’ll post
answers to your questions online
Thursday and will publish a sample
of your comments in next Sunday’s Voices section.
Audio: Listen to a short audio clip
of Marion County Superior Court
Commissioner Kelly Rota-Autry
speaking on the wide range of
children who come through her
truancy court. Click on Indystar.com/opinion.
Databases: Want to know how
your child’s school fared on this
year’s ISTEP? Did schools in your
district make Adequate Yearly
Progress? Check out The Star’s
databases on the Data Central
page of IndyStar.com
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UNHAPPY
SITUATION: A
student picked
up during last
month’s truancy sweep deals
with her emotions in the
basement of
the police department’s
Metro North
District Headquarters. The
students were
not charged
criminally.

ents say, ‘I dropped them off at the
front door. What happened?’ Well,
they got to the door and left,” Cook
says. “We don’t have guard dogs and
chain-link fences.”
IPS is home to eight of 14 middle
schools in Marion County that have
chronic truancy rates of 10 percent or
higher. At H.L. Harshman on the
Near Northside, 26 percent of students were chronically truant last
year.
Why middle-school kids? The teens
in urban neighborhoods, Balfanz says,
suffer from a “triple whammy” of
challenges.
Relationships with their neighborhoods and families are changing.
Some are attracted to — or trying to
avoid — gangs. Others try to take on
child-care responsibilities that are
best suited for adults. They also are

entering larger schools, where they
can get lost in the crowd. And, even
though they continue to need support
from caring adults, they are becoming
more confident in their own decisionmaking. In their minds, choosing not
to go to school may seem to be a step
toward adulthood.
“A bunch of these kids in middle
school are making a discretionary decision to not come to school,” Balfanz
says. “Often it takes just a little to get
them back.’’
Social and family pressures bearing
down on students can be intense.
Cook is dealing with siblings whose
mother recently died. Another of his
students suffers from schizophrenia.
Personal issues aren’t the only
problem.
More than half of the students in
four IPS middle school programs said

VOICES
“The kids that
have poor
attendance and
fail, very few of
them graduate
on time.”
Robert Balfanz,
Johns Hopkins researcher who is
studying the performance of IPS
middle-school students.

they have consumed alcohol, according to the 2005 Indiana Youth Risk
Behavior Survey. Twenty-six percent
have contemplated suicide, the survey
showed. And 20 percent of students
have gone so far as to develop plans
for killing themselves.
Safety also is a concern. The survey
found that 15 percent of high school
students reported missing at least one
day of classes out of fear for their security.
IPS Superintendent Eugene White
is trying to confront these and other
issues with a range of initiatives, including magnet programs, heightened
discipline and school uniforms.
White’s success will depend upon
his ability to go beyond the symptoms
of self-defeating truancy to the root
causes of the problem. It will also require the support, cooperation and
collaboration of parents, other school
officials and the community.
Wednesday: The path toward truancy begins at home.

