NEW REPORT SHOWS GOVERNMENT TRUANCY SWEEP CLAIMS ARE EXAGGERATED

A report funded by the Joseph Rowntree Reform Trust and released today shows that truancy sweeps are an ineffective use of police time and resources and that most children being subjected to investigation are not truants.

A survey of 120 Local Education Authorities, the first of its kind, reveals that more than 16,000 hours of police time are spent on truancy sweeps each year - the equivalent annual working hours of 10 full-time police officers.

During the national truancy sweeps of Autumn 2004, one child was stopped for every half-hour of police time, but when questioned, most of these children were found not to be truanting at all.  It took each police officer an average of 82 minutes to find one truant. This figure rose to 99 minutes in London. 

Researchers have also discovered widespread confusion about what counts as truancy. Some LEAs record as truants those children already excluded from school. Others count pupils visiting the shops during their lunch break. In some cases truancy sweeps are conducted near schools, where those arriving late are included in the truancy figures.

Terri Dowty, Director of Action on Rights for Children, the organisation that undertook the research, says: “Figures are often quoted for the total number of children stopped, implying that they are all truants. This is simply not true. The majority of children are recorded as being out of school with permission for legitimate reasons such as medical appointments. It is unacceptable that those going about their lawful business should be subjected to police questioning. Adults would not tolerate this, and it can only breed anxiety and resentment amongst law-abiding young people.”

Carolyne Willow, National Co-ordinator of the Children’s Rights Alliance for England says: “What we have is a government-sponsored scheme that encourages the police to stop and question any child from the age of five who is not in school. This raises fundamental human rights concerns. This report shows that children who are bereaved, ill, or caring for a disabled or sick relative have been caught up in truancy sweeps. Two out of three children stopped by the police are not truanting at all. We must stop treating children as wrong-doers and criminals and find more positive and humane ways of engaging them, in education and elsewhere.”

Earlier this year the National Audit Office
 revealed that the government had spent a total of £885m on truancy initiatives over the past 6 years but had not achieved any reduction in unauthorised absence from school. The government attributed the unchanging truancy figures to a ‘hard core’ of pupils already known to be persistent truants.

Tom Wylie, Chief Executive of the National Youth Agency says: “It is vital that youngsters receive a proper education but the use of police on truancy sweeps does not seem to be a very effective or economic way of achieving results”

“Education is the right of all children and is important for their future,” says Terri Dowty. “Sweeps may give an impression that something is being done about truancy, but the misleading figures that are bandied around only mask the fact that the truancy sweep initiatives are having no effect on children who are missing out on education. 

“The Government does not need sweeps to identify persistent truants because they already know about them, and we are failing those children by not concentrating all our resources on the problems that lead to their disengagement from education. The money that is wasted on truancy sweeps would be better directed towards initiatives that enable all children to enjoy and value their education.” 
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