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Our education system has been declining for 
years, and Labour’s uninspiring goal of 70 per cent 
attendance appears to just be wanting to slow 
the decline rather than turn it around and they’re 
failing miserably at even that.

With recent shocking attendance figures, New 
Zealand is not a sustainable society. It is not 
passing enough knowledge from one generation to 
the next to maintain its living standards. In Term 2 
of this year, 60 per cent of students did not attend 

regularly. It gets worse by decile, with only 23 
per cent of Decile 1 students attending regularly 
in Term 2. In Northland, only 28 per cent of all 
students attend regularly. The reality is probably 
worse than these figures present because 108 
schools did not even submit their attendance data 
despite it taking five months for the Ministry to 
publish the data.

In this document, ACT proposes five ideas to get 
kids back in the classroom.

Introduction

Executive Summary
•  Daily national attendance reporting: The 

Government treated COVID like a crisis and 
maintained a national focus on the pandemic with 
daily case, hospitalisation, and death numbers for 
over two years. Truancy is also a crisis with major 
long term consequences, but it took five months for 
the Government to report Term 2 attendance this 
year, and even then 108 schools refused to report. 
ACT will require every school in New Zealand to fill 
out an electronic attendance register accessible by 
the Ministry of Education. Schools will be required 
to record which students have not attended school 
on a particular day and whether that absence was 
justified or unjustified. The Ministry will publish daily 
attendance in real time, building a national focus on 
the issue.

•  Empowering schools to deal with truancy: Schools 
should be empowered to deal with poor attendance 
through direct, cashed-up funding. The Government 
spends $38.5 million on truancy services and ACT 
says it should be given to schools to use for hiring 
their own truancy officers. The funding would be 
weighted to the Equity Index, so schools with more 
vulnerable student populations would receive more 
funding. For example, a poor school with 600 
students could have an allowance of about $113 per 
student for $67,800 hiring an attendance officer. A 
group of smaller schools could band together to hire 
their own officer.

•  Traffic light system: Collection of data will be 
connected to a traffic light system. This will set out 
clear expectations for the responsibilities of everyone 
relating to unjustified absences.

-  Green light, high attendance (up to 10% absence). 

Require schools to attempt to make contact with a 

family on the day of an unjustified absence.

-  Orange light, irregular attendance (10-30% 

absence) The school will be required to hold a 

meeting with the student and family and develop 

a plan to reintegrate the student back into the 

classroom on a regular basis.

-  Red light, chronic absenteeism. (more than 30% 

truant). Children will be referred to the Ministry of 

Education to deal with, who will make a decision 

on possible actions including fines and referral to 

Police.

•  An infringement notice regime for parents: 

Currently parents cannot be fined for student non-

attendance without a court conviction, but they 

can be fined on the spot for speeding to school. 

ACT would change the Education and Training Act 

to allow the Ministry of Education to introduce an 

infringement notice regime for truancy. Ensure Police 

use section 49 of the Education and Training Act to 

work with schools on truants and to take children 

they see out of school during school hours to either 

the school or home.

•  Accountability for schools through mandatory 

reporting: Schools would be required to report 

their attendance daily to a Ministry of Education 

database. Most businesses need to prove they 

have delivered before they are paid, but schools do 

not have to report whether their students actually 

attended school. Under ACT, schools that fail to 

report would risk losing their funding.
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ACT’s practical solutions for the truancy crisis
Better information about  
school attendance 
The Government cannot address the issue of truancy 

without knowing how bad it is. ACT revealed the 

Ministry of Education does not hold any information 

on the outcomes of prosecutions for non-attendance, 

it does not hold any information on the number 

of truancy officers there are in schools across the 

country, and it does not hold information on whether 

any schools have had a statutory intervention put in 

place due to persistently high truancy rates, which is 

a risk to student welfare. 

There is no consistent method for recording unjustified 

absences across New Zealand schools. Some schools 

use electronic attendance registers, others manual 

attendance registers. Manual attendance registers 

present a barrier to collecting and sharing information 

about the proportion of students are regularly 

attending school. 

Most schools report their attendance figures at the 

end of every term. Some schools choose not to provide 

attendance data to the Ministry. The result is that it 

takes an unacceptably long time to collect and report 

attendance data. For example, it took the Ministry 15 

weeks to collate attendance data for Term 2. The public 

has a right to real time data about such a critical issue 

inside a system it funds. The Government was able to 

report the previous day’s Covid-19 case numbers every 

day but there is a five month lag on attendance data.

ACT will require every school in New Zealand to fill 

out an electronic attendance register. Schools will be 

required to record which students have not attended 

school on a particular day and whether that absence 

was justified or unjustified.

All schools will be required to enter into a government 

register the day’s unjustified absences. The Ministry 

will be required to publish the previous day’s 

attendance data in an anonymised form on its 

website every day. This will tell the public whether 

schools are doing their job.

Empowering schools to deal  
with truancy
Even though schools have responsibilities and powers 

under the Education and Training Act 2020, they have 

limited incentives to deal with children who do not 

to attend. Labour’s solution has been a centralised 

strategy, in which schools can apply to a regional 
response fund of $40 million over four years to 
tackle absenteeism (as part of a $88 million student 
attendance package). That approach hasn’t worked.

According to Labour, the best solutions for the 
truancy crisis are those “developed by those who 
know their school communities best”. ACT agrees. But 
instead of creating more bureaucracy, it makes more 
sense just to fund schools directly.

ACT says schools should be empowered to deal with 
poor attendance through direct funding. Poorer or 
more isolated schools will receive relatively greater 
financial support, as student funding will be adjusted 
by equity indexing. Currently the Government spends 
$16.5 million per year through Attendance Services, 
and has a $88 million package of various attendance 
programmes. ACT would use that money to fund 
schools directly, weighted using an equity index so 
poorer schools, where attendance issues are relatively 
worse, get more. Funding would go to schools assessed 
according to their risk of student truancy. This would 
mean, for example, that a school from a wealthy area 
might receive little extra, whereas a poor school with 
600 students could have an allowance of about $113 
per student for $67,800 hiring an attendance officer. 

This increased funding will allow schools to take 
responsibility for establishing their own truancy officers. 
Schools will be encouraged to cooperate in areas, so 
they can have a single truancy officer or even a team 
dedicated to getting kids back into the classroom. 
ACT believe that these school-driven solutions are the 
most effective, as the schools understand their own 
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communities the best, and can employ people who know 
the local community and work directly with schools. This 
will replace the current centralised model of Attendance 
Services contracting for providers.

Traffic light system
Collection of data will be connected to a traffic light 
system. This will set out clear expectations for the 
responsibilities of everyone relating to unjustified 
absences. Students who have had unjustified absences 
but are still regularly attending (i.e. attending 90%) in 
a term will be green lit. ACT believe that in many cases, 
the reasons for non-attendance are the child faces 
academic difficulties or bullying. This should be picked 
up early, and the school needs to be responsible for 
that and actively ensuring the child is learning and safe 
in the classroom. ACT will require schools to attempt to 
make contact with a family on the day of an unjustified 
absence in 100 per cent of cases.

Children who have irregular attendance (absent 
10-30% of the time) will be orange lit. The school will 
be required to hold a meeting with the student and 
family and develop a plan to reintegrate the student 
back into the classroom on a regular basis.

Children that are chronically absent will be red lit.  
A problem is that schools are not well equipped to 
deal with chronically absent students or children who 
have simply dropped out. Schools are unwilling to get 
into potential legal issues around prosecuting and 
fining parents. Such children will be referred to the 
Ministry of Education to deal with, who will make a 
decision on possible actions.

however, a parent needs to be taken through the 
courts and convicted of an offence. This makes it 
very difficult for parents to be held accountable. ACT 
says there should be swift and simple accountability 
for parents who consistently refuse to send their 
child to school.

ACT would change the Education and Training Act 
to allow the Ministry of Education to introduce an 
infringement notice regime to fine parents without 
first getting a conviction. We would also increase the 
size of the maximum fine from $300 to $1,000.

Before a fine is given, the Ministry of Education would 
need to be satisfied that a child has been chronically 
and unjustifiably absent from school and that their 
parent or caregiver has refused attempts to get the 
child back to school.

This will potentially include fining the parents. under 
section 244 of the Education and Training Act, with  
a penalty of up to $30 for every day the student is not 
at school. At the moment the penalties under the Act 
are not being used. In the past five years only  
one prosecution has been brought for a student who 
was not enrolled. ACT will ensure that these powers 
are used. 

Police will also be notified. At the moment, police 
don’t bother to record the number of children they 
are picking up. Police should use section 49 of the 
Education and Training Act to work with schools on 
truants and to take children they see out of school 
during school hours to either the school or home.

Accountability for schools
At present, schools receive four quarterly operating 
payments1 based on their roll as at March 1 or July 1. 
This creates an incentive for schools to enroll students, 
but they face no penalty for non-attendance. Schools 
will have to provide their attendance data in return 
for their operating grant, reviewable each quarter. 
Schools should not expect to be funded without 
showing they’ve done the work. 

Using the traffic light system, a school that 
consistently has a proportion of its students 
chronically absent or with irregular attendance will 
automatically trigger statutory interventions for the 
school board from the Ministry of Education.

GREEN
Unjustified 
absence

School must contact 
family for any 
unjustified absence.

ORANGE
Irregular 
attendance

School required to meet 
family and develop plan 
to reintegrate student.

RED
Chronically 
absent

Ministry of Education 
consider fining parents.  
Police notified.

1 www.education.govt.nz/school/funding-and-financials/resourcing/operational-funding/how-operational-funding-is-calculated-resourcing-rolls/

[The current funding works out at $38.5m a year for the next 4 years. This works out as $379.09 per chronically absent (absent more than 30%) 
student. Weighted by decile per student, that works out at $113 for a decile 1 student and $26 for a decile 10 student. This would result in funding 
being targeted at the worst issue, chronic absenteeism, in the most at risk schools. This is an initial analysis only - there should also be other 
factors in an equity or risk based indexing of funding, such as age, and location. 

Accountability for parents
The Education and Training Act 2020 allows parents 
to be fined if their child doesn’t attend school. First, 
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