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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

During the welfare reform debates of the 1990s there were strong arguments and anecdotal evidence to
suggest that parents on welfare frequently fail to ensure that their children attend school regularly.
Linking welfare eligibility with school attendance was seen as a way of reinforcing norms of personal
responsibility for both parents and students (the life skills argument), and of supporting school atten-
dance and completion as a goal likely to decrease future welfare dependency (the life outcomes argu-
ment).

Consonant with the national debate, the idea for the Merced County Attendance Project (MerCAP)
originated in community concern over the perceived high absenteeism rates among students whose
families received welfare cash assistance. MerCAP was a joint effort of the county’s Human Services
Agency (HSA), county schools, and the California Department of Social Services (CDSS).  Under-
taken to improve the school attendance of students receiving Temporary Assistance to Needy Families
(TANF), the program used attendance monitoring, communication with parents, Corrective Action
Plans, and a financial sanction to discourage excessive absences.

MerCAP operated as a demonstration program for three years from June 1997 to June 2000 under a
waiver from the California Department of Social Services. CDSS also required an evaluation to test the
assumptions and efficacy of the program.  Beginning in the 1997-98 school year, schools entered the
program in one of three successive yearly MerCAP cohorts, until 71 schools were implementing MerCAP
in 1999-2000. At the close of the demonstration period approximately 7,100 TANF students in grades
1-10 were covered by MerCAP.

The specific features of MerCAP differed significantly from other welfare reform school attendance
programs in California and elsewhere.  While most programs focused on high school students, includ-
ing pregnant and parenting teens, MerCAP included all TANF school children ages 6 through 15, and
excluded teens 16 and older.  MerCAP’s attendance requirement—no more than 10 unexcused ab-
sences in any school year—was more rigorous than many other programs. In addition, the program
relied primarily on the threat of sanctions and did not provide special case management services to
families whose children did not attend regularly.  Finally, by the end of the three-year demonstration
period MerCAP involved all schools in this largely rural county rather than a specially selected subset
of schools as in other programs.

The MerCAP waiver was approved just prior to passage of state welfare reform legislation creating the
CalWORKs (California Work Opportunity and Responsibility to Kids) program. CalWORKs man-
dates regular school attendance as a condition for receiving welfare cash assistance. The MerCAP
demonstration has provided an excellent opportunity for learning about how the various aspects of
school attendance programs can be implemented by California counties and the nature of their impact
on intended outcomes.

This MerCAP evaluation—under a contract between CDSS and UC Davis—examines what happened
during the demonstration period. It was undertaken to aid participants and policy leaders to reflect
retrospectively on the assumptions underlying the program, the congruence between intentions and
reality, and program consequences—both anticipated and unanticipated. As is the case with many so-
cial policy initiatives in the dynamic post-welfare reform period, MerCAP could not be evaluated
according to the strict concepts of “experimental control” that often have been considered the ideal for
conducting program evaluations. The use of the language of scientific experimentation is probably
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inappropriate to a situation in which assigning individuals to “experimental” and “control” groups may
be neither feasible nor fair, and in which desired measurement rigor is difficult to attain and maintain.
Nevertheless, stakeholders viewed MerCAP as an important social experiment, and its successes and
struggles are instructive.

Four important caveats should be kept in mind in interpreting the findings of this report.  First, MerCAP
could neither be planned nor conducted as a true experimental design, making it more difficult to
isolate the influence of particular program features on the outcomes. Second, three major changes in
state education policy occurred during the MerCAP years, making it harder to know whether MerCAP
or other policy changes are responsible for observable trends in attendance and achievement data.
These include SB727, which allocates state school funds based on actual attendance; adoption of a new
statewide testing program (STAR); and SB1X that provides funds to reward schools for test score
improvements–all of which altered school business as usual.  Third, there are limitations in the avail-
ability and quality of the data that were beyond the control of the evaluators.  Finally, findings from
Merced County should not be generalized to other parts of California. Merced County is a largely rural
county, with a school-aged population that is 2/3 non-white, 3/4 eligible for free or reduced cost lunch,
and 1/3 English learners. However, only 1/5 of the student population received TANF at that time. The
high incidence of low-income families (associated with high unemployment rates in rural areas of the
Central Valley) may make behaviors like regular school attendance difficult to attain, regardless of
whether a family receives TANF.  While many California counties have a substantial non-white school
population including immigrants from other cultures, not all have the combination of rural, low-in-
come and ethnically/racially diverse attributes in their student populations. One implication is that the
relatively small differences we found in the attendance patterns of TANF and non-TANF students in
Merced might not hold in other counties where the demographic differences between TANF and non-
TANF students are greater.

This third and final MerCAP evaluation report integrates findings from all three years of the MerCAP
demonstration program. It provides analysis of the nature and cost of MerCAP implementation, the
impact on TANF student attendance and achievement, and the effect on parent-school interaction. Our
analysis draws on formal contacts with more than 700 individuals including group and individual
interviews, site observations, and self-administered questionnaires.  Research work was conducted in
English, Hmong, and Spanish, as appropriate. In addition, we have compiled a database on school
attendance and achievement for all Merced County schools and for a sample of 1,092 TANF students.
These data cover the school years 1996-1997 (the pre-MerCAP baseline) through 1999-2000 (MerCAP
Year 3).

Process Study Findings

Nature of Program Activities

MerCAP was perceived and operated primarily as a sanction program and did not include special case
management provisions.  The evidence suggests MerCAP did little to improve on the pre-existing
efforts of schools to connect families to supportive community services, primarily because the demon-
stration program did not include any new resources.  Key elements of the program as implemented
were 5-day and 7-day absence letters, parent conferences, Corrective Action Plans, and sanction re-
quests. Both schools and the Human Services Agency made a good faith effort to implement these
MerCAP procedures. Only two schools failed to implement the basic program elements, with most
schools adopting and adapting MerCAP to their existing attendance practices with varying levels of
commitment and success. Despite a 6% sanction rate (averaged over the course of the project), there
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were very few parent requests for “fair hearings” to challenge sanction determinations.  (Only 14
hearing requests were filed for the 469 sanctions requested by schools during Year 3.)

Consistency of Implementation across Schools

The Human Services Agency developed protocols to insure that schools adhered to basic legal require-
ments concerning notification of parents and sanction procedures. At the same time, individual schools
and school districts were encouraged by the Human Services Agency to use their best judgment in
interpreting and implementing particular MerCAP program elements.  Elements of the program that
exhibited the most variation across schools were:
•     at what point “good cause” determinations were made to excuse absences;
•     how many second chances were allowed;
•     whether Corrective Action Plans were developed;
•     how diligent schools were in keeping up-to-date with attendance monitoring; and
•     whether parent conferences were devoted primarily to problem-solving or to conveying the
      threat of sanctions.

Yearly sanction rates among the three cohorts of MerCAP schools varied widely, ranging from a high
of 9.1% to a low of 3.2%.  Schools varied considerably in their pre-MerCAP approaches to promoting
attendance, and the degree to which school staff made it their business to connect families with sup-
portive community resources. Such resources are relatively scarce, particularly in rural areas of Merced
County.

Coordination among Stakeholders

MerCAP increased the interaction between the Human Services Agency and Merced County schools.
The Human Services Agency played the lead role, in conjunction with an Oversight Committee that
included school administrators and attendance clerks. Parents and other community agencies that work
with families were not involved in developing the program. Elements of coordination that were espe-
cially difficult included:
•     creating and maintaining accurate lists of the TANF students in each school;
•     insuring that relevant personnel in all schools were clear about evolving program procedures;
•     securing the time required for school personnel to monitor attendance and keep records; and
•     educating parents about the nature and intent of the program.

Intra-school dynamics played an important role in implementation, which was enhanced when there
was early buy-in from school administrators and attendance clerks.

Costs of Implementation

The major cost of MerCAP implementation was the staff time required by schools to adapt computer
software, update TANF student rolls, monitor absences regularly, send letters, and meet with parents.
Schools absorbed these costs, since the program provided them with no new resources. Most schools
reported that the time required to implement the program was overly burdensome, even after the start-
up period had passed. MerCAP highlighted the limitations of certain school attendance software to
support an adequate attendance management information system. On average, .20 FTE (primarily the
time of the staff person with attendance responsibilities, but also the time for administrators to confer
with parents) was required in each school to implement MerCAP.  Efficiency was higher where atten-
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dance software could be readily adapted to MerCAP requirements, where attendance clerks were well
informed and committed to the program, and where uniform attendance policies for all students were
put in place. The program was also relatively staff-intensive for the Human Services Agency, which
required 1-2 FTE to implement the program.

Attitudes toward MerCAP

The basic community norm underlying MerCAP—that parents are responsible for their children’s school
attendance—elicited support from schools, parents, and the welfare department. School personnel ap-
preciated having a program that provided real consequences for families. MerCAP parents liked the
additional leverage in encouraging their children to attend school regularly. The Human Services Agency
saw the program as an additional tool to enhance family independence and welcomed new relation-
ships with schools. Staff of schools and HSA were less positive when they were asked to compare the
burdens of implementation to the outcomes achieved. All questioned the excessive time required by
MerCAP, and a few persons interviewed expressed opposition to MerCAP, citing its low ratio of ben-
efits to costs, possible mistreatment of parents, and the superiority of other approaches to improving
school attendance and achievement. Despite these concerns, HSA and school superintendents sup-
ported continuing MerCAP after the demonstration period.

Parent-School Relations under MerCAP

As intended, MerCAP increased the amount of contact between schools and parents. Schools reiterated
the importance of good attendance via letters, phone calls or conferences, and reminded parents of the
threat of sanction.  Many parents were unaware of MerCAP or were confused about the procedures
when they met with school personnel or responded to our interview questions. Most supported the
program when it was explained to them. A few families expressed anger at how they were treated by
schools, particularly when they received “warning” letters even though they had already provided
excuses for absences. School administrators viewed MerCAP sanctions as “another tool” in dealing
with problem families, and believe the tool was effective in some (but by no means all) cases.

Causes of Absenteeism

Consistent with previous research (Fein, Lee, and Schofield, 1999), the MerCAP evidence strongly
suggests that the primary cause of most absences is not truancy but illness. In a few cases, parents
seemed not to care about or were incapable of managing their children’s attendance, but these were
confined to a relatively small number of families who were well-known to local school personnel.
Among these families, the threat of MerCAP sanctions was enough to change attendance behavior in a
few cases, while others did not respond. If improved attendance is the primary goal, it is likely that
health-related interventions would have at least as great an impact as truancy-related interventions.

Impact Study Findings

TANF vs. Non-TANF Attendance Rates

On average, TANF students had slightly lower attendance than their non-TANF peers during all three
years of MerCAP.  However, the largest average difference for any year is only eight-tenths of one
percent (.008), less than 2 days absence per child. In some schools TANF student attendance is higher
than non-TANF attendance. The data are consistent with school reports that relatively few TANF stu-
dents reached the attendance triggers that prompt letters or conferences. School administrators were
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initially surprised at which students were or were not on their TANF lists. Overall, our data contradict
the assumption that TANF students as a group have excessive absences.

Impact of MerCAP on TANF Student Attendance

Statistical tests on both aggregate and individual attendance data offer no conclusive evidence that
MerCAP improves TANF student attendance. Even the few tests that find a statistically significant
increase in attendance show very marginal substantive gains at best. This finding contradicts the ex-
pressed view of school administrators, many of whom believe that MerCAP improved TANF student
attendance.  The discrepancy may be explained by administrators focusing on the small subset of
TANF students with excessive absences, some of whom improved their attendance as a result of MerCAP
procedures. The ceiling effect caused by the good overall attendance of most TANF students means
that the MerCAP “successes” that loom large in the eyes of administrators are marginal when looked at
in the context of the entire TANF population.

Impact of MerCAP on Overall School Attendance

In their first year in MerCAP, overall attendance in each of the three cohorts of schools entering the
program increased significantly. From interviews with school administrators and attendance staff, this
somewhat unexpected result seems to result from increased focus on attendance of all students as a
result of their devoting time and attention to MerCAP procedures. To consider the alternative explana-
tion that SB 727 (school funding based on actual rather than apportioned attendance) was responsible
for the increase, we examined the attendance patterns in Merced City Schools.  Those schools, which
did not enter MerCAP until Year 3, showed no change in attendance from 1997-98 to 1998-99, despite
the implementation of SB 727 in the 1998-99 school year. The following year, their first in MerCAP,
overall school attendance rates increased significantly.

Relationship of School Attendance to School Achievement

Previous research has raised doubts about the causal link between school attendance and school achieve-
ment, with a small number of studies finding such a link (Lamdin, 1996) and many studies disputing it
(Kochan, 1996; National Education Commission on Time and Learning, 1994; Wise, 1994). While
exposure to subject matter is obviously a necessary condition for learning, the studies make it clear that
school attendance is not a sufficient condition for achievement.  Based on the advice of school officials
and education experts, we used SAT 9 reading comprehension scores as the least objectionable of the
available measures of school achievement.  We found no significant correlation between this measure
of achievement and attendance at either individual or school district levels.  Keep in mind that the very
small differences in school attendance among most students are not likely to impact student achieve-
ment no matter how it might be measured.

Policy and Programmatic Considerations

The evidence we have collected paints a relatively clear overall picture of MerCAP. Like previous
welfare reform school attendance programs, MerCAP’s sanction program reflected a popular idea, but
has had a very marginal impact on TANF student attendance and achievement. Family support ser-
vices, an element that previous studies found to be effective in reaching program goals, were included
in the original program design but not in the actual implementation of MerCAP. As a result, the pro-
gram had no effective vehicle for addressing the underlying causes of absenteeism, especially health
issues.  MerCAP did provide a tool that was useful in convincing a subset of the minority of TANF
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students with high absenteeism to start attending school more regularly. Whether these marginal gains
are worth the relatively high cost of implementing the program is a question that policy makers and
program developers should carefully consider.

The Need for Future Research

In the course of this project we became aware of a number of topics where further study is needed to
clarify policy and program choices. They include:
•     The inter-relationship of illness, income level and school absenteeism;

•     The alternative strategies California counties are using to implement the school attendance
       provision of CalWORKs, and their comparative outcomes;

•     Comparative evaluation of the outcomes of various school attendance programs, irrespective of
       whether they target TANF students;

•     Comparison of policies and practices various school districts use to deal with high absence
       students;

•     The impacts of sanctions on the stability and well-being of families and on the ability of social
       service agencies to work with families; and

•     A comparison of alternative measures of school achievement, aimed at improving on the limita-
      tions of existing measures.

Each of these acknowledges the limitations of this study and the opportunity for building on its results
to inform future options and choices.

The Need for Better Assumptions

Our analysis provides one of the most thorough empirical tests to date of the assumptions underlying
the new welfare reform school attendance policies that have been adopted in California and 39 other
states.  The MerCAP data suggest that these policies embody a popular idea but are likely to be, at best,
only marginally effective in improving attendance. Our evaluation calls into question five basic as-
sumptions guiding welfare policies for school attendance, and suggests alternative assumptions that
may prove more fruitful for policy and program development.  The five faulty assumptions, and pos-
sible alternative assumptions, are displayed in Table 1.

Parents are often part of the reason children have school problems, but at the same time their coopera-
tion and engagement can play a critical role in improving school attendance and achievement. The role
of parents in MerCAP was limited to receiving information that many did not understand and/or take to
heart. An alternative approach would bring parents into a partnership, drawing on their experience to
identify underlying problems and potential solutions. The benefits of meaningfully involving parents
have been cited in the experience of many successful school-community partnerships (Adler and Gardner,
1993; Maeroff, 1998; Murname and Levy, 1996).

Taken as a whole, our analysis suggests that if the goal of the policy intervention is to improve atten-
dance it makes sense to emphasize factors other than TANF status; and if the goal is to improve student
achievement, it makes sense to emphasize factors other than attendance.
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1.  TANF students have excessive
     absenteeism.

ORIGINAL  ASSUMPTIONS

2.  Truancy is a major cause of
     TANF absenteeism.

3.  Better attendance leads to
     increased achievement.

4.  Sanctions are efficacious in
     changing behavior patterns.

5.  Achieving the intended outcomes
     requires coordination of school
     and welfare department stakeholders
     within existing role definitions
     and routines.

ALTERNATIVE  ASSUMPTIONS

1.  A small proportion of TANF students
     has excessive absenteeism.  This is
     also true for non-TANF students.

2.  Health issues are a major cause of
     absenteeism for all students.

3.  Better attendance is not sufficient
     to improve educational achievement.

4.  Sanctions are only marginally
     effective and may have adverse
     consequences.

5.  Achieving the intended outcomes
     may require collaborative partner-
     ships with parents and other com-
     munity organizations in meaningful
     roles, working through problems and
     conflicts until progress is made in
     achieving desired outcomes.

Enforcing the Community Norm vs. Helping Families Meet the Norm

School attendance policies like MerCAP reinforce a popular community norm: “Parents should get
their children to attend school regularly.” What seems needed is a network of supportive and accessible
support services that help families meet the norm. The use of school attendance problems seems a good
trigger for family support interventions, whether or not a sanction program is adopted. Health-related
intervention is an obvious starting point, and linking social workers (case managers) with the families
of low-attendance students is another. In a few Merced schools these types of programs are already
present, and they show considerable promise.

Table 1.  Assumptions Underlying Welfare Reform School Attendance Policies, with Alternatives
               for Program Design Consideration
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Improving the Ratio of Program Costs to Benefits

Though based on a seemingly simple policy idea, implementing school attendance programs creates
complex problems related to defining good attendance, providing consistency of procedures across
schools, and coordinating activities across and within welfare and school bureaucracies. This creates
significant implementation costs for schools and welfare departments. Given the high attendance rates
of most TANF students, it is unlikely that welfare policies for school attendance that are separate from
regular school attendance policies will justify the average costs of implementation. By contrast, at least
one Merced school district believes that their work on MerCAP, which included making policies and
practices uniform for all students, paid for itself in increased funding due to higher overall attendance.
Uniform attendance protocols have a number of advantages. They maintain a sense of fairness and are
easier for schools to administer. They also make sense in the wake of SB 727 that funds schools on the
basis of high actual attendance. If welfare policies for school attendance are pursued, schools should
consider the design of such policies and practices in relation to school attendance protocols for all
students.

Continuous Learning

As local officials experiment with school attendance programs, they learn a great deal from regular
opportunities to reflect on experience as they consider changes. Such occasions during MerCAP led to
advantageous adjustments over the course of the project. State and local policy makers and program
directors can promote this by creating an environment that honors ongoing reflection and responsible
mid-course adjustments as much or more so than strict adherence to pre-set agendas. The California
Department of Social Services might help these efforts by providing a way to share what is being
learned as various counties try different methods of implementing CalWORKs school attendance pro-
grams, particularly from models that incorporate successful services to support families (Sacramento
County, 2000).
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1 A detailed description of MerCAP procedures and operations can be found in the program Handbook, available from the
Merced County Human Services Agency.

I.  INTRODUCTION

The Merced County Attendance Project (MerCAP)

Scope and Objectives

The Merced County Attendance Project (MerCAP) was designed to improve the school attendance of
students receiving Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF). A joint effort of the county’s
Human Services Agency (HSA) and schools, MerCAP used attendance monitoring, communication
with parents, Corrective Action Plans, and a financial sanction to discourage excessive unexcused
absences and support long-term educational accomplishment.

MerCAP operated as a three-year demonstration program from June 1997 to June 2000 under a waiver
from the California Department of Social Services. The MerCAP waiver suspends Welfare and Institu-
tions Code 11450 (the Maximum Aid Payment schedule) in order to allow MerCAP sanctions, and for
the first time permitted Merced County’s Human Services Agency to share with schools lists of their
TANF students.  The lists were shared only after parents signed a release of information waiver and
arrangements were made for maintaining strict confidentiality standards.  The MerCAP waiver was
approved after federal welfare reform legislation (The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Act of August 1996) and immediately before the state passed its CalWORKs (California Work Oppor-
tunity and Responsibility to Kids) legislation in August 1997.

Beginning in the 1997-98 school year, approximately one-third of the schools in the county joined
MerCAP in each of the three demonstration years, until 71 schools and all school districts were imple-
menting MerCAP in 1999-2000 (Appendix A).  At the close of the demonstration period approximately
7,100 TANF students ages 6-15 were covered by MerCAP procedures. The program excluded kinder-
garten students, for whom school attendance is not statutorily mandated, older teens (age 16-18), chil-
dren who are home schooled, and those attending private schools.

Basic Procedures and Operations

Basic features of MerCAP1 included:
• Parents were notified about MerCAP policies and signed a waiver as a condition of receiving

cash aid.
• HSA provided to each participating school a monthly list of TANF students believed to attend

that school.
• Schools were responsible for monitoring attendance and making “good cause” determinations

regarding which absences would not apply toward the 10-absence limit.
• Schools played an active role with families to resolve problems underlying frequent absenteeism

through conferences, referrals, and Corrective Action Plans.
• Attendance action “triggers.”  Whenever five absences were accrued over the course of the

school year, the school sent a letter to the parent. At seven absences the school sent a second
letter scheduling a parent conference to resolve problems, and at 10 absences (without good
cause) the school notified HSA to sanction the family.

• The financial sanction could be imposed if the family failed to respond to the request for a parent
conference or if the child continued to miss school and 10 absences were reached.
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2 The child’s portion of the grant was typically $100 per month.  CalWORKs sanctions affect only the adult portion of the
TANF grant.  At the conclusion of the 3-year demonstration period the state required Merced officials to return to the
standard practice under CalWORKs of sanctioning only adults.

• The financial sanction was for one month and represented the child’s portion of the TANF grant.2

• The financial sanction ended when parents cooperated (by attending a conference) or the one-
month period ended.

• Subsequent absence(s) during the year could result in another request by schools to HSA for an
additional sanction.

Program History and Design

During the welfare reform debates of the 1990s there were strong arguments and anecdotal evidence to
suggest that parents on welfare frequently fail to ensure that their children attend school regularly.
Linking welfare eligibility with school attendance was seen as a way of reinforcing norms of personal
responsibility for both parents and students (the life skills argument), and of supporting school atten-
dance and completion as a goal likely to decrease future welfare dependency (the life outcomes argu-
ment).

Consonant with the national debate, the idea for MerCAP originated in community concern over the
perceived high absenteeism rates among students whose families received welfare cash assistance.
This concern was linked to a broader set of related problems in Merced County, including a high rate of
teen pregnancy, large numbers of families on cash assistance, and intergenerational welfare depen-
dency.

Inspired by the Learnfare program in Wisconsin (Coles, 1997; Corbett, et. al., 1989; Ethridge and
Stephen, 1993; Quinn and Magill, 1994) and similar efforts to link welfare assistance to regular school
attendance, County Supervisor Gloria Keene championed the idea of a school attendance program. A
group of Merced County school superintendents met with officials of the Merced County Human Ser-
vices Agency to begin designing a school attendance program. Because a program including possible
sanctions for TANF families would require a waiver from provisions of the Welfare and Institutions
code, officials from the California Department of Social Services joined in the deliberations over pro-
gram design.

State DSS officials, recognizing that MerCAP differed significantly from previous programs linking
welfare and school attendance, required a formal evaluation of the project, specifying program compo-
nents to be studied (see “The MerCAP Evaluation” section of this Introduction).  They also insisted
that the program include a family support component rather than being operated solely as a sanction
program.

The originally intended goals and procedures for MerCAP are articulated in two places: 1) the waiver
signed by the Department of Social Services Director on June 5, 1997, and 2) the project description
prepared by the AFDC Policy Development Bureau of DSS in June 1997. According to the waiver:

The demonstration project will test the efficacy of reducing school absenteeism among 6
through 15 year-old school children by using a combination of family case management and
sanctions. Schools will work closely with families of non-attending children, making refer-
rals to a variety of community services as necessary. After exhausting all other avenues to
insure the child attends school, the school will recommend to the County Welfare Depart-
ment that the family be sanctioned.
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Similarly, the project description is clear that notice to the Human Services Agency to impose a finan-
cial sanction would occur only after “all other avenues” are exhausted. Both statements suggest that the
emphasis in MerCAP would be on family support first, and then on sanctions as a last resort.

Policy Context

MerCAP is similar to new policies in 40 states, including California, that have added school attendance
provisions as a requirement for welfare cash assistance (Fein, Lee, and Schofield, 1999).3 Under
CalWORKs, responsibility for determining how this provision of welfare reform will be implemented
rests with county governments. Because MerCAP predated CalWORKs, and because many counties
have yet to determine how they will implement the school attendance provision, there is significant
interest in learning from the MerCAP experience.

Support for welfare reform school attendance policies stems from the belief that children who attend
school will have a better chance of obtaining the skills they need to escape the intergenerational cycle
of poverty and welfare dependency.  The policies also reflect the new emphasis—made explicit under
welfare reform—on using government policy to encourage desired behavior.  From this perspective,
welfare parents who do not meet the accepted parental responsibility of getting their children to attend
school regularly have forfeited the right to cash assistance.

Comparison with Other School Attendance Programs

The specific features of MerCAP differ significantly from other welfare reform school attendance
programs in California and elsewhere.  While most programs focus on high school students, including
pregnant and parenting teens, MerCAP included all TANF school children ages 6 through 15, and
excluded teens 16 and older. The aim was to establish good attendance habits early, because poor
attendance patterns in later years are considered more difficult to change. MerCAP’s attendance re-
quirement—no more than 10 unexcused absences in any school year—was more rigorous than many
other programs. In addition, the program relied primarily on the threat of sanctions and did not provide
special case management services to families whose children did not attend regularly.  Finally, by the
end of the three-year demonstration period MerCAP involved all schools in this largely rural county
rather than a specially selected subset of schools or students as in other programs.

Previous evaluations of sanction-based school attendance programs in Wisconsin and Ohio have found
the impacts to be small (State of Wisconsin, Legislative Audit Bureau, 1997a, 1997b; Bos and Fellerath,
1997).  The only existing study that has compared the attendance rates of welfare and non-welfare
children found that absenteeism is greater for welfare children, but that income differences account for
most of the difference (Fein, Lee, and Schofield, 1999).  The MerCAP evaluation provides another
chance to test the efficacy of sanction-based programs focused on TANF student attendance, and the
assumptions on which these programs rest.  In addition, it provides an occasion for learning about the
directions social policy is taking in the current setting, given the new emphasis on devolution, flexibil-
ity, and community collaboration.

The following section provides brief snapshots of the seven previous school attendance programs,
arranged chronologically from earliest to most recent.  Conclusions from each, limited to data avail-

3 A 1999 survey by the Center for Law and Social Policy and the Center for Budget and Policy Priorities found that 30
states have added school attendance provisions for elementary and middle school children, and 38 states have added such
provisions for high school students.
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able, are noted. A second paragraph on each previous program describes similarities and differences
between it and MerCAP.

• A three-city Teenage Parent Demonstration, federally-funded in 1986, provided case manage-
ment to randomly selected teenage mothers receiving welfare assistance (Maynard, 1993). Two
years after intervention the experimental groups were not significantly better off than the control
groups.

In MerCAP no particular attention was given to teen mothers and no special case management was
provided to any participants.

• Wisconsin began Learnfare in 1988 with AFDC 13 and 14-year olds (State of Wisconsin Legisla-
tive Audit Bureau, 1997), and all teen parents on AFDC.  Under Learnfare, children in families
that received AFDC payments were monitored for school attendance after an initial application
for AFDC or after a six-month review.  If a student had poor attendance, defined as 10 or more
unexcused absences during the previous semester, that student’s attendance was monitored
monthly.  If the student had two or more unexcused absences in a given month, the student’s
portion of the AFDC payment was eliminated for a month.  Families had the opportunity to
challenge the sanction.  As of 1993 (teens only at that point), AFDC students had not shown
improved attendance, decreased dropout rates or increased graduation rates.

By contrast, MerCAP included all school-aged children from 6 to 15. It involved communications
to TANF parents when children reached 5 and 7 unexcused absences, warning families of possible
sanctions if the child reached 10 unexcused absences.  Neither program provided case manage-
ment.  Under MerCAP, the schools monitored attendance closely and requested sanctions only
when parents did not attend a requested conference with school officials or when students had
accumulated 10 absences not for good cause.

• Ohio’s Learning, Earning and Parenting Program (LEAP) started in 1989 to encourage pregnant
and parenting teens on welfare to attend and complete high school, using a complex set of finan-
cial incentives plus child care and transportation support (Bos and Fellerath, 1997).  Schools
reported attendance to the welfare department.  Grants were reduced if the teen failed to meet
program requirements and  financial bonuses were given for program compliance. Teens who
were enrolled in HS or GED at the time of enrollment in LEAP completed short-term goals
better than those who had dropped out before enrolling in LEAP.  Longer term impacts (greater
progress in school, more HS and GED completion, increased employment, less welfare depen-
dence) were smaller and less consistent.

In contrast, MerCAP had no special provision for pregnant or parenting teens and did not deal with
drop-outs.  Ohio counties had one year of preparation for implementing the program whereas
MerCAP involved only one county in a much hastier time frame.  Ohio required case management
by its welfare departments; MerCAP did not.

• In 1990 the Kern County (CA) County Superintendent of Schools Office and the County Proba-
tion Department started a program that involved referral of students with four or more unexcused
absences to truancy officers.  These officers reviewed each case, interviewed the student, and
made a home visit (Van Ry and King, 1997). This program was considered successful in reduc-
ing truancy among Kindergarten through eighth-graders, but no data were published.

MerCAP included only TANF students, and did not involve truancy officers.
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• The statewide (CA) Cal-Learn Demonstration Project, started 1993, was designed to help preg-
nant and parenting teenagers on welfare to overcome barriers to receiving a high school diploma.
It involved local coordination of effort among schools, welfare departments, GAIN offices, and
the Adolescent Family Life Program case managers (Cunniff et al., 1997). Survey data from
teens in each of four randomly assigned conditions (Full Cal-Learn, Financial Incentives Only,
Case Management Only, and No Treatment) was used to project graduation rates for students by
their 20th year of age (Mauldon et al., 2000).  Of the Full Cal-Learn treatment group nearly half
(47%) graduated, as compared with one-third of the No Treatment group.  The other groups’
graduation rates were higher than the No Treatment group, mainly due to significant increase in
GED completion.

MerCAP did not include students 16 or older, and did not focus on pregnant and parenting teens.
MerCAP did not provide special case management and was directed toward improving school
attendance, not graduation, job skills or employment.

• The California Department of Social Services funded a School Attendance Demonstration
Project (SADP) in 1996 (Jones et al., 1999).  This program was undertaken in two San Diego
County school districts with 16-18 year olds receiving AFDC who had less than an 80% atten-
dance record.  Participants were randomly assigned to an experimental group (in which they
received special services, with sanctions if they did not improve attendance) or a control group
(in which only services were provided).  Social Services case data matched with school atten-
dance data for each participant were provided to the evaluators. SADP improved attendance of
students who had few risk factors.  There were no significant differences between experimental
and control groups in graduation or drop out rates.

MerCAP included no students 16 or older, and the action point for imposing cash assistance sanc-
tions was 10 unexcused absences, which was considerably fewer than under the 80% rule (36 days
out of the 180-day school year).  Furthermore, no services that were not ordinarily provided by the
schools were brought to bear on cases of excessive absence in MerCAP. Individual case data matched
with school attendance data were not provided for the MerCAP evaluation.

• The County of Sacramento (Sacramento County Department of Human Assistance, 2000) started
Opportunity Knocks in 1999 as a test effort to increase attendance and graduation among TANF
teens.  A few selected teens worked part-time after-school in a welfare office with mentoring
from Department of Human Assistance (DHA) staff.  Other components included summer
employment and college scholarships as incentives for high school completion, homework
assistance and tutoring, group and individual counseling, rewards for improved attendance, and
others as opportunities and needs coincided.   Thirty teens were involved in the first year, some
of which were replacements when others dropped out. Of a total of 30 high school students who
participated, 14 finished the year.  Compared to the previous year, these 14 had an average of
50% improvement in attendance, 16% reduction in tardies, and 43% reduction in suspensions.
No data were presented on the 16 who did not complete the school year.

• MerCAP involved only the schools (all districts in the county) and Merced County Human Ser-
vices Agency, and began full-fledged without a year of planning or trial runs.  MerCAP included all
TANF kids in participating schools, not a select few, and did not offer any incentives or special
program components.  Most important, it did not focus on teens, and did not include teens over the
age of 16.  The Sacramento County DHA partnered with many public and private entities (includ-
ing just one high school from the Sacramento City Unified School District) to develop and test this
model.
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Social Context

Merced County lies in the heart of California’s Great Central Valley, where agriculture is the traditional
economic base. The county is medium-sized for California, with a population of about 200,000—50%
of which is non-white and 40% of which lives in unincorporated areas.  The county has a large His-
panic population, and a fairly large Southeast Asian community.  Median household income is $25,548,
well below the state average of $35,798. Like many Central Valley counties, its unemployment level is
routinely at or near double-digit levels. In July, 2000, unemployment stood at 13.7%. The poverty rate
is estimated at nearly 26%.

At the time MerCAP was initiated in 1997, Merced County served approximately 10,000 AFDC (Aid
to Families with Dependent Children, now TANF) households, with 17% (34,000) of its 200,000 resi-
dents receiving AFDC. Between their peak in April 1995 and April 2000, county caseloads declined by
37%, from 10,617 to 6,733 cases. On average, Merced County’s TANF households have three children,
the highest number of children per case among California counties.  Merced consistently ranks in the
top ten among the 58 California counties in teen pregnancy rate.

In Merced County schools, 50% of students are Hispanic, 33% are White, and 11% Asian. One in five
children (20%) are on TANF, and three of every four are eligible for free and reduced cost lunch.  One
in three students is classified as an English learner (formerly designated as Limited English Proficient,
or LEP), well above the state average of 24.2%. Results from the recent statewide achievement tests
show that Merced reading scores fall well below the state average for all grades. Per pupil spending
based on average daily attendance is about average for the state, while the high school dropout rate of
2.4% (in 1996-97) is below the state average of 3.3%. Like the state average, the reported Merced
dropout rate has been steadily falling since 1992-93.

Aggregate characteristics of Merced County school districts, grouped by year starting MerCAP, are
displayed in Appendix A.  Among the schools participating in MerCAP, we found that about one-sixth
(16%) of 1999-2000 enrollment among students aged 6-15 was of TANF students.  The TANF enroll-
ment percentage varied across the three MerCAP cohorts, from a low of 12% in Year 2 schools, to 14%
in Year 1 schools, to a high of 29% in Year 3 schools. Year 1 schools had a much higher percentage
(48%) of English-learning students than Year 2 or Year 3 schools (32% and 39% respectively), with a
higher percentage of Hispanic and lower percentage of white students. Less than 5% of students in
either Year 1 or 2 schools were Asian, compared to about one-quarter of students in Year 3 schools in
the City of Merced.

The MerCAP Evaluation

Overview of this Report

The terms of the MerCAP waiver provided for an evaluation to be conducted under the auspices of the
California Department of Social Services.  CDSS contracted with an evaluation team in the Human and
Community Development Department at the University of California, Davis, to conduct the evalua-
tion. The evaluation team was not selected until after the CDSS waiver was in place, at about the time
Year 1 implementation was beginning. The evaluation team was not involved in any of the program
design discussions prior to Year 1 implementation.
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As prescribed by CDSS, the evaluation had four primary objectives:
1. To determine whether MerCAP improves the school attendance and performance of children on

public assistance.
2. To determine whether MerCAP has an impact on parent interaction and involvement with their

children’s school.
3. To develop a qualitative understanding of the kinds of family problems underlying absenteeism,

and which problems are best addressed through this kind of intervention.
4. To obtain information on the costs of operating a school attendance program.

This is the final evaluation report on the MerCAP program. In addition to presenting new findings from
the third year of MerCAP, this final report summarizes the analysis of all three years of MerCAP data.
Two previous MerCAP evaluation reports were produced, one following each of the first two years of
the program.

The main sections of this report (after this Introduction) are:
• Summary of Research Activities,
• Process Study Findings,
• Impact Study Findings,
• Reflections and Discussion, and
• Appendices.

The Process Study addresses the nature of program activities, including the congruence between MerCAP
objectives and actual activities; the consistency of implementation across schools and over time; coor-
dination among stakeholders; cost of implementation; support for MerCAP among stakeholders; par-
ent-school relations under MerCAP; and the causes of absenteeism.

The Impact Study considers four primary issues: whether absenteeism among TANF students is exces-
sive compared to their non-TANF peers; whether MerCAP improved the attendance of TANF students;
what impact MerCAP had on overall school attendance; and whether the attendance rates of TANF
students are related to their school achievement.

The Reflection and Discussion section offers retrospective views on the program from parents, schools
and the Human Services Agency. It also identifies issues of interest to future researchers in this field.
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, it considers the implications of the MerCAP evaluation findings
for future policies and programs.

The various appendices provide supportive documentation for the findings in the report, and include
complete reports on a number of component studies conducted during the course of the overall evalu-
ation.    In a number of cases, tables and figures presented in the main body of the report are repeated in
the Appendix so that each Appendix can function as a stand-alone report.  The appendices are:
• Selected Descriptors of Merced County Schools;
• Attendance Actions Taken (including letters, parent conferences, etc. with TANF and non-TANF

students);
• Parent Survey Report;
• School Administrator Survey Report; and
• Impact Study Analyses.



IntroductionMerCAP Final Report 16

4  The cooperation of the schools, particularly those from which the individual student samples were drawn, has been
remarkable.  They have provided room for members of the evaluation team to spend hours to find and record applicable test
scores; they have accessed and printed out current and former year attendance and enrollment records of sample students;
they have even searched district records to ‘find’ students not formerly enrolled in their school.

The MerCAP evaluation presented significant challenges, in particular in coordinating data collection
with Merced County schools. We appreciate the good faith effort to meet these challenges, and the
cooperation of Merced stakeholders in contributing time and effort to the evaluation.4  During the
course of the evaluation we have shared quarterly and yearly progress reports with CDSS, HSA and
school leaders on a regular basis. We hope the reflections in this final report contribute to greater
clarity about what programs such as MerCAP can and cannot achieve and the reasons why.
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II.  SUMMARY OF RESEARCH ACTIVITIES

Process Study

The Process Study is based primarily on two types of data. The first is evidence from formal contacts
with over 700 individuals, including individual and group interviews, site observations, and self-ad-
ministered questionnaires.  Research work was conducted in English, Hmong and Spanish, as appro-
priate. The work included 372 contacts with parents, of which 220 were individual phone interviews in
year 3 (see Appendix C for full report), and 152 were parents participating in focus group interviews
during Years 1 and 2.

There were over 325 contacts with school personnel. These included:
• Phone interviews with 58 school administrators conducted near the close of Year 3 (see Appen-

dix D for full report);
• Dialogue with 120 school administrators and attendance clerks participating in 10 area meetings

in Year 2;
• Questionnaires completed by 47 administrators and attendance clerks during Year 2;
• Interviews with more than 50 school personnel during 30 site visits conducted during Year 1;
• Numerous comments from school personnel collected in a phone log during the course of regular

calls to check on data collection issues; and
• Numerous informal conversations with school personnel during site visits to retrieve missing

attendance and achievement data.

Contacts with Human Services Agency representatives included
• Individual and group interviews with all 6 of the agency staff involved with the project in April

2000;
• Notes from Steering Committee and Oversight Committee meetings convened by HSA through-

out the project; and
• Regular phone contact with the HSA program manager and other personnel.

The second type of data collected for the process study came from school reports of their MerCAP
“attendance actions taken” (the number of MerCAP actions taken with TANF students, and the number
and nature of attendance-related actions taken with non-TANF students), and from Human Services
Agency reports of the number of MerCAP sanctions imposed (see Appendix B). These reports were
intended to document the extent to which MerCAP was implemented as intended, the patterns of ac-
tions taken across schools and over time, and the degree of correspondence between school sanction
requests and Human Services Agency imposition of sanctions.

Impact Study

MerCAP is based on the assumption of excessive school absenteeism among families receiving wel-
fare cash aid.  The program was expected to achieve two primary outcomes—improvement in atten-
dance of children whose families receive Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), and—as a
result of more regular attendance— improvement in their school achievement.

To test the underlying assumptions and the extent to which MerCAP has achieved its intended out-
comes, we have made comparisons based on two primary data sets, partly based on data routinely
reported by individual Merced schools.  The first set is made up of aggregate-level school attendance
data, coded by school and grade, and differentiating TANF and non-TANF attendance. Despite a few
glitches along the way, we were able to construct a complete database on student attendance of all the
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71 participating schools for the four years from 1996-97 (the baseline year prior to MerCAP implemen-
tation) to 1999-2000.

The second data set is made up of individual student attendance records, collected from a sample of
1,092 TANF students enrolled in selected MerCAP schools. An attempt was made to sample from
schools with relatively high and relatively low attendance histories, and schools from districts in differ-
ent parts of the county.  A sample of 50-55 students was randomly selected from the roster of TANF
students at each of eight schools selected in each of the first two years of MerCAP, and 75 from each of
four Year 3 schools.  The actual number of students varied slightly from one school to another, since
some students had never been enrolled in the school and others had been there for only a few months
before moving. The sampling frame for each of the first two years included elementary (both K-5 or 6
and K-8), junior high/middle, and high schools.  There were no high schools in the Year 3 MerCAP
cohort.  Two elementary, one of which had year-round education (YRE), and two middle schools made
up the sampling frame.

We have attempted to collect for each individual in the sample the following data:
• Attendance for the 1996-97, 1997-98, 1998-99 and 1999-2000 school years;
• Grade and school attended (if any and if known) in each of those years;
• The student’s score on the Reading Comprehension section of the Stanford Achievement Test -

Version 9 (SAT 9)—the state-mandated test—in 1997-98, 1998-99, and 1999-2000 for all that
were eligible and attempted to take the test.

To broaden our understanding of MerCAP dynamics, and provide further tests of findings from the
primary data sets, we have also drawn on district level data available from the State Department of
Education (described in the Impact Study).

Evaluation Challenges and Limitations

Four important caveats should be kept in mind in interpreting the findings of this report. The first is that
MerCAP is neither designed nor conducted according to an experimental design. For reasons discussed
later in this report, project leaders abandoned the original idea of having a “case management only”
comparison during the first year of MerCAP. The analytical comparisons available for the evaluation
are rich, but not of the type associated with random assignment of subjects to experimental and control
groups in a way that clearly isolates the causal impact of the program intervention. Our dilemma is
similar to what is happening in other evaluations under welfare reform, where the sweeping nature of
the changes in both programs and the expectations of clients makes it difficult to isolate the effects of
particular programmatic initiatives (Gais, 2000). It also stems from the fact that the evaluation team
was not hired until after the design phase of the MerCAP program, and began work just as the program
was being implemented.

The second caveat concerns three major changes in state education policy that occurred during the
three years MerCAP was in progress. One was the new state policy on the relationship of school atten-
dance to funding allocations (SB 727).  Beginning in the 1998-99 school year (MerCAP Year 2), schools
were funded based on actual attendance regardless of reasons for absences rather than on attendance
adjusted for excused absences.  Thus schools had a new and strong incentive to improve attendance for
all students, making it more difficult to isolate the effect of MerCAP in improving attendance for
TANF students.  The second change was the adoption of the Standard Testing and Achievement Re-
porting (STAR) program in the spring of 1998, during the first year of MerCAP.  The new testing
program meant that we had no reliable way to compare scores on tests given by schools in prior years
with scores during MerCAP.  The third change was the state’s incentive program which rewards schools
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for improving their average SAT9 scores (SB 1X).  Since we have used the SAT9 reading comprehen-
sion scores to measure student achievement in this study, the special school efforts beginning in 1999-
2000 to improve scores make it more difficult to interpret the meaning of any positive changes in
TANF student scores from prior years.

The third caveat concerns limitations in the data available for this analysis. Under the terms of the
evaluation agreement, the evaluation team relied on schools to provide the attendance, attendance
actions taken, and achievement data used in our impact analysis. During all three years of MerCAP, the
Attendance Actions Taken reports (i.e., the number of letters mailed, conferences held, sanctions re-
quested, etc.) proved to be the most difficult to collect and interpret.1   Less than two-thirds of the
schools sent these reports on a regular monthly basis, and some not at all.2   Interpreting the available
data was difficult because schools did not always define actions in the same way3  and lacked compa-
rable protocols so that we could reasonably compare attendance actions taken for TANF and non-
TANF students.4

We also experienced difficulty with our individual student data set due to attrition and missing data. We
have four years of data for 310 of the 1,092 students in our sample. The attrition is due to families
moving to other schools, often outside Merced County; student placement in a program (e.g., Special
Day Classes, continuation schools, independent study) not included in this evaluation; and inability to
locate the student in the school s/he was believed to attend.  We have been able to maintain data
collection for many of the students who have been promoted or moved from one school to another
within the county. We have not eliminated any students who may have been dropped from the TANF
rolls after they were selected into the sample. A detailed description of the individual student sample,
including the numbers for whom key data elements are available, is included in Appendix E.

The fourth caveat has to do with the generalizability of the Merced County experience to other parts of
California or to other states.  As previously noted, Merced County is a largely rural county, with a
school-aged population that is 2/3 non-white, 3/4 eligible for free or reduced cost lunch, and 1/3 En-
glish learners. However, only 1/5 of the student population received TANF at that time. The high
incidence of low-income families (associated with high unemployment rates in rural areas of the Cen-
tral Valley) may make behaviors like regular school attendance difficult to attain, regardless of whether

1 Difficulties were compounded by the use of MacSchool software in five school districts— Hilmar, Livingston, Los Banos,
McSwain and Planada. This software proved to be very difficult to adapt for MerCAP purposes, despite our efforts to
contract with a MacSchool service representative to provide a specially designed template and hands-on workshops on how
to use it.
2 For example, of the 71 school districts participating in MerCAP Year 3, only 39 sent in reports on MerCAP attendance
actions taken for at least 6 months of the school year.  Only one school in the Merced City School District (which joined
MerCAP in its third year) regularly reported these actions.  We know that at least two schools did not implement the
program, one due to the resignation of the attendance clerk and one due to a deliberate choice by the school officials. In
most cases, it appears that schools were making a good faith effort to implement MerCAP procedures, but found it difficult
to set up a system for recording and aggregating at the school level actions taken with individual students.
3 During our site visits we learned that some schools counted as a parent conference a telephone conversation with one
parent, even if it did not include discussion of a Corrective Action Plan.  In other cases school administrators took advantage
of an unscheduled opportunity to confer with parents whose children were not attending school regularly, but the attendance
clerks may not have been aware of the contact.  In other cases  conversations between attendance staff and parents were
recorded as conferences even though a school administrator was not involved.
4 The forms that we developed for the schools’ use did not reflect the wide variation in school attendance practices.  This
was particularly the case in actions regarding non-TANF students.  Not all schools used parent conferences or attendance
supervision, and Student Attendance Review Boards or their equivalent were not available in smaller outlying districts.
Thus, the data for non-TANF actions probably under-represent actions actually taken, or the occurrence of attendance
problems among non-TANF students.
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a family receives TANF.  While many California counties have a substantial non-white school popula-
tion including immigrants from other cultures, not all have the combination of rural, low-income and
ethnically/racially diverse attributes in their student populations. One implication is that the relatively
small differences we found in the attendance patterns of TANF and non-TANF students in Merced
might not hold in other counties where the demographic differences between TANF and non-TANF
students are greater.

Despite these limitations, the data sets we have assembled are among the most complete and long-term
of any ever assembled to examine issues related to welfare school attendance policies. We discuss
specific data limitations where they are pertinent in the remainder of this report.
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III. PROCESS STUDY FINDINGS

Nature of Program Activities

Congruence between MerCAP Objectives and Actual Activities

The first task of our evaluation was to ascertain whether the sanction and support for families provi-
sions of MerCAP have been implemented as originally intended. We found that the sanction and atten-
dance supervision elements of MerCAP had been implemented, but they have not been accompanied
by an expansion of family support activities beyond previous levels.

Contrary to the original intent to establish supportive case management including referrals to commu-
nity resources, MerCAP was operated and widely perceived as a sanction program. By default, the
threat of sanction became a central component of the interaction between school personnel and TANF
families. Family support activities were not defined in either the original project description or subse-
quent program protocols, and MerCAP provided no new program resources to support such activities.

This left those implementing the program with no clear guidance as to what family support activities
were expected.  Since MerCAP is only one of many pressing demands on schools and welfare officials,
the program ended up reflecting what those stakeholders could accommodate within their existing
routines and established priorities.  It is not surprising that the sanction element of the program, which
builds on existing attendance functions of schools and existing eligibility protocols within the welfare
department, took priority. By contrast, the task of expanding family support services would have re-
quired more open-ended and time-consuming collaborative planning, involving new resources and/or
redeployment of existing resources.

For school personnel, it is extremely difficult to engage in more supportive services for families with no
new resources.  By contrast, the availability of the sanction as a tool in dealing with problem families is
viewed as saving time that might otherwise be spent in fruitless exhortation.  From this perspective,
many school personnel appear to believe that communicating the threat of sanction is in itself an effec-
tive part of their efforts to work with families.

For state and local officials, the MerCAP experience suggests that the goal of promoting a more inte-
grated approach to family supportive services will require more than a simple mandate or directive.
Care must be exercised not only in defining family support expectations, but also in insuring that all
relevant community stakeholders be identified and involved in developing a common understanding of
these expectations. Because the work of service delivery integration is a long-term process, it requires
an ongoing investment with community partners in iterative learning, and a willingness to adapt pro-
gram procedures based on ongoing experience. Working in this way is a departure from the culture and
routines that have previously characterized welfare bureaucracies, but it is becoming increasingly im-
portant in the era of devolution and welfare reform.

Notification of Parents

All parents or caretakers of children receiving TANF were required to sign a release of information
form as a condition of receiving their CalWORKs cash grant. The form explained the nature of the
MerCAP program and the requirement of regular school attendance.  In this way all families were
informed at the outset of the MerCAP program. The rules and requirements of MerCAP are reiterated in
both the 5-day and 7-day letters sent to parents.
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Despite these procedures, at the end of three years of MerCAP only one-third of the 220 MerCAP
parents we interviewed (see Table C-5, Appendix C) knew about the program. More of the parents
whose children attend schools that started MerCAP in its first year were familiar with the program than
parents who first became involved in Years 2 or 3.  While about one in five parents remembered that
they had received a letter about MerCAP from Human Services, in fact they all were sent a notice.
Obviously written notices alone are not very effective.  This may reflect difficulty in reading the lan-
guage of the notice, or parents treating the notice as simply another form to sign, without concentrating
on its meaning.  It may also simply reflect the fact that most TANF students have regular attendance
and their families have no reason to pay particular attention to MerCAP.

As indicated earlier, the available data on attendance actions taken provide an incomplete picture of
school activities. A report on these data is provided in Appendix B. The most significant trends observ-
able in the data we received are the following:

• On average, middle schools reported more attendance actions with TANF students per school
month (~70) than any of the other school types.  High schools that reported on average took ~60
attendance actions per month; K-6 elementary schools reported ~44, and K-8 elementary schools
took ~30.

• The number of corrective action plans (CAPs) reported was substantially less than the total
number of parent conferences. The number of corrective action plans reported was 68% and
71%, respectively, of the number of parent conferences reported in K-6 and K-8 elementary
schools, but only 20% and 33%, respectively, in middle and high schools. It may be that ab-
sences were determined to be for good cause and that a CAP was inappropriate. We have also
heard school personnel say that in some cases they do not use a CAP because they believe it will
not help.

• The ratio of 10-absence sanction requests to 7-absence letters ranged from 13% (K-6 schools) to
38% (K-8 and high schools).

Patterns in Attendance Actions Taken

• Conferences with parents were used less frequently for non-TANF than for TANF students.
Conferences with parents of non-TANF students appear to be reserved for cases in which ab-
sences exceed the 7 absences that trigger the MerCAP parent conference invitation.

Patterns of Sanctions

Overall Frequency.  Table 2 summarizes the total number of MerCAP sanctions issued over the course
of the three-year demonstration period, by type, as reported by the Human Services Agency. The total
number of sanctions does not include those issued to Merced County students who are enrolled in
schools such as Valley High School that were not included in the Merced County Attendance Program
evaluation.
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Non-Coopera-
tion Sanctionb

Type of Sanction

Failure to
Responda

10-Absence
Sanctionc

Total of
All

Sanctions

Table 2.  Total Sanctions Issued by the Human Services Agency Since the Beginning of MerCAP in
Fall, 1997, by MerCAP Year

Source: Merced Human Services Agency

                     MerCAP Year

1 - 1997-98 13      57 77 147

2 - 1998-99 1      83 108 192

3 - 1999-00 —      248 220 468

TOTAL 14      388 405 807

a This sanction is applied by the Human Services Agency when a client does not complete and submit a
waiver of privacy in order to participate in the MerCAP program and evaluation.

b Non-cooperation sanctions refer to those issued when a parent does not keep an appointment for a school
conference and does not arrange an alternate date or time for such a conference.  This sanction is ‘curable;’
that is, it ends when the parent appears for a duly scheduled conference.

c 10-absence sanctions are requested when students have accumulated 10 or more unacceptable absences.
An additional 30-day sanction can be imposed subsequently if the student has additional unacceptable
absence(s).

These data indicate:
• Of the nearly 13,000 TANF students enrolled under MerCAP over the three years, 807 sanctions

were issued.  That means that approximately  6% of TANF students were sanctioned. 1

• Sanctions were divided almost evenly between those issued for 10-absences and those issued for
failure of parents to keep an appointment for the required school conference after seven ab-
sences.

• The number of sanctions was higher during the third year of the project (1999-2000) due to the
large number of TANF students enrolled in the Merced City School District, which entered
MerCAP that year.

Comparison of Sanction Rates by MerCAP Cohorts. The number of TANF students in each MerCAP
cohort varied, with the largest number in Year 3 schools. The table below compares the sanction rates
in the three MerCAP cohorts during MerCAP Year 3, the only year in which all three MerCAP cohorts
participated.

1 Determining an exact sanction rate is not possible due to the constant fluctuation in the total number of TANF students.
In estimating sanction rates for each year of MerCAP, we have used the best estimates we could arrive at from examining
the school attendance reports.
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Table 3.  Sanction Rates in 1999-2000, by MerCAP Cohort

MerCAP Cohort     No. of sanctions TANF Sanction rate
    issued    enrollment

Year 1 schools 110 1797 6.1%
Year 2 schools 60 1874 3.2%
Year 3 schools 298 3265 9.1%
TOTAL 468 6936 6.7%

Note: The TANF enrollment figures represent the estimated end-of-year enrollment in 24 Year 1 schools, 29
Year 2 schools, and 16 Year 3 schools. Sanction numbers are derived from the master list of students sanc-
tioned reported by the Human Services Agency.

The larger TANF student population explains why there are a larger number of sanctions imposed in
Year 3 schools.  It does not explain the smaller number of sanctions imposed on TANF students in Year
2 schools than on students in Year 1 schools, or the wide disparity in the sanction rates between Year 2
schools (3.2%) and Year 3 schools (9.1%).  We can think of three possible explanations for the diver-
gence in sanction rates. One is that Year 2 schools simply had better TANF student attendance. The
second is that many Year 2 schools were resistant to the record keeping MerCAP required, and perhaps
did not keep track of absences as diligently as Year 1 and Year 3 schools. The third is that Year 3 schools
began the program by treating each tardy as an absence (a policy since changed), and in general took an
aggressive approach to monitoring and sanctions.

Comparison of sanction rates in the same  MerCAP cohorts over time.  One possible indicator of
whether sanctions were having a deterrent effect on excessive absenteeism would be a decline in sanc-
tions over time. To test for this, we compared the incidence of sanctions in Year 1 schools over the 3
years of the project and also the incidence of sanctions in Year 2 schools over the last two years of the
project. (Since Year 3 schools were only part of MerCAP for one year, no similar comparison was
possible for those schools.) Table 4 provides the comparisons.

Table 4. Number of Sanctions in Year 1 & Year 2 Schools for Each MerCAP Year

MerCAP Cohort 1997-98 1998-99 1999-2000
Year 1 schools   143   104 110
Year 2 schools     —     81   60

In their second year in MerCAP, both Year 1 and Year 2 schools had a fairly significant decline in the
number of sanctions, suggesting that MerCAP might be having a deterrent effect on absences. How-
ever, this might also be the result of a decline in TANF student enrollment, since welfare rolls de-
creased significantly during the time MerCAP was being implemented. The number of sanctions rose
slightly for Year 1 schools during their third year in the program.

Comparison of Sanctions Requested by Schools and Sanctions Imposed by HSA. Sanctions reported by
schools and Human Services Agency are summarized in Table 5 below. In order to provide a valid
comparison, we separated out those sanctions reported by the Human Services Agency that came from
the schools from which we received reports of attendance actions taken (i.e., those we label “partial
HSA”).
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Table 5. Comparison of Sanctions Issued in School Year 1999-2000 by Human Services Agency
and Reported Requests for Sanctions by Schools, by Type of Sanction and School Type

Schools generally report more sanction requests than were levied by the Human Services Agency.
Inaccurate record keeping by the schools may account for these discrepancies, but there are a number
of other possible explanations. One is the time lag between the dates sanctions were requested and the
next month in which they could be imposed.  Another possibility is that sanctions were ‘cured’ before
they could be imposed.  In a few cases, sanctions may not have been imposed because the schools did
not follow required procedures.

Consistency of Implementation across Schools and over Time

To address the consistency of implementation, we drew on reports of attendance actions taken, site
observations, and interviews. Despite being a relatively simple concept, MerCAP implementation re-
quired reaching agreement on a complex set of operational definitions and procedures. A good deal of
time during the first year of MerCAP was spent debating and achieving consensus on these. Examples
of the kinds of questions that arose included:
• Whether absences occurring while students are not on cash aid count toward sanctions,

School All Partial School All Partial School HSA School
Type HSA HSAd HSA HSAd

K-6 149 36 36 137 42 31 286 67
Elementary
K-8  12 12 18 11  8 13   23    31
Elementary

Middle/  58 24 19 44  9 11 102 30
Junior High

High  27 10 21 27 11 31 54 52
School

TOTAL 246 82 94 219 70 86 465 180
a Non-cooperation sanctions refer to those issued when a parent does not keep an

appointment for a school conference and does not arrange an alternate date or
time for such a conference.  This sanction is ‘curable;’ that is, it ends when the
parent appears for a duly scheduled conference.

b 10-absence sanctions are requested when students have accumulated 10 or more
unacceptable absences.  An additional 30-day sanction can be imposed subse-
quently if the student has additional unacceptable absence(s).

c The total number of sanctions does not include those issued to Merced County
students who are enrolled in schools such as Valley High School that were not
included in the Merced County Attendance Program evaluation.

d Sanctions reported by the Human Services Agency that were requested from
only those schools that sent in reports of attendance actions taken.

Type of Sanction

Non-Cooperation
       Sanctiona

10-Absence Sanctionb Total of
All Sanctionsc

• Whether absences of students who come on TANF during an attendance month count from the
beginning of that attendance month or from the day the student shows up on the HSA list,

• How tardiness should be handled within MerCAP,
• Whether school suspensions should count as absences, and
• Whether it is legal to send a 7-day letter without sending a 5-day letter first. (The latter comes up

if a student has two more absences before the school sends the five-day letter.)
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Having resolved most of these questions during Year 1, project leaders took steps in Year 2 to regular-
ize program operations. These included developing a handbook as a guide to MerCAP’s operational
policies and procedures, providing a yearly training for all participating schools, and creating an Over-
sight Committee made up of HSA and school personnel with ongoing policymaking responsibility.  As
a result, considerable unity of formal definition was achieved.

Despite this, we found considerable evidence of variation in program implementation across school
sites, and within the same school at different times during the school year. Such variation is not unex-
pected given the relative independence of schools and school districts and their desire to preserve an
appropriate element of discretion in dealing with parents and children. Throughout the project, the
Human Services Agency encouraged schools to adapt the program appropriately, while insisting that
certain basic program requirements be met. In area meetings school personnel acknowledged that judg-
ment and discretion play a large and important role in how they implemented MerCAP (or any atten-
dance program).

Elements of the program that have exhibited the greatest variation among sites include the following:

When good cause determinations are made. Good cause criteria are based on the education code,
and are quite consistent across sites. What varies is when in the process schools make good cause
determinations. Some schools wait until the parent conference, using the occasion of the confer-
ence as a means of impressing on parents that the school is cracking down on absenteeism. Other
schools determine good cause as they go (often involving a phone call to the parent), so that the
child may never reach the 5- or 7-day triggers. In other words, some schools send the first letter for
any 5 absences, others for 5 unexcused absences.

How parent conferences are handled. Common to all parent conferences is reviewing the child’s
attendance record with the parent(s), checking to see if any absences can be waived, and explaining
what might happen if the student is absent again without a doctor’s note or other good cause.
Differences include the fact that some schools do most of their conferences by phone; others prima-
rily do them face-to-face. Also, some schools hold the parent conference immediately after the 7-
day letter, and request a sanction quickly if the parent doesn’t appear after the first or second
scheduled meeting. Other schools use their discretion in how quickly they will hold the conference,
and how many times they will reschedule before requesting a sanction for non-cooperation.  In
some schools, parent conferences are devoted to problem solving while in others they are primarily
used to convey the threat of sanctions.  One school took a broad view of what the parent conference
might accomplish.  As a school official stated, “I schedule the conference before I send the letter, so
that the letter is a reminder. It softens the blow of the letter so that the focus remains on fixing the
problem rather than pulling the money.”

Corrective Action Plans (CAPs). CAPs are usually pre-printed forms the parent and school admin-
istrator sign, with room to add comments particular to the case.  In some higher grades and high
schools the student also signs the plan/contract.  The form itself is often adapted from that used in
the School Attendance Review Board (SARB) process, with parents and students agreeing that the
students will be at school on time unless they bring a doctor’s excuse. Not all schools use a written
CAP.  In some cases this is the result of sensitivity to cultures in which the parents’ word is suffi-
cient, and an oral contract seems to be effective. In other cases, school personnel have questioned
the value of any CAP. Among the comments we heard were, “How can you make a plan with a
parent who won’t carry it out? The only plan is ‘Get your kid to school!’” “I don’t waste time with
them. I just lay down the law.” In other cases school personnel view the problems as too ill-defined
to plan a remedy, whereas the CAP is useful when there is a clearly defined problem.
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Use of School Attendance Review Board (SARB) and the District Attorney. Some schools have a
good SARB with many  concerned agencies that try to make examples of egregious truancy through
the District Attorney’s office.  Other schools said the District Attorney does not have time to bother
with school attendance cases.

Diversion of poor-attendance students to other programs.  Some schools are more aggressive than
others in deliberately moving children with attendance problems into alternative programs or inde-
pendent study.

Policies on Mexican vacations.  Many Latino families schedule extended vacations in Mexico
during the holiday season. A few school districts have adjusted their academic calendars to accom-
modate this practice. Others provide independent study options. Still others cancel enrollment of
students until they return.

Difficulties experienced by high schools. High schools experienced greater difficulties in imple-
menting the program. Possible reasons suggested by school personnel are that high school is too
late to change attendance patterns; that high schools are unable to give the needed personal atten-
tion due to the large numbers of students; and that the dollar amount of the sanction means less to
high school children and their families.  As many parents will attest, schools and parents have much
less control over teen-agers than over younger students.

Development of uniform attendance policies and practices for all students.  A few school districts
adopted MerCAP-like attendance policies for all their students. These included the Merced City
schools, which entered the program in Year 3, and the Hilmar Unified School District.  Of the
school personnel surveyed in Year 2, 1 in 4 said that their attendance practices for MerCAP and
non-MerCAP students are “substantially the same.” A more comprehensive survey in Year 3 found
that almost 3 of 4 schools had made changes in their attendance practices due to MerCAP, although
not all districts had adopted uniform policies.

Attendance monitoring and reporting. As part of MerCAP, schools agreed to monitor attendance
and attendance-related actions for MerCAP students, and to provide the data needed to evaluate the
effectiveness of the project. As noted elsewhere in this report, attendance monitoring was difficult
and time consuming. There was considerable variation in how frequently schools monitor atten-
dance, how completely and promptly reports were sent to the evaluators, as well as in how report-
ing instructions were interpreted. In a few cases where reports were not sent regularly, it is difficult
to ascertain if the school monitored attendance sufficiently to implement the program.

Coordination among Stakeholders

Leadership. MerCAP required increased interaction and coordination between the Human Services
Agency and Merced County schools. Within these entities, it required communication between admin-
istrators and front-line staff. Securing effective coordination between these stakeholders has proven to
be one of the most challenging aspects of the new program. Problems range from the seemingly simple
matter of who should be copied on which memos, to the complex business of determining operational
procedures and responsibilities. Of note is that neither MerCAP parents, nor representatives of other
family support agencies in the community, were defined as stakeholders in developing MerCAP plans
and procedures.

While key program agencies—state DSS, the Merced County Human Services Agency, and local
schools—support the program, MerCAP is just one of a great many projects and programs they are
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currently managing. Aside from the one Human Services Agency staff person assigned to manage the
project (among her many other duties), MerCAP is far down on the list of priorities for most stakehold-
ers, all of whom are extremely busy with a variety of immediate and pressing demands. Thus, project
activities tend to reflect what stakeholders can accommodate within their existing routines, rather than
new departures and relationships.

At the same time, project leaders realize that collaboration requires taking steps that move beyond
existing routines. As one Human Services Agency representative stated, “I had a lot better interactions
with schools when my staff person or I were extending ourselves.  Just simple things like visits to the
schools can do a whole lot to facilitate coordination.”

MerCAP required clear departures from past practices for the Human Services Agency.  These included
sanctioning children rather than adults; designating a front-line eligibility worker to specialize on MerCAP
(such specialization is rare); building new relationships with schools; and increasing communication
and cooperation between eligibility and social services units in order to facilitate integration of family
services. The latter function was particularly important, given the role that TANF and Child Protective
Services play in the lives of MerCAP families.  All the new tasks stretched agency staff and challenged
organizational culture.

MerCAP program documents were somewhat ambiguous about where responsibility for the program
rests. The state waiver suggests that MerCAP is a Human Services Agency project, with school and
community support, while the project description refers to MerCAP as being jointly conducted by the
Human Services Agency and the schools. In practice, project leadership rested primarily in the hands of
the Human Services Agency, even though much of the work required for implementation fell on the
schools. Both parties have made good faith efforts to make this arrangement work—HSA by consulting
closely with school representatives and providing schools significant discretion in implementing the
program, and the schools by accepting the increased time demands on personnel and working with
HSA to correct glitches in the program.

TANF Lists. A good example of the coordination needed under MerCAP was the evolution of the list of
MerCAP students provided to schools by HSA. Early on, schools identified a number of problems with
the lists, including inaccuracies (e.g., students on the list that were not in their school, students listed
under different names) and difficulty in updating information from previous lists. When these were not
immediately corrected, frustration grew. On meeting with HSA representatives, schools learned that
staff shortages had prevented a quick resolution, but that a person had been reassigned and changes
could be expected shortly.  Soon after this, most of the original problems were resolved, and over the
course of the year a number of modifications were made to the lists making them much easier for
school personnel to use. Particularly helpful was providing schools with separate lists of students added
or dropped since the previous month, saving attendance clerks time spent combing through old and
new lists.

Despite these improvements, schools continued to express concern during Years 2 and 3 with the num-
ber of inaccuracies in HSA lists, and the fact that corrections are not made promptly. In part this indi-
cates how difficult it is to create an accurate TANF list given the mobility of the population and the
movement of families on and off the CalWORKs rolls. In part it reflects the different time frames under
which schools and the Human Services Agency operate. Schools must track attendance on a daily or
weekly basis, whereas the agency procedures are geared to monthly reporting requirements.

Coordination mechanisms. During the three years of MerCAP, a variety of coordination mechanisms
were employed.  Initially, monthly or bi-monthly meetings, to which all Year 1 schools were invited,
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were convened by the Human Services Agency.  Later in Year 1, an ad hoc committee provided some
problem solving, but did not serve in a formal oversight role. During Year 2 a formal Oversight Com-
mittee was developed to facilitate coordination between schools and the Human Services Agency. The
committee included approximately a dozen regular members representing schools and the Human Ser-
vices Agency, including some front-line staff.  Parents or representatives of other community organiza-
tions were not included. Three meetings were held during the school year.

The Oversight Committee continued to meet during Year 3, though attendance was less regular. A
major order of business during the January 14 and March 17, 2000, meetings was to discuss whether,
and in what form, MerCAP would continue after the demonstration expired in June, 2000. A March 27
memo from Katie Roeser, Merced County Human Services Agency, to the Merced County school
superintendents summarized the agreements reached.2   Shortly after that memo the superintendents
met and, with the exception of one District Superintendent (Los Banos), agreed to the stipulations
reached by the Oversight Committee. The Los Banos Superintendent talked it over after returning to
his district, and later gave his support as well.

Other issues confronted. During these Year 3 discussions a number of other issues surfaced which
reflect the types of coordination and collaboration concerns that are raised by MerCAP. These include:
• The need for better attendance software,
• The need for schools to develop a better system for sharing information when a child moves

within the county,
• The need for greater efforts to match MerCAP requirements with attendance procedures for all

students,
• Continued concern by schools over the accuracy of HSA lists,
• Continued concern by HSA over the lack of understanding of basic MerCAP procedures by

many school staff,
• Difficulty in implementing HSA’s desire to use the sanctions as a trigger for additional referrals

or support services for MerCAP families, and
• Concern by all parties that the MerCAP workload is putting an undue strain on staff.

Overall, the level of coordination and cooperation between schools and the Human Services Agency
tended to improve as the project developed over time. Of those school personnel surveyed at the spring
area meetings in 1999, 60% agreed that the collaboration and coordination between the schools and the
Human Services Agency is healthy and productive. A representative of the Human Services Agency
noted,

“MerCAP got a dialogue going in this county between schools and welfare. I came to realize
that children are what both of our programs are about, so why on earth don’t we have more
connections?  Even though sometimes our relationship is antagonistic, we have developed some
very good relationships.”

2 The agreement states that MerCAP will continue in its current form in Year 4, with two exceptions: 1) that the evaluation
and its attendant reporting will not continue, and 2) that MerCAP will no longer sanction the child’s portion of the welfare
grant.  Instead sanctions will be applied only to the parent’s portion of the grant, as stipulated under CalWORKs.  The
March 27 memo further noted that other modifications to the MerCAP program might be considered after receipt of the
final evaluation report.  It also noted that the Oversight Committee recommends that school districts hold discussions on
further ways to improve attendance for all children, including sharing the best practices for working with the District
Attorney on attendance problems.



Process Study30MerCAP Final Report

Cost of Implementation

A key distinction in the implementation of welfare school attendance programs is whether the primary
burden of monitoring attendance falls on schools or the welfare department. In MerCAP, schools played
the primary monitoring role. The largest cost of starting and maintaining this program was the time of
administrative personnel (principals, vice-principals) and clerical staff (secretaries, attendance clerks)
to flag TANF students, monitor attendance, keep careful records and take prescribed actions promptly.
These are not tasks easily accomplished during normal school hours, given the near constant state of
interruption that characterizes school offices, and chronic understaffing.

Throughout all three years of the demonstration, most schools reported that the time required to imple-
ment the program—adapting computer software, updating TANF student rolls, keeping on top of ab-
sences, sending letters, and meeting with parents—was overly burdensome. For example, only 1 in 3 of
those surveyed at the school area meetings in Year 2 felt that the time that is required for school person-
nel to implement MerCAP was reasonable.  Most schools felt “always behind” with MerCAP record
keeping, since clerks have little or no time to attend to it.

Based on the time estimates provided in both our Year 1 site visits and Year 3 survey of school admin-
istrators, MerCAP cost an average school about .20 FTE to implement, with the bulk of the work
falling on attendance clerks and/or clerical staff (see School Administrator Survey, Appendix D). Time
estimates varied significantly across school sites. Efficiency was higher where attendance software
could be readily adapted to MerCAP requirements, where attendance clerks3  were well informed and
committed to the program, or where uniform attendance policies for all students were put in place. The
workload is higher at the middle school and high school levels, where the numbers of students and
student absences are higher. No discernible differences are apparent in the time estimates for schools
based on the number of years they have been in the MerCAP program.

Since details of the program and the evaluation were not known at the time schools agreed to partici-
pate in the program, and since personnel at the attendance clerk level were not included in the original
discussions and decision making, accurate estimates of the time impacts were not made in advance.
The time requirements took many school personnel by surprise, particularly the staff with attendance
responsibilities. Schools coped as best they could. In some cases this meant that school personnel
stayed late or came in on weekends to handle MerCAP-related monitoring, letters, and reports. In other
cases schools were simply unable to monitor attendance as frequently as they would have liked, lead-
ing to delays in sending absence letters and holding conferences.  Often such schools failed to provide
all the reports necessary for the evaluation. From their perspective, this was understandably a lower
priority.

Eventually, many schools began moving or considering a move to integrate MerCAP-like policies and
procedures with their attendance policy for all students, which could save the time required by dual
record keeping systems. In addition, many schools realized that extra time taken to improve attendance
for all students could pay dividends given the new school funding formulas.  From a school perspec-
tive, it is this broader cost-benefit calculation that is becoming more important.

The program was also relatively staff-intensive for the Human Services Agency, which required 1-2
FTE to manage the program. The lead person for the agency devoted almost 100% of her time to
MerCAP during the start up period and through Year 1. After that, MerCAP took about 25% of her time,

3 In some schools the school secretary doubles as the attendance clerk. In others the attendance duties are handled by a
separate staff person, who may also have other responsibilities. In some small schools, the school administrator takes on the
task of monitoring attendance.
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plus the time of a full-time eligibility staff worker.  The load on the staff worker increased as the
program moved to full implementation during Year 3.  Staff reported handling 50-75 sanctions per
month during the peak periods. As one noted, “If I have 50 sanctions I get 50 phone calls. During the
period of time I am sending out notices, I get 18-20 phone calls per day.”

Support for MerCAP among Selected Stakeholders

The basic idea behind MerCAP—parents have a responsibility to get their children to school—is
widely supported. Because of this, MerCAP is popular among the majority of stakeholders, including
parents, school personnel, and representatives of the Human Services Agency.  Stakeholder support
weakens when the focus is placed on the significant implementation burdens resulting from MerCAP,
and questions about its efficacy. Despite this, a majority of persons interviewed supported continuing
MerCAP after the demonstration period.

Throughout the project, a few persons expressed varying degrees of opposition to MerCAP, citing its
low ratio of benefits to costs, potential (or actual) mistreatment of parents during the implementation
of some procedures, and the superiority of other approaches to meeting MerCAP’s goals. There was
no active effort during MerCAP to involve parents or other community organizations in considering
how the program might better achieve its intended outcomes.

The following is a more detailed description of various stakeholder opinions:

School personnel.  School personnel support MerCAP, but often with ambivalence. This is not too
surprising given that schools have born the heaviest implementation costs.  Despite this, two-thirds of
school representatives surveyed in spring 2000 (see Appendix D) favored continuing the program in
something like its current form. Only a few school representatives openly questioned the value of the
program.

School personnel appreciate having a program that provides real consequences for families. In effect,
the sanction threat can replace the past pattern of relying solely on repeated exhortation to parents by
school officials. They appreciate having the Human Services Agency provide reliable backup (via the
sanction) to their communication with parents, which is unlike their typical experiences with the
School Attendance Review Board or District Attorney.

Only 14% of the school administrators surveyed in spring 2000 believed that MerCAP undercut their
relationship with parents. Most indicated that increased communications and conferences were good
opportunities for working with the parents on problem solving.  A few noted that the tone of the
original 5-day and 7-day letters caused some defensiveness among parents, but that was fixed by re-
writing the letters.  One administrator noted, “Some parents resent any efforts to make their children
attend school.  MerCAP is a convenient excuse for parents who would complain anyway.”  Only one
administrator expressed a strong opinion that MerCAP really undermined the school’s efforts to work
with parents.

When asked in spring 2000 to comment on whether MerCAP should continue past the demonstration
period, or be altered in some fashion, school administrators offered the following comments. One
said, “If I had to choose I would continue MerCAP as is.  There’s too much invested in it at this point
to just quit.”  Another noted, “I like the program, but it takes so much time I’m not sure it can be
continued as is.” “There’s got to be a better way that doesn’t require so much paper work,” according
to one principal.  Another pointed out, “I wouldn’t want it to continue as is, but would be willing to
work with Human Services if a better method were developed.”
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Three or four administrators commented that they wanted to involve a successful SARB program (or
work with the DA) in conjunction with MerCAP, or to continue work with case workers and meld the
TANF list into the school’s overall attendance program.  The most critical comments were offered by
one administrator who summed up that school’s experience with MerCAP and hopes for the future, “I
like the program in theory, but in practice it hasn’t been effective.  Notifying Human Services has not
been effective.  Too much time for too little return in our experience.”

MerCAP parents. Most MerCAP parents support the basic idea of the program, expressing apprecia-
tion for the fact that it provides them with additional leverage in encouraging their children to attend
school regularly. For example, of the 204 parents who responded to this question in our April 2000
interviews (see Appendix C), only 3 had “mostly negative” feelings about MerCAP, and only 11 had
“mixed feelings.”  Otherwise, parents were mostly positive, commenting that “anything that can help
get children to school is a good idea.”  This included two of four parents whose welfare checks were cut
due to MerCAP.  The other two had mixed feelings about the program.

These interview findings are consistent with the findings of the focus groups held with MerCAP par-
ents in Years 1 and 2.  Those parents generally supported the idea of the program, viewing MerCAP as
a tool to use with parents, not children. Many parents said that they welcomed having a program to help
motivate them to get their children to school. They indicated that MerCAP gave them more backbone
when dealing with the excuses their children sometimes offer.

One parent noted, “I see the children going to school now. I don’t see them running around. I see the
parents not partying like they used to—cause that’s $100 they don’t want to lose. I see the children
cleaner and happier.”  Another commented, “I tell my child ‘You get five sick days during the year. Is
today going to be one of them?’”

A few parents questioned the basic fairness of the program, noting that many non-cash aid children had
worse attendance than their own. As one stated, “It’s like punishing everyone because a few have a
problem. They should just focus the program on those people.”  Another noted, “There are parents who
don’t care whether their children go to school or not. For us who do care, I don’t think we should have
to go through the hassle.”

Human Services Agency. The Human Services Agency welcomed the chance to be responsive to an
initiative coming from the County Board of Supervisors, and saw benefits from the new relationship
with schools. On the other hand, agency representatives, like schools, had ambivalent feelings about
MerCAP due to the time required and questions about the program’s efficacy.

In interviews with six HSA personnel in April 2000, we asked each, “On balance, was MerCAP worth
the effort?” Three of the six said “definitely yes,” two were mostly positive but indicated that it was
“hard to say,” and one said “definitely not.” Positive comments included:

“I think it got a dialogue going in this county between schools and welfare that is appropriate.
Like anything else, it’s difficult because it’s breaking down the territorial barriers that are there…
There shouldn’t be this hush-hush about who is on welfare. It was worth it. It definitely didn’t
save money, but that was never the goal.”

“I think the general population’s perception is that welfare recipients do not force their children
to attend school; that welfare recipients stay home.  Therefore, it’s easier just to let the children
sleep in, or do whatever they want to.  And not go to school.  I think overall MerCAP is going to
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change the perceptions of the Board of Supervisors and say, ‘Hey, our welfare people do attend
[school].’”

“Oh, definitely worth it. It’s timely, it went hand in hand with welfare reform, and it’s exactly in
line with the vision of where we wanted to go in the county.”

More ambivalent comments to the question “Has MerCAP been worth it?” included:

“Ah, that’s a tough call…I think it’s been a success in a way; particularly for the folks down in
the more technical areas. We’ve passed all the barriers that keep this from happening…paper
work, getting the data, getting people to independently work together, getting the tools to make
this 3-year rollout. The second year was better than the first and the third year was even
slicker…anecdotally we’ve gotten a lot of feedback from schools that this is healthy to interdict
some of the known problem families—to get the children to school. So my feeling is we spend
a lot of time and paper work, but if it helps a few children to do better, it’s worth the hassle.”

“You know, I think that’s more of a question that you would have to give to the schools, because
I don’t see the change in attendance… I notice that it’s usually the same clients over and over
again, and it doesn’t change those clients, so it has no effect on them.”

One staff person was more critical when asked if MerCAP was worth it:

“No, because we haven’t solved anything. I don’t think it was a problem resolution issue. I
think it caused a lot of work and yielded few results. I don’t know how significant the atten-
dance increases are, but I think we had the opportunity to help a lot more people than we did. I
would have liked to see a social worker assigned in addition to the MerCAP eligibility worker.”

Parent-School Relations under MerCAP

Along with the primary goal of increasing the attendance of TANF students, one of the other major
outcomes sought by MerCAP was to increase the involvement of TANF parents with their children’s
schools.  Increased involvement was expected to lead to better student achievement outcomes, and also
to enable schools to provide families with referrals to community resources that address the underlying
causes of absenteeism.  In general, MerCAP has increased the amount of contact between TANF par-
ents and schools, but in most cases the primary focus of the communication has been for schools to
reiterate the importance of regular attendance, and to remind parents of the threat of sanction. A few
schools also used the occasion of parent conferences to make referrals to community services.  Overall,
however, MerCAP has not increased the provision of referrals or other supportive services to TANF
families. Nor did we hear any mention from schools or parents we interviewed of any effort made
under MerCAP to involve parents in helping their children improve their school achievement.

It is important to keep in mind that most TANF parents already feel quite involved with their children’s
schools, and are mostly positive about their experiences. Of the TANF parents we interviewed in spring
2000, 87% reported attending teacher conferences, 29% go to other school events, and 12% help out
with school events. Just under 90% of the parents could accurately estimate the number of absences
their child had accrued (see Appendix C). In addition, 94% of these parents reported overall positive
feelings about their interaction with the school (in general, not with reference to MerCAP).  If any-
thing, these data raise the potential that a sanction-oriented program like MerCAP might sour existing
good relationships between schools and parents, but that does not seem to have been the case in most
instances.
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Very few TANF students reach the attendance triggers that would prompt letters or conferences. While
nearly half of the parents interviewed reported that the school called them whenever their children
were absent, only 13 families—6% of the parents interviewed—had received an absence letter, and all
of the 13 received more than one.  Of the 13, only 10 had met with school authorities.  Of the 10, three
families said they were offered help or referred to a source of assistance.  Most (8 of 10) of these
families said they felt good about the meeting, and all said their children attended more regularly after
that.  Four of these families had had their welfare checks cut, and the three who commented about it
indicated that this was a real hardship for the family.  It appears that the required action protocol applies
to a very small percentage of MerCAP families, and that in two out of three of these applicable cases
there is no need to request sanctions.

We received somewhat conflicting data regarding the degree to which the MerCAP procedures were
being effectively communicated to parents. On the one hand, 83% of school administrators said they
believed that parents were “getting the message” and that attendance was improving. On the other
hand, 33% of parents surveyed reported they did not know what MerCAP was, and the HSA eligibility
worker noted that most parents who called after being notified of a sanction were confused.  This
apparent discrepancy may actually reflect the reality that the attendance problems that most concern
school personnel tend to be isolated in a few “problem families.”  Of the administrators we surveyed,
97% agreed that attendance problems are concentrated in a small number of families for whom “noth-
ing works.” Administrators who experienced a positive result with even one or two of these families
under MerCAP procedures were no doubt impressed, regardless of the program’s broader efficacy.

A key dynamic under MerCAP is the nature of what happens during parent conferences, and the feel-
ings these engender. We received mixed responses when probing this topic. Of the school representa-
tives surveyed at the spring 1999 area meetings, 40% believed MerCAP was improving parent school
relations and 27% believed it was not. School personnel confirm what we have heard from parents,
many of whom appreciate MerCAP because it “backs them up” in the task of motivating their children
to attend school. A number of school personnel insist that MerCAP  “just gives them another tool—
hitting them in the pocketbook” in dealing with parents, and that relationships are essentially the same
as they have always been.

Schools reported that parents are not happy to be called in to school, but most respond positively to the
schools’ efforts to increase student attendance and chance for school success.  They “…start out angry,
but get used to the idea once explained.”  As one high school attendance counselor said, “Once the
parent realizes you’re reaming out the kid and not them, they appreciate working with the school.  They
don’t like losing money because of children they can’t control.”  Another high school staff member
stated that meeting with parents is helpful because “it scares the mom; she takes the kid home and
works on him.”  An elementary school staff person noted that most parents care a lot about their chil-
dren, and appreciate finding out what’s happening with them.  Some schools make a great effort to
make parents feel welcome when they come for a conference, and to deal with the child’s attendance as
a mutual concern—not something for which the parent is solely accountable.

Some parents felt mistrusted or mistreated by schools. For example, we heard complaints, some quite
angry, from parents who had received 5- or 7-absence letters despite having previously provided doc-
tors’ notes to the school explaining their children’s absences. One said, “If your kid is sick and you take
him to the doctor and you turn in your note, I don’t see the point in getting the notice. Your child is sick,
what can you do about it—tell them not to get sick any more?” Some complained about having to
produce a doctor’s note even for minor illnesses (e.g., flu, bad cold), and wondered why they were
treated with suspicion rather than being more trusted by the schools. “I’m his mother. I know if he is
well enough to go to school.”
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Doctors’ notes play a key role in the relationship between parents and schools. The notes provide a way
to give the policy “teeth.”  However, many families have difficulties obtaining notes for routine ill-
nesses. On the other hand, schools believe some doctors are too ready to sign notes excusing absences.
A few schools have school nurses and ask parents who are in doubt about whether their children should
be at school to bring the child and let the nurse make the determination.  This is especially helpful when
families have limited access to doctors.

Some of the ill feelings by parents toward schools stem from inadequate understanding or failed com-
munication. One parent lost aid for two months because she did not know she could get absences
removed with notes from a doctor. She was eventually reimbursed, but says the schools never called
her for a conference. Another parent received a 5-absence letter even though she had turned in doctor’s
notes and was no longer on cash aid. In general, parents wanted more information about the program.
Most had a very limited and often inaccurate understanding of what MerCAP is, and knew even less
about the specific operational procedures. Some do not understand the meaning of terms like “sanc-
tions,” “unexcused absences,” or “good cause.”

Overall, however, parents had mostly positive feelings about MerCAP, and the program has certainly
not created any noticeable backlash or controversy in the community. Parents say that anything that can
help get children to school regularly is a good idea. On the other hand, the evidence suggests that
MerCAP has had a minimal impact on the level of involvement of TANF parents with their children’s
schools.

Causes of Absenteeism

One goal of the MerCAP evaluation was to learn more about the reasons for attendance problems, and
to identify effective school or community strategies for encouraging attendance. Based on our inter-
views with parents and school personnel, it is clear that the usual reason for absences is illness, with the
other major reason being medical and dental appointments. This finding is consistent with previous
research (Fein, Wang, and Schofield, 1999), which has found health issues to be the major cause of
student absences, not truancy.

One regular cause of absence in Merced County is head lice.4  In cases of persistent absence due to head
lice, parental negligence is sometimes the issue.  Cases where parents simply “do not care” enough to
insure that their child is attending school regularly appear to occur infrequently, but these cases often
have a high visibility for the schools who must deal with them.

Frequent absences from school may also be explained by the student’s experience with school.  We
asked TANF parents if their children enjoyed school and how they were doing in school.  Their re-
sponses, arrayed by whether their children had been absent more or less than 10 days, are shown in
Table C-7, Appendix C.  The percentages of children whose parents believed they did not enjoy school,
did not get along well with others, and did not do well in school were higher in the “Absent more than
10 days” than in the “less than 10 days” columns.   The direction is reversed for those who enjoyed
school, got along with others, and did well in school.

4 The problem is of sufficient magnitude that the County developed a “lice patrol” program featuring a mobile van and
volunteer “nit pickers.”
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Other reasons parents suggested for why children are absent include:

• Problems with homework or children doing poorly in school;
• Children feeling picked on by other children;
• Problems with their teacher, particularly feeling embarrassed by the teacher;
• Problems “fitting in” due to dress or other social pressures;
• Independence/rebellion in older children;
• Logistical issues associated with single parent families;
• Family conflict issues (especially lack of support from divorced spouse, or alcohol, drugs, etc.);

and
• Either the parent or the child being too lazy to get up in the morning.

In our survey of school personnel at the 1999 spring area meetings, the top three reasons given for why
families have problems with attendance were 1) routine health problems, 2) lice, and 3) parents who
either allow absences or are incapable of managing their children’s attendance. Issues related to chil-
dren liking school, getting along with peers, or being irresponsible were rated considerably lower as
factors. During the meetings, extended trips to Mexico were frequently mentioned as a cause of ab-
sences. Children being bored with the curriculum, especially at the high school level, was also men-
tioned.

Cases of excessive absences without good cause are particularly rare at the elementary and middle
school levels, and occur not only in families that receive cash assistance. In most schools, excessive
absence problems are limited to a relatively small number of families that are well known to school
personnel. Schools vary in how much effort they make to reach out to these families with referrals,
resources, or personal attention, but it is typical for almost all schools to reach a point where they feel
that further such effort is unlikely to change the behavior of certain problem families. It is for this very
reason that school personnel welcome the sanction program, since it provides a new tool for motivating
parental cooperation in cash-aid families. On the other hand, the threat of MerCAP sanctions is enough
to change attendance behavior in only a subset of cases.

Most schools now have regular routines to support good school attendance. Common elements include
rewarding good attendance, calling the homes of absent students, monitoring absences regularly, and
involving students in engaging and fun activities.

It is worth emphasizing that the MerCAP sanction alone does not provide leverage on the most fre-
quently reported reason why children are excessively absent—illness.  Regular attendance monitoring
under MerCAP may help schools discover if there are persistent health problems that are causing a
child to be excessively absent, but it doesn’t guarantee that families can access the health-related ser-
vices they need. Inadequate health-related resources or limited understanding of options limit access.
By contrast, programs such as Healthy Start or the Heritage/Lodi Memorial Health Center, which
locate health services and resources on school sites, have proven effective in promoting both better
health and improved school attendance. These collaborative programs provide morning sick call screen-
ing, insure immunizations are complete, reduce the length of time required for head lice absences, and
make referrals for chronic illness.
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Figure 3.  Mean TANF and Non-TANF 1999-2000 PAA by Grade and Year for Schools Starting
MerCAP
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Test 4: To see if the pattern identified in test 3 was similar in all MerCAP cohorts, we compared 1999-
2000 TANF and non-TANF attendance by MerCAP cohort and grade.

Result: These data are less conclusive about the effect of maturation on the comparative attendance
patterns of TANF and non-TANF students. (See Figures 3a, 3b, and 3c.)  Year 2 schools demonstrate
most clearly the pattern found above, with the gap between TANF and non-TANF attendance widening
in upper grades. Year 1 schools seem to follow the pattern of lower TANF attendance as students
advance through the grades, but only until students reach 9th and 10th grade, when TANF students have
better attendance than their non-TANF peers. Year 3 schools include no 9th or 10th grades, making it
harder to discern the effect of age on attendance.
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c. Schools Starting MerCAP in 1999-2000
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Question 2. Does participating in MerCAP improve the attendance of TANF students?

A basic objective of the evaluation was to ascertain whether MerCAP had the desired effect of improv-
ing TANF student attendance.

Overall finding. Statistical tests on both aggregate and individual attendance data offer no conclusive
evidence that MerCAP improves TANF student attendance. Even the few tests that find a statistically
significant increase in attendance show very marginal substantive gains at best. This finding contra-
dicts the expressed view of school administrators, many of whom believe that MerCAP improved
TANF student attendance.  The discrepancy may be explained by administrators focusing on the small
subset of TANF students with excessive absences, some of whom improved their attendance as a result
of MerCAP procedures. The ceiling effect caused by the good overall attendance of most TANF stu-
dents means that the MerCAP “successes” that loom large in the eyes of administrators are marginal
when looked at in the context of the entire TANF population.

Test 1 (Individual): We compared the mean attendance for TANF students in the individual sample by
comparing each MerCAP cohort of students in their pre-MerCAP year and their first year in MerCAP.

Result: The mean attendance of individual TANF students in the Year 1 MerCAP cohort (N=219)
increased from .944 in 1996-97 to .952 in 1997-98 and is statistically significant. The mean attendance
of individual TANF students in the Year 2 MerCAP cohort (N=244) decreased from .945 in 1997-98 to
.938 in 1998-99, and is not statistically significant. The mean attendance of individual TANF students
in the Year 3 MerCAP cohort (N=241) increased from .946 in 1998-99 to .960 in 1999-2000, and is
statistically significant.  Keep in mind that even the somewhat larger gain in Merced City schools
during Year 3 (1.4%), represents only 2 - 3 days of student attendance during a 180 day school year.

Test 2 (Individual): The mean baseline PAA of the sample students in each MerCAP cohort was ~.945,
the equivalent of 10 absences per year. This is a conservative estimate of the number of absences which
might trigger serious school attendance action, since presumably many absences would be excused for
good cause. We then looked at changes in PAA for students whose PAA in the year before or the year
after their school started MerCAP was less than .945.  We were looking for the net increase or decrease
in the number of these relatively low-attending students who move above or below the .945 threshold
during their first year in MerCAP. A cross-tabulation of changes in PAA appears in Table 7.

1ST GRADE
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Table 7.   Cross-tabulation of Baseline PAA status with Year 1 PAA status

         Year 1 PAA status Total

        Baseline PAA below .945   .945 PAA
 status                 PAA              or higher

below .945 PAA 162 114 276

.945 PAA 78 405 483
or higher

Total 240 519 759

Of the 276 students who had a PAA less than .945 in the year before starting MerCAP, about 41% (114)
increased their attendance to at least .945 in the first year of MerCAP.  The other 59% (162) did not
reach that level of attendance.  Of the 240 students whose PAA was less than .945 in the first year of
MerCAP, 32.5% (78) had higher attendance in the prior year.  While the differences between observed
and expected frequencies are statistically significant (X2 = 147.044, 1 d.f., sig. .000), the net increase in
number of students who reached the .945 level is only 36 (about 5% of the 759 students in this analy-
sis).  Data to indicate whether positive (or negative) changes are maintained are not available.  A PAA
of .945 is, of course, only an arbitrary level of acceptable attendance.  These data suggest that even
among students with relatively more absences per year, the MerCAP “success” rate is not high.

Test 3 (Individual): We compared the average percentage actual attendance of sample students in 1996-
97 (the year before MerCAP started) with the mean of students’ PAAs for all of the three subsequent
years for which data exist.

Result:  There was a marginal but statistically significant average gain (.0068) for the 429 students in
this t-test.  The generalizability (external validity) of results from this small select sub-sample is ques-
tionable.  When comparing means by “grade in 1996-97,” there was only one grade (4th) for which the
change (a slight drop) in attendance was statistically significant.  Otherwise changes (mostly increases)
were not statistically significant, due to the smaller number of students in each comparison.

Test 4 (School-level): A univariate analysis of variance was conducted on the school-level TANF PAA
for all schools in 1999-2000 to determine the effect, if any, of the number of years schools were in
MerCAP. This was to test the hypothesis that TANF student attendance would increase as MerCAP
became more routine and established.

Result:  As previously demonstrated when comparing differences between mean PAAs of TANF and
non-TANF students (Question 1, Test 2), the effect of MerCAP cohort is not statistically significant.

Question 3. What changes, if any, in overall school attendance (PAA) have been noted over the
years of the MerCAP experiment?

Our Year 2 report found evidence that the overall school attendance in both Year 1 and Year 2 schools
rose by a small but statistically significant amount during the first year they were in MerCAP. We re-
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tested that finding in Year 3 to see if the same pattern was discernible when the experience of Year 3
schools was taken into account.

Overall finding. In their first year in MerCAP, overall attendance in each of the three MerCAP cohorts
of schools entering the program increased significantly. From interviews with school administrators
and attendance staff, this somewhat unexpected result seems to result from increased focus on atten-
dance of all students as a result of schools’ devoting time and attention to MerCAP procedures. To
consider the alternative explanation that SB 727 (school funding based on actual rather than appor-
tioned attendance) was responsible for the increase, we examined the attendance patterns in Merced
City Schools.  Those schools, which did not enter MerCAP until Year 3, showed no change in atten-
dance from 1997-98 to 1998-99, despite the implementation of SB 727 in the 1998-99 school year. The
following year, their first in MerCAP, overall school attendance rates increased significantly.

Test.  The general linear model using a repeated measures analysis for the schools’ Percentage Actual
Attendance (PAA) for school years 1996-97, 1997-98, 1998-99, and 1999-2000 was run, with schools
grouped by the years that they started MerCAP.  The results of this analysis are shown in Figure 4
below.

Figure 4.  Schools’ Percentage Actual Attendance for School Years 1996-97 through 1999-2000, by
                MerCAP Cohort
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Results:   The picture after the final year of MerCAP is very similar to that at the end of the second year.
Overall, there is an increase in PAA between baseline year 1996-97 and the final year of MerCAP,
1999-2000.  This increase, however, varies by the three MerCAP cohorts (the years in which different
groups of schools started).
• For schools starting in the first year of the program (1997-98), there has been an increase in

attendance each year.  The differences between 1998-99 and 1999-2000 are not statistically
significant, but other contrasts are.

• For schools starting in 1998-99, there was a statistically significant increase in attendance the
first year of the program, and an increase (non-significant) in their second year.

• For schools starting in the final year of MerCAP (the Merced City Schools), there had been little
change in attendance between 1996-97 and 1998-99, the year before they started.  Attendance
increased significantly in their first MerCAP year, 1999-2000.
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Overall finding. Previous research has raised doubts about the causal link between school attendance
and school achievement, with a small number of studies finding such a link (Lamdin, 1996) and many
studies disputing it (Kochan, 1996; National Education Commission on Time and Learning, 1994;
Wise, 1994). While exposure to the content of what is to be learned is viewed as a necessary condition
for learning, school attendance is not seen as a sufficient condition for achievement.  Other hypoth-
esized factors include teacher expectations of student performance (Phillips, 1997); obstacles to learn-
ing (e.g., poor health, poor nutrition, poor self-image) embedded in the absenteeism of high-risk stu-
dents (New Orleans Public Schools, 1994; Lamdin, 1996); special attention to development of student
talent (McPartland et al., 1996); the quality of instruction (student motivation); and students' test-
taking proficiency (including English language familiarity and assimilation of the culture to which
school tests are relevant).

Our analysis used SAT 9 reading comprehension scores as the least objectionable of available mea-
sures of school achievement (see  Section V, Suggestions for Future Research).  We found no signifi-
cant correlation between this measure of achievement and attendance at either individual or school
district levels.  It should be noted that small differences in school attendance are not likely to impact
student achievement no matter how it might be measured.

Test 1. Using the individual TANF student data, we calculated correlation coefficients to test whether a
relationship exists between attendance and achievement.  We compared 1997-98 attendance and the
1998 SAT9 NCE reading comprehension score (N=606), 1998-99 attendance and the 1999 SAT9 score
(N=710), and 1999-2000 attendance and the 2000 NCE reading comprehension score (N= 621).

Table 8. Coefficients of Correlation between Attendance & Achievement Measures

 SAT9 NCE,   SAT9 NCE,     SAT9 NCE,
1998 1999        2000

PAA Pearson .025 -.066 .029
97-98 Correlation

Sig. (2-tailed) .537 .114 .522
N 606 583 499

PAA Pearson .055 .012 -.047
98-99 Correlation

Sig. (2-tailed) .185 .743 .251
N 583 710 595

PAA Pearson -.004 -.012 -.051
99-00 Correlation

Sig. (2-tailed) .924 .768 .206
N 531 641 621

 None of the correlation coefficients is statistically significant.

Question 4.  Are the attendance rates of TANF students related to their school achievement?

Part of the theory underlying MerCAP is that school attendance is related to school achievement, such
that improved attendance will lead to increased learning, more likelihood of graduating from high
school, and better long-term economic prospects.  The MerCAP data allow us to test this assumption.
On the advice of school officials and education experts, we used percent actual attendance as our
measure of attendance and the normal curve equivalent  (NCE) of the reading comprehension compo-
nent of SAT9 scores as our measure of achievement.
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Result. No significant correlation was detected between years in MerCAP and NCE reading compre-
hension scores for any of the three years (Table 9).

Test 3. In this comparison we ran correlations using the average national percentile ranking (NPR) of
the total reading test component of the SAT9 for each Merced County school district, and the average
PAA for each district. The reading scores used are those reported on the California Department of
Education web site in September 2000.  Note that this test looks for a correlation across all students,
TANF and non-TANF combined.

Table 10. Correlation Coefficients of Relationship Between District-level Attendance and National
Percentile Ranking on Reading Component of SAT9 2000, Aggregated by Grade

GR2 GR3 GR4 GR5 GR6 GR7 GR8
NPR NPR NPR NPR NPR NPR NPR

PAA9900 Pearson Corr. .230 .184 .111 .183 .069 .077 -.053

Sig. (2-tailed) .374 .496 .662 .481 .799 .769 .845

N 17 16 18 17 16 17 16

         None of the correlation coefficients is statistically significant

Result. No significant correlation was detected between individual attendance and reading comprehen-
sion scores in any of the three years of MerCAP (Table 8).

Test 2.  Using the individual TANF student data, we calculated correlation coefficients to test whether
a relationship exists between the number of years in MerCAP and the NCE SAT9 reading scores. If
MerCAP was working to improve achievement, we would expect years in MerCAP to be positively
correlated with those scores. We tested for significant correlation in 1998 scores (N=655), 1999 scores
(N=734), and 2000 scores (N=634).

Table 9.  Correlation of Years in MerCAP with SAT9 Reading Comprehension NCE Scores for 1998
through 2000

       SAT9  NCE, 1998  SAT9  NCE, 1999   SAT9  NCE, 2000

Years Pearson -.038 -.020 -.047
in Correlation
MerCAP Sig. (2-tailed) .337 .597 .234

N 655 734 634

          None of the correlation coefficients is statistically significant.
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      Source: State Department of Education

The 2000 update of school attributes in the Impact Study (Table 11) shows that the Year 2 MerCAP
cohort, in which SAT9 Reading NPR scores were highest, had the smallest proportions of students
eligible for free and reduced cost    lunches, and of English learners.  That MerCAP cohort also had the
lowest overall 1999-2000 average attendance.  These data suggest that school achievement is not re-
lated to attendance but perhaps to income level (the proportions of TANF students and students receiv-

Result. The district level measures also failed to find a statistically significant correlation between
attendance and test scores at any grade level (Table 10).

Test 4.   For our Year Two report we examined the relationship of student attendance and achievement
with a variety of district level variables, including proportions of students in TANF, in different ethnic
groups, with Limited English Proficiency (English learner), and receiving free or reduced lunch.   These
data showed a very complex set of relationships.  There was a significant negative correlation between
the income variable we used (% of students receiving free or reduced lunch) with SAT9 reading scores
for grades 2 through 7.  However, this measure was also highly correlated with “limited English profi-
ciency” and “% Hispanic students,” and significantly negatively correlated with “% White students.”

Table 11.  Updated Attributes (2000) of Merced County Schools Aggregated by MerCAP Cohort  (Year
Started MerCAP)

Attribute MerCAP Cohort (Year Started MerCAP)
(updated for 2000)

Percentages Year 1 Year 2 Year 3
of students (1997-98) (1998-99) (1999-2000)

On TANF 22% 17% 41%
Receiving free 77% 63% 77%
  or reduced lunch
Who are English 48% 32% 39%
    learners (LEP)

Classified as:
Hispanic 60% 45% 42%
Asian 4% 4% 24%
White 27% 45% 26%

SAT9 NPR Reading Scores:
Grade 2 30 42 33
Grade 3 26 36 28
Grade 4 26 39 29
Grade 5 25 35 30
Grade 6 25 37 37
Grade 7 29 35 34
Grade 8 30 43 41

Overall PAA 99-00 .962 .953 .957
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Figure 5.  Presumed Ethnicity and Attendance, by School Year

a.  1996-97 (preMerCAP) - Note: We have no 1996-97 data for Asian students in the Year 2 MerCAP
     Cohort.
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ing free or reduced cost lunch), and to English language ability.  If the goal of policy intervention is to
improve student achievement, it may be more effective to emphasize these factors and not attendance.

Other Impact Study Results

Ethnicity and attendance. Some studies (e.g., Rumberger, 1998) have found that attendance patterns
varied by ethnicity. To test this, we compared the attendance rates of Asian, Latino, and “all other”
students in our sample. We used a rough measure, presumed ethnicity, based on last names of students
in our individual sample. There were 310 students (73 Asians, 130 Latinos, 107 others) for whom
attendance data were available for this analysis. Figures 5a, 5b, 5c, and 5d below show the attendance
patterns for each ethnic grouping, by year. The Asian students attended more regularly than any other
group in all four years. The relative attendance of Latino and “other” varied by year and MerCAP
cohort.
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c.  1998-99 (Year 2 of MerCAP)
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Ethnicity and achievement. We also tested to see if there was a correlation between ethnicity and achieve-
ment. To do this we used as the dependent variable the Normal Curve Equivalent for the reading
comprehension component of the SAT9 exam given in the spring of 1998, 1999, and 2000. This mea-
sure is adjusted for student grade level, which eliminates the increase in the standardized score ex-
pected to occur with age. The interaction of NCE score and presumed ethnicity is statistically signifi-
cant in all three years.  Figures 6a through 6c show the relationship between presumed ethnicity and
reading comprehension NCE scores for each year.

NCE scores of Asian TANF students were superior to those of their Latino peers on the 1998 and 1999
SAT9 exams, but not for the 2000 SAT9 exams.  “Other” students fared better than either ethnic group,
possibly because they had greater familiarity with English. Except for 2000, Latinos did less well than
either of the other groups, but their scores improved somewhat over the three years the tests were
given.

Table 12.  Mean SAT9 Reading Comprehension NCE Score by Presumed Ethnicity and Test Year

           1998            1999           2000

Other 36.7 37.5 39.3

Latino 30.3 31.5 33.6

Asian 33.9 33.5 32.7

Achievement by student age. The means of normal curve equivalent scores were compared across age
differences in the individual TANF student sample by arraying the mean NCE score for each of the 3
years that the SAT9 tests were given in California by student grade in 1999-2000. There is no clear
pattern of change in NCE for any age MerCAP cohort.  In an analysis of variance, the only significant
interaction effect of grade by NCE score is for the 1999-2000 scores (F=4.130, sig. .000).

One very interesting finding is that among all students in the sample, fewer took the test in 2000 than in
the previous year.  No one with whom we spoke when we collected the test score data mentioned this
as a noteworthy phenomenon, even in the few cases when we asked why scores were missing for so
many students.
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