
What are the rules for school attendance and truancy in Pennsylvania? 
 

 
Who Must Attend School In Pennsylvania? 
In Pennsylvania all children of “compulsory school age” must attend school.  “Attend school” means 
that the child must go to a regular public school, a charter school, a licensed private or religious school, 
or an approved homeschooling program. 
 
Exception: If a student is 16 and holds a full-time job during school hours, then s/he does not have to 
attend school.  The student must get an “employment certificate” (often called “working papers’) from 
her/his school district. 
 
Who Must Make Sure A Child Attends School? 
The person(s) who are caring for the child-usually the child’s parent(s), but sometimes a guardian, 
relative, or foster parent-are legally responsible for making sure that the child attends school. 
 
What Is A Valid Excuse For An Absence From School? 
Each school district has rules and polices about student attendance and absences. Check your school 
district’s student handbook or website for this information.  Many school districts will excuse absences 
only for illness, family emergency, death of a family member, medical or dental appointments, school 
activities and educational travel with prior approval. 
 
Even if your child is absent for just one day, you should always provide your child’s teacher or principal 
with a note explaining the absence. Send the note in right away, and keep a copy for your records.  If 
you child’s absence was due to illness, send a doctor’s note, if possible (and keep a copy.) 
 
What If My Child Is Afraid To Go To School? 
If your child becomes upset or fearful about attending school, s/he may have a learning or mental health 
problem.  You should ask to meet with school personnel to discuss the problem and develop a plan to 
deal with it.  (See below for more information about developing a “Truancy Elimination Plan”)  You may 
also want to talk with a metal health professional. 
 
In addition, you can ask for a special education evaluation to find out whether you child has a learning 
problem or an emotional problem or an emotional problem that isn’t being addressed at school. See 
ELC’s fact sheet, Getting a Special Education Evaluation for Your Child, at www.elc-pa.org for more 
information. If your child is already receiving special education, you can request an Individualized 
Education Program (IEP) team meeting to discuss whether your child needs additional help. Please 
contact the school’s guidance department. 
 
More information about school phobia (also called school refusal or school avoidance) can be found at: 

• http://www.aap.org/publiced/BK5_SchoolAvoid.htm 
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What If My Child Is In Physical Danger At School? 
Unfortunately, the law does not excuse children from attending school if the child feels they are in 
danger.  You should always meet with the school principal, and, if necessary, the Superintendent, to 
discuss ways to address your concerns.  Be sure that you explain, orally and in writing, why you think 
your child is in danger.  In addition, you can call the police if your child is being threatened or has been 
harmed by other students. 
 
If A Child Misses School Because Of A Court-Ordered Hearing, Must The 
School Excuse The Absence? 
Yes 
 
My Religion Celebrates An Important Holiday On A School Day, And I Want 
My Child To Attend Religious Services.  Must The School Excuse This 
Absence? 
Yes.  Make a written request to the principal asking that your child be excused from school for a 
religious holiday or instruction. 
 
What Is Truancy? 
The Pennsylvania Department of Education states that truancy is any unexcused absence from school.  
Under the law, every principal or teacher must report to the superintendent, attendance officer, or the 
secretary of the school board any child who has had three (3) unexcused absences in a school year. 
 
Is The School Required To Help Me Deal With Attendance Problems? 
The Pennsylvania Department of Education state that, if your child has had three (3) unexcused 
absences in a school year, the school must hold a meeting with you to develop a “Truancy Elimination 
Plan” for your child.  You and your child’s teacher should meet to discuss what might be keeping your 
child from coming to school, and what can be done to help.   
 
Can A Child Be Arrested If S/He Is Not Attending School? 
Yes. An attendance officer, a home and school visitor, or a law enforcement officer may arrest a child 
who is truant.  When the child is arrested, the person arresting the child must promptly notify the 
parents.   
 
When And How Do The Courts Get Involved? 
The school district must provide the parent with written notice if the child has three (3) unexcused 
absences in a school year.  If you receive such a “truancy notice” you should contact the school as soon 
as you receive this notice to discuss your child’s attendance problem. Contacting the school, and 
working with it, may help prevent legal proceedings. 
 
If the child continues to miss school after the parent receives this notice, the district can file a truancy 
petition with the local district justice.  A truancy hearing is then scheduled in court or before the district 
justice. 
 
 
 
 



Who Must Appear At Truancy Hearings And What Happens There? 
The child and the parent/guardian are required to appear at truancy hearings.  Parents and children 
have the right to present witnesses and documents to the court, and to testify in their own behalf.  If 
you have any doctor’s notes or any other written information that shows your child should have been 
legally excused from school, you should bring it to the hearing. If you have anyone who can describe 
what steps you took to get your child to school, you should have that person testify. 
 
Do I Need An Attorney? 
It is helpful, although not required, to bring an attorney or an advocate to a truancy hearing.  To find an 
attorney, you can call the Pennsylvania Bar Association’s Lawyer Referral Service @ 1-800-932-0311.  
Some legal services centers may provide free legal representation to eligible parents and students in 
truancy hearings.  To find your local legal services center, call 1-80-322-7572. 
 
If A Judge Finds That The Child Is Truant, What Can Happen? 
The parent can be found guilty of a summary offense and fined up to $300 for each truancy violation.  
Or, the judge can require the parent to complete a “parenting education program”.  The judge can also 
decide that instead of, or in addition to, the fine or education program, the parent must perform 
community service in the school district where the child lives for up to six months. 
 
If the parent fails to comply with the judge’s order, the parent can be sentenced to serve up to five (5) 
days in a county jail.  However, if the parents haven’t paid the fine that the court ordered, they can only 
be sent to jail after a hearing is held to determine whether they had the financial ability to pay the fine. 
 
If the child is 13 years or older the judge can fine the child up to $300.00 for each truancy violation, if 
the parents can show they tried to get the child to go to school.  Or, the judge can assign the child to an 
“adjudication alternative program” (such as an education program or community service.) 
 
A child who is found to be truant can also lose her/his drivers license for 90 days (for the first truancy 
conviction) and an additional six (6) months for every additional truancy conviction.  If the child does not 
have a driver’s license, the chance to apply for one will be suspended for 90 day for the first truancy 
offense, and six (6) months for additional offenses. 
 
What If The Parent Has Tried To Get The Child To Attend School And The 
Child Still Does Not Go? 
If the parent can convince the court that s/he took every reasonable step to ensure school attendance 
by the child, the parent cannot be fined or penalized.  The court must consider the individual 
circumstances of each case in determining whether the parent did as much as was reasonably possible. 
 
Can A Parent Or Child Appeal A Fine Or Other Court Order? 
Yes.  A parent or student may appeal to the local county Court of Common Pleas within 30 calendar days 
of the district justice’s order.  To appeal, the parent or child must post a bond equal to twice the original 
fine and court costs.  For more information about your local Court of Common Pleas (which should be 
able to tell you how to appeal a truancy fine or other penalty), visit 
http://www.pacourts.us/T/CommonPleas/. 
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What Can Happen If A Child Is Continually Truant? 
Continual attendance problems may also cause a judge to refer a child to the local Children and Youth 
agency for services. The child could also be referred to the juvenile or family court for a decision on 
whether s/he is a dependent child.  This could lead to the child’s removal from the home and placement 
in a foster home or other setting.  This is why it is so important that parents take action as soon as they 
receive the first truancy notice. 
 
Where Can I Get More Information About The Truancy Laws And How To 
Prevent Truancy? 
For Pennsylvania Department of Education (PDE) Basic Education Circular (BEC) on “Compulsory 
Attendance and Truancy Elimination Plan,” go to: 
 
http://www.pde.state.pa.us/k12/cwp/view.asp?A=11&Q=121159. This BEC has a sample Truancy 
Elimination Plan attached to it. 
 
 
 

http://www.pde.state.pa.us/k12/cwp/view.asp?A=11&Q=121159�

