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Establish A Continuum: MBI .And Attendance 
Jackson Parker When you're late to school 

Editor in Chief consistently, you begin to gage your 
lateness by the number of people 

in a similar crises. 7:45, there's a healthy river of coats 
through the doors. 7:47 an unsteady stream, the pace picks 
up. 7:48 there's fewer and faster. 7:49 only sprinters, the 
hopeful dregs. Chasing what they hope to be a teacher in 
a good mood. 

Four times the result is detention. Five times it mul
tiplies, and becomes tow. Six times it's a day of ISS. Seven 
times it's two days of ISS, plus a parent phone-call. That's 
the policy. 

But it would be lying to say there wasn't some rush 
that comes from stepping through the door at the last pos
sible second. A stupid exhilaration. It's one of the few futile 
un-adult acts of feeling alive that's given in a school day. 

Recent MBI initiatives at Hellgate have targeted 
attendance and lateness, hoping to curb any morning 
dare-devilry (or maybe it's laziness). MBI is the Montana 
Behavioral Initiative, a program started by the Montana 
Office of Public Instruction. In its own words, "MBIIPBIS 
is a process to organize staff and students to create a high 
likelihood of using effective practices to create a positive 
social culture:' It's one of those overhanging structures, 
chock full with belief statements and key goals. But behind 
the industry jargon, there seems to be some truly good 
intentions towards helping students. It comes from an 
approach of classifying reprimands and rewards, setting 
rules, in the hopes of making high-achieving competent 
kids. From their website, ''All students should be taught all 
the skills necessary for success: academic, social, emo
tional, and behavioral:' It's about making a supportive en
vironment where students and teachers can communicate 
better, learn and teach effectively, and make school more 
efficient for a world that demands it constantly. 

Attempting to address these goals for attendance, a 
sub-committee of MBI was created with membership of 
Gym Teacher Halle Koppang, Assistant-Principal Libby 
Oliver, Counselor Ben Martin, and Secretary Susan 
Delaney. New tardy policies were implemented, with con
sequences and incentives. Most recently was the addition 
of a buy-back attendance plan: if a student attends a full 
week of school, it nulls out a previous absence. 

Oliver and Assistant-Principal Lynn Farmer worked 
out the buy-back system earlier this year. Oliver said 
about the implementation, "It's been a positive thing this 
semester, which lots of students have taken advantage of' 
The reason for the new change being, "With all the stack
up of absences, so many students get their credits on hold. 
We want to avoid the hassle if we can. We want to make it 
clear if you get here, we'll reward you:' 

Another incentive policy recently took effect: on the 
first Friday of every month, if a stud,ent has had no tardies 

the previous month, they get to leave class seven minutes 
early for lunch. It's in the same game as the buy-back and 
Knight Koupons, an effort to reward good behavior. There 
have been some complaints that the rewards feel soft, that 
they're just a padding to deliver an extra-severe punish
ment. But for the administration, the goal is to try and 
figure out a way to get more students attending school. 
They can't promise $20 if you come, they can't dole out 
extra credit. Knight Koupons and seven extra minutes feel 
cheap, because that's what they are. Our public schools 
aren't wealthy. Punishment, though, is almost always cost-
neutral. -

The results from the new policies have been encour
aging. Overall, teachers prefer the new policies to the old 
"anything goes" amorphous systems of the past. Students 
have found the buy-back system especially effective, with 
its power to give a reason to finish out a difficult week. 
Data shows there have been fewer tardies and fewer 
absences since their effect. Not a marked percentage, but 
small strides. Small strides seem apparent for all of MBI's 
efforts to re-design schools for the better. It sells itself as 
four to six years of wo_rk, not a minute miracle pill. 

Along with the incentives, punishment has also been 
a key part of the MBI approach. It's pro-bono, and creates 
the notion of consequence for bad behavior. It's easier to 
yell than feed a treat, but the punishment for tardiness, as 
it stands, may be causing more trouble than it's worth. 

When you're late for a class (most tardies are in the 
morning getting to school) you get the three chances and 
then detention. After that there's more detentions, and 
eventually ISS. And they can't be excused. Whereas there's 
no punishment for missing school, getting a parent to call 
in sick, and not going to class because you don't want a 
detention. Or be humiliated in front of classmates, or be 
taken out of class and kept in a room for being late. The 
punishment does make it crystal that you need to be in 
class on time, with materials ready to go, but it also creates 
a convenient loophole that leads to even more absences. 

Senior Savannah Gow was one student who came 
face to face with the indifference of the policy. "I left at the 
time when I'd be at school on time, but my car doors were 
frozen. So I couldn't get there on time. My Mom called in 
because it was put down as unexcused, but that didn't do 
anything:' 

The policy has the best intentions; attendance is vital 
to education, and part of attendance is being on time, 
being ready to learn. As Susan Delaney put it, "We're 
trying to get kids inspired to be in the classroom. It does 
matter; it does impact your grades:' But there's a reality 
that always goes on separate from purpose. Right now 
the rigidness of the rules, the lack of willingness to accept 
external circumstances, may be having the opposite effect 
of its intent. 

Delaney, who's responsible for handling the student 
and parent side of tardiness and attendance, said the most 
difficult part of MBI is re-teaching a community the rules. 
Some parties are having an especially difficult time adjust
ing. "The hardest thing with parents is they can't call in a 
tardy, even when it's their fault. Parents sometimes call in, 
'It was me! It was me!' but the policy has to be the same:' 

The reasoning behind the blanket rules is something 
core to MBI's beliefs: the need to generate data so that 
school decisions are made from reason, not ambivalence 
or arbitrary. Oliver explained, "We need it to be consistent, 
so the data we collect is true data:' Koppang collects the 
data monthly, in her morning rounds. 

Even though her presence in a classroom isn't neces
sarily a good omen, it does represent a vein of humanity 
that hopefully MBI will continue. Kopang and the com
mittee try to find out why someone was tardy or absent. 
Though there's only one Ms. Koppang, and a lot of tardy 
kids. Inquiry emails are also sent out, to try and make sure 
parents and students know someone notices when there's 
an absence. 

_Somewhere in the corporate-like mass of positive
reinforcement and slogans like, "Establish a continuum 
of procedures for encouraging expected behaviors" is 
a system that will improve Hellgate High School. For 
students coming years from now, MBI will not only be 
conventional wisdom, but likely a marked improvement 
from what was. In the meantime there are growing pains, 
and everyone can probably do more to help ease those 
pains. And there needs to be careful consideration of the 
ramifications unseen; whether the new policies are fixing 
old problems, or starting new ones. 

On the MBI website, they have the powerpoint they 
use to teach the system; 86 slides long, it reads like a 

r-:::-:::---------------. corporate seminar 
from The Office, 
splattered with 
pictures of smiling 
kids, teens, and 
adults. There was 
one slide especially 
worth noting. At 
first look it seemed 
like irony, but 
closer inspection 
didn't reveal any. 
It had this picture 
and this caption. 

I don't know 
about you, but I 

resent a little being classified as a mouse holding a sign. Or 
is that a rat? 
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