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Section 16-28-2.1 of the Code of Alabama mandates that the State Board of Education adopt standards, not policy, to be used as guidelines by local school systems for mandatory and enforceable attendance policies for all students in public schools in the State of Alabama.





Dear Mr. Hubbard:





This opinion of the Attorney General is issued in response to your request.








QUESTION





Under the mandates of section 16-28-2.1 of the Code of Alabama, is the State Board of Education required to draft and adopt an enforceable school atten�dance policy applicable to all school systems that establishes a minimum number of unexcused absences by a student before the student can be classified as an “habitual truant” and before a juvenile judge can find the student dependent, neglected, or delinquent?








FACTS AND ANALYSIS





	Your opinion request states, in part, as follows:





The Legislature finds that mandatory attendance policies for schools differ from school system to school system throughout the State of Alabama.  The State Board of Education shall adopt standards for a man�datory and enforceable attendance policy for all stu�dents in public schools in the State of Alabama. . . .  Enforcement of this section shall lie with the local board of education and the juvenile court system. 





Ala. Code § 16-28-2.1 (2001) (emphasis added).





	The word “standard” is defined, in part, as follows:  “(1) A model accepted as correct by custom, consent, or authority, . . .  (2) A criterion for measuring acceptability, quality, or accuracy. . .”  Black’s Law Dictionary 1412-13 (7th ed. 1999).  The word “standard” is also defined, in part, as “some�thing that is established by authority, custom, or general consent as a model or example. . .” Webster’s Third New International Dictionary 2223 (1986) (emphasis added).





The word “policy” is defined, in part, as “[t]he general principles by which a government is guided in its management of public affairs, or the legis�lature in its measures.  As applied to a law, ordinance, or rule of law, denotes its general purpose or tendency considered as directed to the welfare or pros�perity of the state or community.” Black’s Law Dictionary 1178 (7th ed. 1999).  The word “policy” is also defined, in part, as “a definite course or method of action selected (as by a government, institution, group or individ�ual) from among alternatives and in the light of given conditions to guide and usu. determine present or future decisions.” Webster’s Third New International Dictionary 1754 (1986) (emphasis added).





	In DeKalb County LP Gas Company v. Suburban Gas, 729 So. 2d 270 (Ala. 1998), the Supreme Court of Alabama stated the following:





In determining the meaning of a statute, this Court looks to the plain meaning of the words as writ�ten by the legislature.  As we have said:





“ ‘Words used in a statute must be given their natural, plain, ordinary, and commonly under�stood meaning, and where plain language is used a court is bound to interpret that language to mean exactly what it says.  If the language of the statute is unambiguous, then there is no room for judicial construction and the clearly expressed intent of the legislature must be given effect.’ ”





Id.





	The issue as provided in your request for an opinion asks whether section 16-28-2.1 of the Code mandates that the State Board of Education “adopt an enforceable school attendance policy, applicable to all school systems” within the State of Alabama. As indicated in the definitions provided, the terms “stan�dard” and “policy” are not synonymous.





	The statute reflects the Legislature’s awareness of the different mandatory attendance policies in public schools across the state.  The plain language used in the statute mandates the adoption of a standard, not a standard policy that defines “truancy” in terms of a specific number of unexcused absences, but a model of elements accepted as correct guidelines for school systems to use in developing policies or principles of action.  The language in the statute is unambiguous and clearly expresses the Legislature’s intent.








CONCLUSION





This question is answered in the negative.  Section 16-28-2.1 of the Code mandates that the State Board of Education adopt standards, not policy, to be used as guidelines by local school systems for mandatory and enforceable atten�dance policies for all students in public schools in the State of Alabama.





	I hope this opinion answers your question.  If this Office can be of further assistance, please contact Larry E. Craven, Legal Division, Department of Edu�cation.





Sincerely,





TROY KING


Attorney General


By:











CAROL JEAN SMITH


Chief, Opinions Division
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