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"The Most Powerful Tool is the Ability to Listen": A Conversation with TCP 

Mentor Jana White 

Jana White currently serves as a TCP Mentor in Montgomery County and Baltimore County, Maryland, 

and as a TCP Coordinator in Baltimore City, but she has a long history with the University of Baltimore 

School of Law Center for Families, Children and the Courts (CFCC).  In addition to her current positions, 

she was a CFCC Student Fellow in 2009 and has been involved with eight TCP schools in three different 

counties since then.   

In a wide-ranging interview, Jana reflects on her experiences in the TCP: 

Are there major differences in the way in which the TCP operates in different counties and 

schools? 

I have been surprised at the similarity of my experiences in the various schools and counties.  While each 

program may face its own challenges, the goals that we have in place are the same and, at the heart of it 

all, the children often share the same goals: to achieve success in school and to have a secure future.  

What do you notice about the problems you see among TCP participants?  Are there similarities 

despite the fact that counties may have radically different socio-economic characteristics? 

When I first began my work with the program, I expected specific issues to be more common in certain 

areas and less so in others.  This was not the case.  Truancy covers all communities and socioeconomic 

levels – I’ve mentored students who come from stable middle class families and have serious attendance 

issues.  Also, no location is exempt from many of the underlying causes.  I have seen children deal with 

single parent homes, poverty, substance abuse among family members, and bullying in each of the 

wealthier counties and in Baltimore City.   More and more, video games, television, and internet access 

are keeping children awake into the wee hours of the morning and causing significant truancy problems at 

all of our TCP schools.  Particularly for middle school students, I have seen that balancing newfound 

independence with a parent’s busy schedule can lead to late nights, making it hard for students to get up 

in the morning.  

While there may be similar issues that affect school attendance in many counties and schools, are 

there also differences in the reasons that underlie truant behavior in various counties? 

Yes, there are some measurable differences in the reasons why students are truant, depending on the 

county or even the school.  One of the most significant differences is the method of transportation used in 

the school systems.  In the Montgomery County and Baltimore County schools, students benefit from 

transportation provided by the school system.  Baltimore City students, however, are often left to navigate 

public transportation on their own.  I was taken aback this semester when students told me that they had 

to catch both the light rail and bus in order to get to school in the morning.  This is a daunting task at any 

age and only increases the likelihood of truancy for middle school students.  The flipside of this is that if a 

student misses a bus in a county school, they are more likely to miss the entire day rather than just going 

to school a little bit later.  As a result, I have noticed that truancy problems in the city schools are a mix of 
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late arrivals and absences, while in the county schools, students generally either miss school or, more 

often, skip classes once they already are in school. 

Have the schools collaborated with you to improve attendance and to provide the TCP with the 

support it needs to be effective? 

Across the board, I have seen the desire of each TCP school to improve attendance.  At all of the schools 

in which I mentor, the children we work with are special to the school staff, and staffs are actively 

involved in problem-solving.  They need support from the community, which the TCP provides. 

What is the key to your success as a TCP Mentor? 

The most powerful tool in my toolbox is the ability to listen.  No matter where I am, all of the children 

want someone who will listen. I find that giving them that attention helps to solve truancy issues no 

matter what the underlying cause or uniqueness of the school.  Because each school has its own dynamics 

when it comes to funding, demographics, needs, and organizational culture, our ability to provide 

consistency allows us to continue the fight against truancy wherever our travels lead us. 


