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Introduction 
 

Children’s Law Center believes every child should grow up with a strong 

foundation of family, health and education and live in a world free from poverty, trauma, 

racism and other forms of oppression. Our more than 100 staff – together with DC 

children and families, community partners and pro bono attorneys – use the law to solve 

children’s urgent problems today and improve the systems that will affect their lives 

tomorrow. Since our founding in 1996, we have reached more than 50,000 children and 

families directly and multiplied our impact by advocating for city-wide solutions that 

benefit hundreds of thousands more. 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today regarding school attendance and 

student engagement in the District. Absenteeism has long been a challenge for the 

District, and several programs currently exist to support students and families in 

overcoming their barriers to attendance (see Appendix). Over the years, the District has 

developed several tools to address student disengagement. However, the current system 

lacks the necessary interagency collaboration to easily connect students facing barriers to 

the supportive programming that could help them. We urge the Council to focus on 

better coordination among the District agencies that implement these supportive tools 

rather than doubling down on ineffective referrals to law enforcement and child welfare. 
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The District Must Focus on Supporting Students and Families by Identifying and 
Overcoming Barriers to Attendance 
 

To remove barriers to attendance, we must first identify them. OSSE’s annual 

attendance reporting shows that at-risk students are more likely to incur absences 

compared to their peers.1 At the same time, at-risk students report higher instances of 

feeling unsafe due to bullying, harassment, and embarrassment.2 They are more 

frequently enrolled in schools with poor facility conditions, are more disconnected and 

disengaged from adults in the school community, have limited transportation options, 

and have additional familial responsibilities.3 Moreover, OSSE’s attendance data shows 

that “absenteeism is higher at schools with higher concentrations of at-risk students.”4 

For students in these educational settings, their barriers to attendance are likely to be 

numerous and comprise both school- and home-based concerns.  For these students there 

will be no quick fix that will address their needs. They will need nuanced and carefully 

tailored plans that address several distinct, and perhaps competing, concerns.  

In many cases, schools have closer relationships with students and families than 

any other government agency. As such, they are best suited to identify the barriers that 

prevent students from attending school. Schools should be given the tools they need to 

foster relationships with students, communicate with families, and develop school 

climates that are welcoming and engaging. Schools should have both the flexibility to 

implement strategies that address the needs of their school community and the resources 

necessary to ensure they can implement these strategies with fidelity. FutureEd and 
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Attendance Works recently published the Attendance Playbook that details more than 

two dozen evidence-based strategies for education policymakers and practitioners that 

“promote conditions that strengthen the educational experiences of all students: rigorous 

instruction that is relevant to students’ lives; a safe, welcoming school climate; and 

stronger bonds between students and teachers.”5  

Specifically, Children’s Law Center has long supported more robust investment in 

Student Support Teams (SSTs).6 SSTs7 were created “to support the individual student by 

developing and implementing action plans and strategies that are school-based or 

community-based, depending on the availability, to enhance the student’s success with 

services, incentives, intervention strategies, and consequences for dealing with 

absenteeism.”8 However, for schools to implement SSTs effectively, they need the time 

and personnel capacity to ensure that the meetings provide a meaningful opportunity to 

find solutions for students and families.  In our experience, insufficient resources have 

led to SST meetings that are brief and superficial – just another box to check. To be 

impactful, SST members need the time and information to identify a student’s barriers, 

connect the student and their family to appropriate supports, and the capacity to provide 

regular follow up to determine if the proposed support is working. As such, SSTs cannot 

be managed by existing school personnel who are often already overburdened and who 

do not have dedicated bandwidth to focus on personalized attendance interventions. 

SSTs must be adequately resourced and staffed – and there must be meaningful 
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connections between schools and the existing supportive services offered by District 

government. 

District Government Needs Greater Collaboration and Coordination to Connect 
Students to Supportive Programming 
 

We recognize that schools are already bearing much of the responsibility for young 

people in our communities. And while we believe that schools are often best suited to 

identify the barriers that their students face, they may not always be best suited to remove 

or overcome those barriers.  Rather than make what have been shown to be ineffective 

referrals to law enforcement and child welfare, we urge the Council, the education sector, 

and the human services agencies to examine how to better collaborate in their efforts to 

connect students and families to the programs that can meet their needs or remove their 

barriers to attendance.  

Under DC’s current system, when a high school student is identified as truant, 

their school makes a referral to the Court Social Services Division of the DC Superior 

Court (CSS) and the Office of the Attorney General (OAG) who then must review the case 

and decide whether to prosecute. Former Attorney General Racine recognized that 

“prosecuting children or their parents long after children have started missing school is 

not a particularly effective means of improving attendance.”9 Under his leadership, OAG 

“shifted to using prosecution as a last resort, and OAG now looks for proactive 

approaches to reduce truancy—approaches that address the actual barriers that are 

causing kids to miss school.”10 This strategy is consistent with trends seen across the 
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country where jurisdictions are moving away from punitive attendance policies in favor 

of systems that offer wraparound services to students facing barriers. A national review 

of attendance-related legislation found that: 

“With no evidence that punishing students for missed days leads to better 
attendance, some states are scaling back their punishments and moving 
toward more holistic approaches to reducing absenteeism. Texas, which in 
the past treated truancy as a criminal offense, decriminalized it in 2015 
and required districts to provide behavior improvement plans, school-
based community service, or counseling referrals. Ohio in 2016 required 
districts to provide truancy intervention plans. California in 2020 made it 
harder to send truant students to juvenile court.”11 
 

Research shows that using the juvenile justice system to address absenteeism does not 

improve school attendance. In fact, a recent study found that “youth who became 

involved with the juvenile justice system missed, on average, five additional days of 

school—a statistically significant difference.”12 We urge the Council to resist any impulse 

to return to old methods that we know do not work to improve attendance. 

Instead, we point the Committee to several District offices and programs that are 

better suited to support students and families in overcoming barriers to attendance.  For 

example, OAG often refers students to truancy diversion programs within the 

Department of Human Services (DHS) – such as Alternatives to Court Experience (ACE) 

or Parent and Adolescent Support Services (PASS). These programs address root causes, 

develop action plans, and provide crucial follow up with students and families to see 

what is working and what can be improved. ACE “assesses the needs of [truant] youth, 

links youth and their families with appropriate services, and monitors successful 
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program participation.”13 Currently, referrals to ACE can only be made by the 

Metropolitan Police Department (MPD) or OAG.14 PASS is an intensive case management 

program that assists youth aged 10 to 17 who are engaging in behaviors such as skipping 

school.15 This model provides “early intervention services to the youth and families it 

serves with the ultimate goal of keeping youth out of the juvenile justice and/or child 

welfare systems by reducing or eliminating these behaviors.”16 Under the current system, 

youth cannot access these programs without first being referred to OAG. This referral 

pathway adds undue administrative burden on OAG while requiring harmful court 

involvement for the student before they can access supportive programming.  

If a student’s school has already identified the student as in need of truancy 

intervention, why not skip the middle man and have the school make a referral directly 

to ACE or PASS? Under this alternative referral pathway, the administrative burden on 

schools would be approximately the same – monitoring students with attendance 

concerns and making a referral as needed.  However, by making the referral directly to a 

truancy reduction program, they could avoid the interceding court involvement that 

often proves harmful to students and families. For schools with the highest levels of need, 

DHS could co-locate ACE and PASS staff on the school campus to ensure they are readily 

accessible to students and families in need of support. These co-located staff may also 

provide invaluable support to SSTs. 
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Such inter-agency collaboration need not be limited to DHS. OSSE’s DC 

ReEngagement Center (REC) works with youth ages 16-24 who are not currently enrolled 

in secondary school and works to reconnect them to education options and other 

supportive services. The REC engages with youth to assess their non-academic needs, 

develop personalized reengagement plans, and provide ongoing support after 

reenrollment.17 We encourage OSSE to examine how they could expand this work into 

schools in order to engage with students who have exhibited serious school 

disengagement but have not yet dropped out. 

For middle school students, the Office of Victim Services and Justice Grants 

(OVSJG) offers truancy reduction support through their Show Up, Stand Out (SUSO) 

program. Through SUSO, “community-based organizations are partnered with schools 

to provide wraparound services that assist children and their families in addressing the 

practical, behavioral, financial, and health challenges that prevent them from attending 

school.” SUSO also works directly with middle schoolers to improve their attitude 

toward school.18 This is the precise set of skills and expertise that are needed to make 

SSTs more meaningful. As schools continue to face time and workforce constraints, the 

District would benefit from thinking creatively about how to better coordinate and/or 

expand ongoing efforts like SUSO to meet students and families where they are.  

These sort of partnerships are not new to DC’s education sector.  In SY17-18, DCPS 

and Children’s National established the Collaborative for Attendance Resources in 
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Education & Health (CARE-H) Program. Through this partnership, DCPS shares 

attendance data for participating students with Children’s National so the healthcare 

provider can identify ways in which the student’s health may be affecting their school 

attendance.19 This partnership allows Children’s to reach out to participating families to 

offer support to address medical concerns like behavioral health and asthma 

management.20 The CARE-H Program began with a pilot at just six schools, but has 

gradually expanded and, as of SY23-24, is available in all DCPS schools.21 What the 

District needs is not more punishment, but more and better collaboration like this 

between agencies and community partners who are already doing the work to support 

students and families facing barriers to attendance 

To Better Monitor Improvements Over Time, DC Needs More Timely and More 
Detailed Attendance Data 
 

While more robust SSTs would allow schools to respond to the unique needs of 

individual students, we also need to identify and address the systemic causes of chronic 

absenteeism across the District. To do this, we need more detailed and more timely data. 

Experts in this field recommend several ways to improve attendance data “to ensure 

accurate, comparable and transparent data that helps key stakeholders take action to 

improve student outcomes and assume shared accountability.”22  

The District has already made some improvements to attendance data.  Last year, 

the Council, the Office of the State Superintendent of Education (OSSE), and the State 

Board of Education (SBOE) worked together to amend the definition of “absent” and 
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improve our understanding of attendance needs in the District. Under the 80/20 Rule, a 

student was considered fully absent if they missed 21% of the school day – just 78 

minutes.23 Not only did this system disincentivize students from coming to school at all 

if they were going to be more than an hour late, but it also obscured the data by not 

allowing schools to differentiate between students who miss 21% of a school day and 

those who are completely disengaged students missing all day every day.  The needs of 

a student who misses 5 full school days and a student who is tardy for 5 times are likely 

quite different. Thus, it is important for the data to allow differentiation between students 

who are partially absent and those who are fully absent.   

OSSE’s annual attendance report is key to understanding attendance outcomes for 

DC students. However, the report is not released until November 30th of each year – 

several months after the end of the school year on which it reports. The timeline for this 

reporting makes it difficult for LEAs or OSSE to identify and respond to changes in a 

timely manner. If the pandemic taught us anything, it is how quickly the situation on the 

ground can change and how our education sector must be able to adapt to the needs of 

the students in front of them. Regarding attendance data, this means that last year’s data 

may no longer apply to the challenges faced by this year’s students. OSSE’s long-term 

trend data is important; however, to respond in real time, DC needs more timely 

attendance data that allows schools and others supporting attendance to understand the 

needs of the current cohort of students while it is still possible to course correct. 
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 Other jurisdictions have noted the challenges posed by delayed attendance data 

and have started gathering relevant data several times throughout the school year. For 

example, during the pandemic, Connecticut began collecting and publishing attendance 

data on a monthly basis.24  These data allow schools “to engage in continual improvement 

efforts and take timely action to improve student outcomes” and have been used by state 

leaders “to inform resource allocation.”25 It is our understanding that OSSE has started 

gathering attendance data three times during the school year. Were OSSE to publish this 

mid-year data, LEAs and community programs would be better equipped to support 

students during the second semester of the school year.  

In addition to more timely data, the education sector needs more information on 

the root causes of absenteeism in the District. Currently, D.C. Code § 38-203(i)(A-i)(i)-(v) 

requires LEAs to report extensive information about the work of their school-based 

student support teams – including:  

“(i)  The number of students who were referred to a school-based student 
support team; 

“(ii)  The number of students who met with a school-based student 
support team; 

“(iii)  A summary of the action plans and strategies implemented by the 
school-based student support team to eliminate or ameliorate 
unexcused absences; and 

“(iv)  A summary of the services utilized by students to reduce unexcused 
absences; 

“(v)  A summary of the common barriers to implementing the 
recommendations of the school-based student support team;” 
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However, none of OSSE’s attendance reports have published or analyzed this 

information. It is unclear whether this is because the data are not collected by LEAs, not 

shared with OSSE, or simply not included in OSSE’s reporting. Regardless, without this 

information, it is nearly impossible to know what SSTs have tried, how effective their 

efforts have been, and what could be improved going forward. 

Further, OSSE’s annual attendance reporting identifies several groups of students 

who consistently miss more school than their peers but does not offer any analysis into 

the root causes of these persistent attendance trends.26 For example, students with 

disabilities consistently miss more school than their nondisabled peers.27 It is crucial that 

OSSE and LEAs know not only that students with disabilities miss more school, but also 

why this has been true year after year after year. To better serve these students LEAs 

must know which needs are not being met for these students. It cannot solely be that 

these students miss more school due to increased healthcare needs. If that were true we 

would not see such a significant gap in truancy rates between students with disabilities 

and those without28 because medical absences would be excused. There must be some 

other reason why students with disabilities are less engaged with their education. For 

schools to better meet the needs of students with disabilities, they first need a clear 

understanding of the root causes of their disengagement from school.  

Child Welfare Referrals Are an Ineffective Tool for Addressing Attendance Concerns 
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Ten years ago, the Council passed the Attendance Accountability Act of 2013.29 

Under that law, schools are required to refer students with ten or more unexcused 

absences to law enforcement and child welfare. Once a student has reached their 10th 

unexcused absence, schools are required to report the family’s information to the MPD.30  

Next, students under 14 years of age are referred to the Child and Family Services Agency 

(CFSA)31 while students 14 and older are referred to CSS32 and OAG.33  However, in the 

decade since passage of the Attendance Accountability Act, we have not seen any 

improvement in rates of chronic absenteeism or truancy in the District – in fact, both have 

steadily increased year over year.34 Further, research has shown that referrals to child 

welfare agencies and juvenile courts cause more harm than good.35 Because CFSA 

referrals have not worked in DC and can cause harm to students and families, we urge 

the Council to pursue a new strategy in addressing absenteeism. 

Any contact with CFSA, even an investigation where allegations are not 

substantiated, can be traumatic and damaging for children and families.36 The vast 

majority of children who miss 10 days of school over the entire school year are 

experiencing neither a threat to their health or safety nor educational neglect.37 

Additionally, the resources spent on reviewing and responding to the large number of 

referrals limits the ability of CFSA to reach children who are experiencing unsafe 

circumstances which require the type of intervention that CFSA is best equipped to 
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provide. Referring every child who misses ten days of school over the course of a school 

year casts too wide a net.  

The primary function of child welfare agencies like CFSA is to receive and 

investigate reports of child abuse or neglect and, when necessary, to provide safe out-of-

home care for a child removed from their family.38  Although CFSA may be able to refer 

families with attendance concerns to other services and programs (if schools provide 

sufficient information and detail in their referral), the Agency typically does not assign a 

social worker or offer case management without substantiating an allegation of abuse or 

neglect against the parents.  Because chronic absenteeism is generally not due to child 

abuse or neglect, CFSA is not positioned to meaningfully support families in cases where 

there is not a substantiated allegation of abuse or neglect. The child welfare system is not 

the “all-purpose agency” that many envision it to be.39 

While an individual student’s barriers to attendance are unique to them, research 

on absenteeism has categorized common barriers into six domains of functioning: 

academic, social–emotional, mental health, physical health, family, and school & 

community.40 Additional research finds that one “overarching correlate of chronic 

absence may be poverty. Homelessness, housing instability, family obligations such as 

caring for younger siblings or elderly family members, and lack of a safe path to school 

are poverty-related barriers that prevent students from consistently attending schools.”41 

CFSA is not the appropriate agency to address concerns in these domains. For example, 
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if a student is disengaged from school because they are several years behind grade level 

in reading, there is nothing CFSA can do to remedy the underlying concern.  If a student 

is missing school due to mental or physical health concerns, CFSA is not the right agency 

to support the family in seeking medical treatment. CFSA does not manage Safe Passage 

or improve school climates or provide families with safe housing. CFSA is not the right 

agency to help families overcome the barriers to their student’s school attendance.   

Moreover, students in CFSA’s care consistently miss more school than their peers 

who are not in care. In SY22-23, 54% of students in CFSA’s care missed at least 10% of the 

school year42 and were nearly three times more likely to face profound chronic 

absenteeism.43  At Children’s Law Center, we see similar trends among the children and 

youth in foster care with whom we work. Among our school age clients, approximately 

47% missed ten or more school days in SY22-23. Considering both the potential harm that 

a child welfare investigation can inflict on a family and the concerning attendance data 

for students under the care of CFSA, we urge the Council to move away from this 

ineffective response to absenteeism in favor of a system that can better support students 

and families in overcoming barriers to attendance. 

Instead of subjecting students and families to prosecution or to the anxiety that 

they may be separated and placed in foster care, we encourage the Council and DC’s 

education sector to pursue strategies that identify the root causes of absenteeism and 

connect students and families to interventions and supports that are tailored to the 
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unique needs of the individual student and family. This requires investments of time and 

resources at the student- and system-level. At the student-level, schools need the time 

and resources to work with individual students to uncover the unique set of 

circumstances that have led to that student’s disengagement from school. At the system-

level, the education sector needs more and more timely data to ensure that our system is 

nimble enough to adapt to new or unanticipated conditions that undermine student 

engagement. 

Thank you for this opportunity to testify and we welcome any questions. 
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APPENDIX 



Program Name Agency / 
Organization Program Description 

ACCESS Youth DCPS & Access 
Youth 

Access Youth partnered with DCPS and developed and implemented a program to provide early 
intervention to address truancy issues.  

The goals of the program are to: 

• Increase student attendance rates and 
• Prevent them from experiencing the escalation of penalties for truancy 
• Enhance their school experience and academic performance 
• Reduce their likelihood of contact with the criminal justice system 

The program is fully implemented at Anacostia, Ballou and Eastern high schools, where we are 
focused on determining what kinds of interventions are most effective at increasing student 
attendance. 

Alternatives to the 
Court Experience 
(ACE) 

DHS 

ACE assesses the needs of diverted youth, links youth and their families with appropriate services, 
and monitors successful program participation. The goal of the program is to help youth and their 
families address the underlying issues causing the negative behaviors while minimizing the 
likelihood of reoffending and giving youth the opportunity to avoid acquiring a juvenile record.  It is 
a voluntary program, not probation, although not participating in ACE may result in prosecution. 

Note: Referrals to the ACE program only come through MPD or OAG.  

ATTEND (Abating 
Truancy Through 
Engagement and 
Negotiated 
Dialogue) 

OAG & DC Superior 
Court 

The Court’s Multi-Door Dispute Resolution program mediates cases between parents and the 
school in a neutral environment and links the parents through the Mayor’s Services Liaison Office 
(MSLO) to appropriate community-based services in lieu of prosecution. The goal of the program is 
to help children and their families address the underlying issues causing the chronic absenteeism 
while minimizing the likelihood of repeat referrals and giving parents the opportunity to avoid a 
criminal record.  

Collaborative for 
Attendance 
Resources in 
Education and 
Health  
(CARE-H) 

DCPS & Children’s 
National Hospital 

CARE-H is a partnership between DCPS and local medical providers for students who are enrolled 
at DCPS who are current Children’s National Hospital patients. The CARE-H program aims to 
support student health and reduce absenteeism. Parents or guardians can give permission to DCPS 
to securely share attendance information with their child’s doctor(s), nurse(s) and medical office 
staff. This information will help these healthcare professionals to provide special outreach and 
medical attention to children that might be missing school and their families.  

https://accessyouthinc.org/what-we-do/truancy-prevention-program/
https://dhs.dc.gov/page/alternatives-court-experience-ace-diversion-program
https://dhs.dc.gov/page/alternatives-court-experience-ace-diversion-program
https://dhs.dc.gov/page/alternatives-court-experience-ace-diversion-program
https://oag.dc.gov/release/first-day-school-ag-racine-announces-expansion
https://oag.dc.gov/release/first-day-school-ag-racine-announces-expansion
https://oag.dc.gov/release/first-day-school-ag-racine-announces-expansion
https://oag.dc.gov/release/first-day-school-ag-racine-announces-expansion
https://oag.dc.gov/release/first-day-school-ag-racine-announces-expansion
https://dcps.dc.gov/page/collaborative-attendance-resources-education-and-health-care-h
https://dcps.dc.gov/page/collaborative-attendance-resources-education-and-health-care-h
https://dcps.dc.gov/page/collaborative-attendance-resources-education-and-health-care-h
https://dcps.dc.gov/page/collaborative-attendance-resources-education-and-health-care-h
https://dcps.dc.gov/page/collaborative-attendance-resources-education-and-health-care-h
https://dcps.dc.gov/page/collaborative-attendance-resources-education-and-health-care-h


DC ReEngagement 
Center OSSE 

The ReEngagement Center is a “single-door” through which youth ages 16-24 who have dropped 
out can reconnect back to educational options and other critical services to support their 
attainment of a high school diploma or GED. Services provided: assessing academic status and non-
academic needs of youth and using this information to help them develop individualized education 
plans; identifying good-fit educational options; supporting the re-enrollment process (e.g., 
collecting required documents, accompanying youth on site visits, connecting to resources that will 
address reconnection barriers); and providing ongoing support for at least one year once re-
enrolled. 

“I Belong Here” OAG 

The “I Belong Here” program is an effort to reduce truancy and encourage student attendance at 
an early age through a year-long attendance competition between classrooms. OAG staff serve as 
ambassadors for sixth-grade and seventh-grade homerooms, leading lesson plans on topics such as 
responsibility and empathy. Currently piloted at Sousa Middle School, the program is designed to 
disrupt the negative behaviors associated with truancy rates and positively reinforce the idea that 
students belong in school. Sousa Middle School was recently recognized as one of the schools with 
the most improved attendance rates in the District. 

Parent and 
Adolescent Support 
Services (PASS) 
Intensive Case 
Management (ICM) 
program 

DHS 

PASS ICM provides early intervention services to the youth and families it serves with the ultimate 
goal of keeping youth out of the juvenile justice and/or child welfare systems by reducing or 
eliminating these behaviors. PASS ICM uses the Transition to Independence Process in partnership 
with the Department of Behavioral Health, a case management system for older youth with 
emotional and behavioral challenges. All youth receiving PASS ICM services have access to 
community support services such as mentoring, tutoring, and after-school programming.  

Show Up, Stand Out 
(SUSO) OVSJG 

A community based truancy reduction program that helps parents get their children to school 
every day. The program works with families to identify barriers to school attendance by providing 
support services that address the family needs to make sure their kids attend school regularly- a 
critical first step for a good education and success later in life. The program also works directly with 
middle school youth to reengage students by providing them with the opportunity to receive 
additional resources that will positively impact their attitude towards school. 

TRIAGE (Truancy 
Reduction Initiative 
and Gateway to 
Empowerment) 

OAG & DHS 

The TRIAGE program employs a functional family therapist who is co-located at OAG to help review 
all cases that are eligible for diversion; the therapist also links families with services. These 
behavioral health and community support services help youth and their families address root 
causes of truancy, while minimizing the likelihood of reoffending.    

https://osse.dc.gov/service/dc-reengagement-center
https://osse.dc.gov/service/dc-reengagement-center
https://oag.dc.gov/blog/i-belong-here-expanding-oags-successful-anti
https://dhs.dc.gov/service/parent-and-adolescent-support-intensive-case-management-pass-icm
https://dhs.dc.gov/service/parent-and-adolescent-support-intensive-case-management-pass-icm
https://dhs.dc.gov/service/parent-and-adolescent-support-intensive-case-management-pass-icm
https://dhs.dc.gov/service/parent-and-adolescent-support-intensive-case-management-pass-icm
https://dhs.dc.gov/service/parent-and-adolescent-support-intensive-case-management-pass-icm
https://dhs.dc.gov/service/parent-and-adolescent-support-intensive-case-management-pass-icm
https://ovsjg.dc.gov/service/show-stand-out-suso
https://ovsjg.dc.gov/service/show-stand-out-suso
https://oag.dc.gov/public-safety/keeping-kids-school
https://oag.dc.gov/public-safety/keeping-kids-school
https://oag.dc.gov/public-safety/keeping-kids-school
https://oag.dc.gov/public-safety/keeping-kids-school
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