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Introduction 
 

Good morning, Chairman Mendelson, Committee members, and staff.  My name 

is Danielle Robinette, and I am a Senior Policy Attorney at Children’s Law Center. 

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 the four bills seeking to 

address the issues of student engagement and school attendance in DC public schools. 

Children’s Law Center represents DC students who regularly face barriers in accessing 

their education. Through our medical-legal partnership, Healthy Together, we represent 

parents whose children are facing school attendance challenges related to chronic health 

conditions, lack of access to special education, housing conditions, among other concerns. 

We also represent children in foster care who face myriad challenges accessing and 

engaging with their education. My testimony and recommendations today arise from our 

experience representing students who are often furthest from opportunity. 
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Last month, this Committee held a public roundtable in which local and national 

experts, including Children’s Law Center, were invited to discuss legislative solutions to 

the improve school attendance and student engagement in the District. As the Committee 

reviews the bills before it,1 we urge you to be guided by the research and expertise shared 

at the roundtable and ensure that any proposals moved forward are supported by 

evidence and, thus, more likely to make meaningful improvements to the District’s 

continuum of attendance interventions and supports.  

A common theme at last month’s roundtable was the need for better data to inform 

attendance policy and practice. Currently, the District relies largely on OSSE’s annual 

report which offers a high-level overview of which students consistently miss the most 

school. But more is needed. DC’s response to chronic absenteeism must be informed by:  

1. The reasons why DC students miss school;  
2. Real-time monitoring of student attendance; and,  
3. The efficacy of our existing attendance interventions.  

 
It is not enough to know that X percent of students miss Y percent of days. Policymakers 

must know why students aren’t attending and whether our existing interventions 

actually improve attendance. As Dr. Balfanz testified at last month’s roundtable, 

“different causes require different solutions and if you guess wrong, your solution can 

actually make it worse.” Without adequate data on the drivers of absenteeism in the 

District, the Committee is left with the unenviable task of trying to guess which of the 

various legislative proposals before you will best address the needs of DC students and 
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families. Guessing wrong would not only waste the District’s limited resources but might 

just make the problem worse.  

 In addition to the data needed to support decision-making, national experts in 

attendance reform argue that “a comprehensive approach that includes prevention 

efforts, problem solving responses aligned to the major sources of absenteeism in the 

districts, and mitigation actions that help students recover the learning and social 

connections lost when they are absent.”2 The four bills before the Committee today 

propose dozens of legislative changes purporting to reform the District’s response to 

student absenteeism. The provisions in the bills address myriad issues related to 

students, families, schools, several government agencies, and the child welfare and 

juvenile legal systems.  

As the Committee reviews these bills, we urge you to be guided by the research 

and best practices shared at last month’s public roundtable and to pursue those proposals 

that improve the District’s data collection, prevention efforts, problem-solving abilities, 

and mitigation actions. Appended to my testimony is a chart that analyzes each bill 

individually to demonstrate whether and how the bill’s provisions fall within best 

practices as articulated by the experts. 

My testimony below identifies the provisions within the bills before the 

Committee that would improve the District’s attendance data collection and evaluation. 

Children’s Law Center believes that this foundational understanding of DC’s 
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absenteeism issue is a necessary precursor to any change to the system. Especially in a 

time of such tight budgets, we encourage the Council to make data-informed decisions 

about what DC students and families need before making investments in new programs 

or interventions. The District already has several evidence-backed tools to address school 

attendance and student engagement. However, too often these programs or interventions 

are not able to reach all the students who might benefit from them. As such, my testimony 

outlines ways in which the Council could improve the implementation of existing 

programs better meet the needs of DC students. Lastly, we caution the Committee against 

provisions that expand the role of child welfare as a response to absenteeism. Child 

welfare investigations pose significant risk of harm to children and families and are 

unlikely to improve student attendance. Therefore, we strongly urge the Committee to 

avoid any increase in the use of child welfare to address attendance concerns. 

Improving Attendance and Engagement Will Require Detailed Data about the Reasons 
Why DC Students Do Not Attend School and What Works to Bring Them Back 
 

The District cannot develop meaningful solutions to its attendance and 

engagement issues without first understanding the breadth and depth of the problem.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

As Dr. Balfanz testified at the last month’s public roundtable, “schools and districts have 

to know their challenge well.”3 Given the currently available data, DC does not have a 

clear picture of what drives DC’s chronic absenteeism and truancy rates. At the 

roundtable in May, we outlined the need for better data and offered three 

recommendations for improvement: 1) Report data on excused and unexcused absences 
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by reason; 2) Publish attendance data several times each year; and, 3) Conduct a root 

cause analysis of chronic absenteeism in the district, especially for student groups known 

to miss the most school.4 These recommendations were supported by the national experts 

who testified at the May roundtable.5  

Without a strong sense of why students are missing school, it is not possible to 

prevent absenteeism resulting from common barriers or problem solve as absences of a 

particular type start to accumulate.6 Without actionable, real-time data, it is difficult for 

schools and service providers to intervene with students exhibiting early warning signs. 

Moreover, without any evaluation of the efficacy of specific interventions for specific 

students, DC’s absenteeism response system will struggle to connect students to the 

support most likely to improve their attendance. “This is the only way to really learn 

what works locally, for which students, under what circumstances, and to continually 

improve.”7 Among the bills before the Committee, several provisions address data 

concerns in each of these three areas. 

Identifying Root Causes of Absenteeism 

Beyond the collection and publication of real-time attendance data trends, the 

District also needs an analysis of the root causes of chronic absenteeism and truancy 

among DC students. As we testified at the roundtable last month, OSSE and LEAs need 

to know not only that certain student groups (e.g., students with disabilities) miss more 

school, but also why this has been true year after year. 8 Without any causal analysis of 
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these trends, schools can only guess at what interventions may better meet the needs of 

students. A root cause analysis will be crucial to developing appropriate tools for 

prevention and problem solving within the best practice framework. To address the 

District’s need for root cause analysis, B25-0758, the Showing Up for Students 

Amendment Act of 2024 (Showing Up for Students Act) includes a requirement that 

OSSE’s annual attendance report “identify the most common root causes of truancy and 

chronic absenteeism.”9 Elsewhere, this bill would require OSSE to “make publicly 

available on a website… the root causes of absenteeism and truancy” every two years.10 

Third, this bill would require the DME to biannually convene relevant agency leaders 

and community organizations to review trends in school attendance and to address root 

causes of absenteeism in the District.11 Each of these approaches would improve the 

District’s current knowledge base regarding the root causes of absenteeism among DC 

students. Moreover, the recurring analysis and reporting would allow stakeholders to 

monitor changing trends to adjust their responses. 

Collecting Actionable, Real-Time Attendance Data 

Currently, the DC Code only requires annual reporting of attendance data. Schools 

are required keep a record of daily attendance12 and to send their data to the Office of the 

State Superintendent of Education (OSSE) “within 60 days after the end of a school 

year.”13 In turn, OSSE is required to publish an annual report on “the state of absenteeism 

in the District” by November 30th of each year.14 The monitoring of individual programs 
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or interventions is left to the agency or community-based organization charged with 

implementation. The Council committee with jurisdiction over the relevant agency may 

seek additional information regarding the efficacy of such programming through the 

performance oversight process.  

Given this annual review timeline, the District is far from the goal of “real-time 

data” on attendance. The daily attendance record kept by schools could, in theory, allow 

for real-time monitoring of attendance trends. However, it is unclear whether each Local 

Education Agency (LEA) uses the same attendance data system and, if not, whether the 

resulting data is easily comparable across LEAs. We urge to Committee to work with 

OSSE and LEA leaders to determine what their present technology allows and whether 

investments in new or expanded systems are needed to gather and report attendance data 

more often and with greater levels of detail.  

Both B25-0740, the Truancy Reduction for Student Success Act of 2024 (Truancy 

Reduction for Student Success Act), and the Showing Up for Students Act, include 

provisions that move DC’s attendance data closer to the goal of actionable, real-time data 

collection. The Truancy Reduction for Student Success Act would require OSSE to 

publish to its website select attendance data for each school or campus monthly.15 This 

would be a significant step forward from the current annual report published by OSSE. 

The Showing Up for Students Act would require schools to send attendance data to OSSE 

within 10 business days of last day of school.16 This provision would move up the 
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deadline for schools and, theoretically, allow OSSE to publish their annual report sooner, 

but not necessarily with greater frequency.  The Showing Up for Students Act would also 

require OSSE to establish tiered systems of support for LEAs that is to include a “monthly 

assessment of absenteeism trends.”17 While this provision does not explicitly require 

more frequent data collection, OSSE would presumably need at least monthly data to do 

an assessment of trends. This provision exemplifies how actionable, real-time data can be 

used to help schools improve their problem-solving responses based on the unique needs 

of their school community. 

Evaluating the Efficacy of Attendance Interventions 

In addition to providing a clearer picture of the scope of the District’s attendance 

problem, better data is needed to determine which of our existing interventions are 

working and which could be strengthened going forward. Throughout the FY23 

performance oversight, several Council committees sought to evaluate the efficacy of the 

truancy interventions implemented by agencies within their jurisdiction. Unfortunately, 

there is little by way of program evaluation made publicly available. Moreover, the 

breadth of topics covered by performance oversight pre-hearing questions dilute the 

focus on any attendance intervention run by that agency. Rather than chase this efficacy 

data across several agencies using different definitions, metrics, and evaluations, the 

District’s comprehensive approach to addressing chronic absenteeism must include 

unified reporting across agencies on the outcomes of attendance interventions. Such data 
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would not only provide clearer oversight of existing programming but would also help 

identify gaps in the District’s array of interventions and where the Council ought to 

bolster investments going forward. 

The District Should Focus on Implementation of Existing Attendance Interventions 

 With better information about the efficacy of existing attendance interventions, the 

education sector and supporting agencies can focus on improving the implementation of 

programs to better meet the needs of as many DC students as possible. Among the best 

practices recommended by the national experts, several exist to some degree within the 

District’s array of services. Specifically, we highlight school-based student support teams, 

restorative discipline practices, and the school-based behavioral health (SBBH) program 

which are already implemented to varying degrees across DCPS and charter schools. 

However, these tools are limited in their impact due to constraints on their 

implementation. As the Council seeks to improve the District’s response to student 

absenteeism, we recommend evaluating existing interventions before investing in new 

program development. 

Improving Student Support Teams to Better Meet the Needs of Students 

As we testified at last month’s roundtable, Children’s Law Center supports the 

robust investment in school-based student support teams (SST) to ensure that they are 

conducted with fidelity and are targeted to support students with the most acute 

attendance needs.18 Only one of the four bills before the Committee addresses the concept 
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of meeting with students who miss school. B25-0754, the Chronic Absenteeism and 

Truancy Reduction Amendment Act of 2024 (Chronic Absenteeism and Truancy 

Reduction Act) requires schools to meet with a student after their fifth unexcused absence 

in a marking period to “develop an action plan and strategies that are school-based or 

community-based to enhance the minor’s student’s attendance.”19 While this provision 

does not specifically reference SSTs, the directive is substantially similar to the 

requirement of SSTs as outlined in the regulations.20  

However, recognizing the District’s present fiscal reality and the significant scope 

need among DC students, full implementation of the SST requirements in accordance 

with 5A DCMR § 2103 is not feasible. As such, our testimony from last month’s public 

roundtable included three recommendations to improve implementation and efficacy of 

this intervention – narrowing the population of students served, reducing the number of 

school staff required, and improving data collection. 

Use SSTs to Support Students with Acute Attendance Concerns 

First, we recommend narrowing the population of students served by SSTs to 

ensure that this intensive intervention is targeting students with the highest 

concentration of absences. Currently, the regulations require schools to refer any student 

having “accumulated five (5) full day unexcused absences in one (1) marking period or 

other similar time frame” to an SST.21 However, DCPS’s Attendance and Truancy Policy 

states that they will hold a Student Attendance Conference (SAC) when a student reaches 
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“5 cumulative full-day unexcused absences.”22 The DCPS policy is more expansive than 

the regulation and gives no consideration for the time period across which a student has 

accumulated those five absences. There should be a different level of concern and thus 

urgency of response for a student who accrues five unexcused absences by Thanksgiving 

than for one who crosses that threshold in March.  

For students who miss five school days across several months of the school year, 

there may not be the types of attendance barriers that require the high level of support 

and follow-up that we expect from an SST. Maybe one day in September they slept 

through their alarm. Once or twice, they missed their bus and decided to turn around 

and go home. In January they attended an athletic competition that was not school 

sponsored. These things happen and are not indicative of persistent barriers to 

attendance. If implemented with fidelity, the intensive support and follow-up provided 

by SSTs would be better suited to students facing ongoing barriers that continually 

interfere with school attendance. 

Staff SSTs with Those Best Able to Support Students’ Needs 

Second, we recommend altering the composition of SST membership to lessen the 

burden on school staff and ensure the team is best suited to support the student. Presently 

the regulations state that SST should include “a general education teacher, a school nurse, 

psychologist, counselor, and/or social worker, if applicable, and a school administrator 

with decision-making authority.”23 While we support the premise of a multi-disciplinary 
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team that can bring different fields of expertise, the inclusion so many school staff may 

be too burdensome. Ultimately, the SST ought to include someone with knowledge of 

attendance issues and the various supports available and someone who has an 

established relationship with the student. This might be a current teacher, a former 

teacher, an athletics coach, or a counselor, among others. Their title is less important than 

the relationship they have with the student. Moreover, this person may not even need to 

be an employee of the school. Several schools across the District work with Community 

Based Organizations (CBOs) to address attendance concerns in their school community.  

Improve SST Data Collection and Reporting 

In addition to the important support they could offer to students, a robust system 

of SSTs could produce important data to inform attendance policy and practice going 

forward. 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;”24 
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Moreover, 5A DCMR § 2103.3 states, “In addition to the report required at the end of each 

school year pursuant to DC Code § 38-203(i), an educational institution shall provide to 

OSSE, upon request, student-level data and records evidencing the work of school-based 

student support teams.”25 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 requested by or shared with OSSE, or simply not included in 

OSSE’s annual reporting. Regardless, without this information, it is nearly impossible to 

know what SSTs have tried, how effective their efforts have been, and what should be 

improved. We urge the Committee to use its oversight role to ensure that LEAs and OSSE 

are gathering and publishing this critical information so that it can be used to inform 

future work in this space. 

Expanding the Use of Restorative Discipline 

Restorative discipline practices are alternatives to the traditional school discipline 

models that focus on punishment and exclusion in response to undesirable student 

behavior. Restorative discipline – like restorative justice in the criminal legal system – 

focuses on resolving conflict and repairing harm.26 When thinking about how decisions 

about how school discipline can impact attendance and engagement, there is a clear 

benefit to practices that seek to keep students in school as compared to traditional 

exclusionary discipline tools such as suspension and expulsion. Discipline responses that 

push students out of the classroom exacerbate absenteeism in several ways. Most directly, 
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a suspended student is explicitly barred from attending school for a certain period. Like 

with absences for any other reason, suspended students miss valuable learning time 

while they are barred from school. This missed instruction is likely to result in worse 

academic outcomes and reduced engagement.27 Moreover, students who feel disengaged 

from school are less likely to attend going forward.28 Restorative discipline practices offer 

an alternative to exclusion that keep students connected to their school while also 

addressing the harms that their behaviors may have caused.  

Restorative discipline is not a new concept for DC schools. Since 2015, the Office 

of the State Superintendent of Education has funded RestorativeDC, a project of 

SchoolTalk, to support DCPS and DC public charter schools in their implementation of 

restorative practices.29 These supports range from individual training sessions for 

students and staff, facilitation of important restorative conversations, restorative justice 

conferencing, classroom circles, and dialogue circles.30 As of SY20-21, Restorative DC had 

worked directly with 86 DC schools and provided training to more than 1,200 educators 

across 179 schools.31 Moreover, principals reflect that working with RestorativeDC has 

positively impacted their school community.32 Given these promising takeaways from 

the early implementation of this work, we encourage the Committee to work with OSSE 

and RestorativeDC to see what is needed to expand the use of restorative discipline 

practices to more, if not all, DC schools.  
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Unfortunately, nothing in the attendance bills currently before the Committee 

directly address an expansion of restorative discipline. In fact, B25-0791, the Utilizing 

Partnerships and Local Interventions for Truancy and Safety Amendment Act of 2024 

(UPLIFT Act), doubles down on the use of exclusionary discipline.33 Specifically, the 

UPLIFT Act would allow schools to issue out-of-school suspensions to students in grades 

6-8 for a broader range of behaviors.34 Additionally, the bill would allow schools to issue 

11-45-day out-of-school suspensions to students in grades 6-12.35 Were these provisions 

to be passed, DC would see significant increases in the use of exclusionary discipline 

which would push more students out of school and result in more absences and increased 

school disengagement. These consequences are directly in conflict with the goal of 

improving student attendance. For these reasons, we urge the Committee not to move 

forward with any of the UPLIFT Act provisions that would expand the use of 

exclusionary discipline.  

Ensuring Student Access to School-Based Behavioral Health 

We are in the midst of a youth mental health crisis.36 Even before the COVID-19 

pandemic, an estimated one in five DC children had a mental, emotional, developmental, 

or behavioral problem.37 Nearly half (47%) of DC’s children have had adverse childhood 

experiences (ACEs), such as being exposed to abuse or unmet basic needs, which can 

negatively impact their well-being and behavior.38 The 2021 Youth Risk Behavioral 
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Survey (YRBS) revealed that 28% of DC middle school students and 18.3% of high 

schoolers said they have seriously thought about killing themselves.39 

Moreover, recent research has shown that students with behavioral health 

challenges miss more school than their peers and that absences due to behavioral health 

issues account for more than 10% of all absences.40 Locally, DCPS reports that “student 

health, including student mental health and COVID concerns or diagnoses, is the most 

common barrier to regular attendance cited during [Student Attendance Conferences].”41 

One way to address the intersection of school engagement and behavioral health needs 

is to integrate systems of care.42 To do so, the Council, the education sector, and the 

Department of Behavioral Health (DBH) established and expanded the School-Based 

Behavioral Health (SBBH) program to place a mental health clinician in every school.  

The goal of the SBBH program is to ensure students in every DC public school 

have access to the full range of behavioral health services. The Multi-Tier System of 

Supports model (MTSS) is administered by a licensed clinical social worker or therapist 

and funded by DBH though community-based organizations (CBO). Tier 1 and Tier 2 

programming look like school-wide skill-building or group sessions on special topics like 

conflict resolution, emotional intelligence, bullying, suicide prevention, coping 

mechanisms, and self-care.43 Tier 3 services are one-on-one therapy for those with the 

most acute needs and includes the ability to bill insurance for these clinical interventions. 
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Importantly, both the school-wide and one-one-one services address root causes of 

students’ disengagement and absenteeism.44 

Where staff are in place, and referrals are made, recent surveys of students, 

caregivers, school staff and coordinators show high satisfaction with services. “Many 

school staff who reported referring students for behavioral health services believed the 

students benefited from treatment services in several ways such as decreased behavior 

incidents and improved symptoms.”45 However, more is needed. About half of the 

students surveyed for a program evaluation were not confident about where to go for 

help. Caregivers were frustrated by the lack of marketing and transparency about 

available services. Students would also like better support for well-being after negative 

events. As one said in 2022, “one time we were promised a schoolwide session where we 

can express our mental grief with a school lockdown, and we never got it.”46 To meet the 

growing need for SBBH and to address persistently high rates of school disengagement, 

we urge the Council to work with DBH, CBOs, and other relevant stakeholders to ensure 

that the SBBH program is able to meet the needs of as many students as possible.47 

Expansion of the Child Welfare Investigations Will Harm Students and Families and 
Is Unlikely to Improve Attendance  
 

At last month’s hearing, Dr. Balfanz explicitly warned against the use of punitive 

tools noting that “the evidence base is fairly overwhelming that prevention and family 

engagement is much more effective than punitive.”48  While there will not be a one-size-

fits-all solution to absenteeism, there are certain tools that we know are ineffective at 
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improving attendance and pose risk of harm to DC children and families. Specifically, we 

are deeply concerned about the provision within the Showing Up for Students Act that 

expands the definition of child neglect and would significantly increase the number of 

students and families investigated by the Child and Family Services Agency (CFSA).49 

Investigating the family of every child who misses 30 days of school over the course of a 

school year casts too wide a net. Such an overbroad identification process would pose 

undue harm on families facing real barriers to regular school attendance. Moreover, the 

additional workload for CFSA would require either an expansion of their budget or cuts 

to other crucial work performed by the agency. And, finally, even if we were to ignore 

the risk of harm and the resource constraints, CFSA does not have the tools to address 

the root causes of absenteeism. As such, we strongly urge the Council to avoid expanding 

the role of CFSA in the District’s response to chronic absenteeism. 

The vast majority of children referred to CFSA for educational neglect are 

experiencing neither a threat to their health or safety nor educational neglect.50 As we 

testified before this Committee in December51 and again at last month’s roundtable, 

referrals to child welfare are an ineffective and harmful tool in addressing chronic 

absenteeism. Our position is informed not only by CLC’s decades of experience 

representing children involved in the child welfare system, but by research showing that 

referrals to child welfare agencies and juvenile courts cause more harm than good.52  
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The Showing Up for Students Act would deem any student “who has 30 or more 

absences in any an [sic] academic year that are not subject to a valid excuse” as 

neglected.53 Of the common drivers of absenteeism identified by research – external 

barriers, school or commute avoidance, disengagement, and misconceptions, none 

provides indicia of child abuse or neglect. Drawing an arbitrary line in the sand does not 

make children safer or make disengaged students more likely to attend school. The bill 

includes language that would allow CFSA to determine whether the “parent, guardian, 

or custodian’s actions or pattern of inaction are the proximate cause of the child’s failure 

to secure an education.” While this caveat may prevent the Office of the Attorney General 

(OAG) from pursuing a case against some caregivers, an investigation by CFSA would 

be necessary to determine whether the caregiver was the “proximate cause” of the 

student’s absences. Moreover, any contact with CFSA, even an investigation where 

allegations are not substantiated, can be traumatic and damaging for children and 

families.54 

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 provide. Based on OSSE’s attendance data, 15,438 students missed more than 20%, or 

36 days, of the 2022-2023 school year. While the data does not distinguish between 

excused and unexcused absences, if even half of those students accrued at least 30 
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unexcused absences, the Showing Up for Students Act would require investigation of 

more than 7,700 students and families.55 This would put a significant strain on CFSA and 

would limit the agency’s ability to identify and intervene in cases where a child is 

experiencing abuse or neglect. Expanding CFSA investigations at the scale imagined by 

the Showing Up for Students Act would require the Agency to double, if not triple, their 

investigation staff. Taking on thousands more investigations will make it even harder for 

staff to identify the children experiencing abuse or neglect.  

And crucially, CFSA does not have the tools to address the underlying causes of 

absenteeism. Even if the District were to require CFSA to investigate the family of every 

student having accrued 30 unexcused absences, there is likely little the Agency could do 

to address the underlying causes of the absences. Research has found that an 

“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.”56 CFSA is not the appropriate agency to 

address these types of concerns. For example, 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 
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provide families with safe housing. CFSA is not the right agency to help families 

overcome the barriers to their student’s school attendance.   

We have heard the repeated calls for some sort of accountability mechanism for 

students and caregivers when the student is chronically absent or truant. However, we 

urge the Committee to be guided by the national experts regarding what works to 

improve attendance. As Dr. Balfanz testified before this Committee just last month, while 

“it’s challenging to find [accountability measures] that are actually effective. Pure 

punitive things have been shown not to be.”57 As such, we strongly urge the Committee 

to be guided by best practices to ensure that any resulting legislation avoids imposing 

harm on DC children and families. 

Conclusion 
 

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. However, the District currently lacks the data necessary to inform 

policymaking about appropriate prevention and problem-solving strategies. In the 

absence of a strong foundation upon which to build a successful attendance response, we 

strongly urge the Committee to be guided by research and best practices to ensure that 

any resulting legislation leads to meaningful improvement in attendance and avoids 

imposing greater harm on DC children and families. 

Thank you for this opportunity to testify and I welcome any questions. 
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B25-0740 - Truancy Reduction for Student Success Act of 2024 (CM Robert White) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Legend 
 - Provision likely to support improvement in the designated area. 

 $ -  Provision provides funding that could support improvement in the designated area. 
 X – Provision likely to undermine efforts or worsen conditions in the designated area. 
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Require OSSE to publish to its 
website select attendance data for 
each school or campus monthly 
(lines 53-64). 

                        

https://lims.dccouncil.gov/Legislation/B25-0740
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DMPSJ to determine Safe Passage 
priority areas based on attendance 
data (lines 45-65). 

                        

ONSE Leadership Academy to 
support schools with highest 
absenteeism rates (lines 66-97). 

                        

School to meet with students after 
5 unexcused absences to develop 
improvement plan prior to 
CFSA/OAG referral (lines 98-108). 

                        

OAG to annually submit status 
report for truancy cases and 
diversion outcomes (lines 109-119). 

                        

DHS and schools to share data 
regarding students in diversion 
programs (lines 120-125). 

                        

New UPSFF weight for chronically 
absent students; for principals to 
fund attendance interventions 
(lines 126-170). 

 $   $ $ $  $ $  $ $ $  $  $   $ $ $ $ 
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Schools to send attendance data to 
OSSE within 10 business days of 
last day of school (lines 46-54). 

                        

OSSE’s annual report to identify 
root causes, effective interventions, 
and funding needs (lines 55-61). 

                        

School to attempt contact with 
caregiver when student absent 
without valid excuse (lines 62-73). 

                        

LEA to notify OSSE when student 
accrues 3 unexcused absences in 
30 days; OSSE to send resource 
guide to caregiver (lines 74-81). 

                        

SY25-26: OSSE to refer 5–13-year-
olds to DHS after 7 unexcused 
absences in a 120-day window 
(lines 82-87, 106-111). 

                        

SY24-25: OSSE to refer 14–17-year-
olds to DHS after 7 unexcused 
absences in a 120-day window 
(lines 88-105). 
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Provisions from Legislation 

Data Drivers of 
Absenteeism Prevention Problem Solving Mitigation 
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OSSE to establish process for 
caregiver to cure errors in student’s 
attendance record (lines 112-114). 

                        

OAG no longer required to send 
caregiver notice re: possible 
prosecution when student is 
referred for truancy (lines 115-120). 

      X  X                

DHS may refer student to CFSA / 
OAG when student accrues 3 
additional unexcused absences 
and shows no meaningful effort to 
engage with DHS (lines 121-127). 

   X     X                

DHS must refer 5–13-year-olds to 
CFSA if student accrues 20 
unexcused absences in a school 
year (lines 128-133). 

   X     X                

DHS must refer 14–17-year-olds to 
CSSD & OAG if student accrues 25 
unexcused absences in a school 
year (lines 133-138). 

   X  X                   
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OSSE to have discretion regarding 
referrals when student crosses 
threshold within the final 20 school 
days of a year (lines 139-142). 

                        

DHS to provide OSSE and school 
with contact information of case 
worker assigned to referred student 
(lines 143-146). 

                        

SST or DHS case worker to conduct 
summer home visit for students 
with 20+ unexcused absences in 
previous year (lines 147-157). 

                        

OSSE to publish absenteeism 
trends, root causes, and effective 
interventions (lines 158-167) 

                        

OSSE to establish tiered systems of 
support for LEAs to include monthly 
assessments, staffing support, 
interagency coordination, summer 
outreach support (lines 168-180). 

                        

OSSE to establish attendance 
incentive programs (lines 181-190).                         
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OSSE to amend regs to create 
additional categories of excused 
absences (lines 191-211). 

                        

DCPS to issue updated discipline 
policy (lines 212-217).                         

DME to biannually convene relevant 
agencies to examine drivers of 
truancy (lines 218-225). 

                        

Amends definition of “child in need 
of supervision” to create affirmative 
defenses for youth when agency 
has failed to meet their obligations 
under the law (lines 226-256). 

                        

Amends definition of “neglected 
child” make 30+ unexcused 
absences per se neglect unless 
parent is not proximate cause of 
student’s absences (lines 257-267). 

   X  X   X                
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Court to order family conference 
when youth is charged with a 
dangerous crime while armed 
(DCWA) or a crime of violence 
(COV) (lines 63-85). 

Juvenile Justice Provision Unrelated to School Attendance or Student Engagement 

CSSD case adjustment process not 
available to youth charged with 
DCWA (lines 86-94). 

Juvenile Justice Provision Unrelated to School Attendance or Student Engagement 

Consent decrees not available to 
youth charged with DCWA or COV 
while armed (lines 95-110). 

Juvenile Justice Provision Unrelated to School Attendance or Student Engagement 

Deferred disposition agreements 
not available to youth charged with 
DWCA or COV (lines 111-121). 

Juvenile Justice Provision Unrelated to School Attendance or Student Engagement 

Adds definitions to DC Code § 38-
236.01 regarding exclusionary 
discipline (lines 124-146) 

     X        X           

Allows students in grades 6-8 to be 
issued an out-of-school suspension 
for a broader range of behaviors 
(lines 147-173).  

     X        X           
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Allows for 45-day out-of-school 
suspensions for students in grades 
6-12 via assignment to Alternative 
Educational Setting (lines 174-199) 

     X        X           

Limits access to due process 
hearings to only students receiving 
out-of-school suspensions of 6+ 
consecutive days (lines 200-202). 

     X   X     X     X      

Gives caregivers 10 school days to 
submit excuse notes for student 
absences (lines 203-208). 

                        

OSSE not required to re-send 
resource guide to families who have 
already received it (lines 209-215). 

                        

In SY24-25, schools to refer 5–13-
year-olds to CFSA if student 
accrues 10 unexcused absences in 
a school year (lines 216-222). 
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In SY25-26, schools to refer 5–13-
year-old students to DHS upon 
accrual of 10 unexcused absences 
in a school year (lines 223-226). 

                        

In SY25-26, schools to refer 5–13-
year-old students to CFSA upon 
accrual of 20 unexcused absences 
in a school year (lines 227-229). 

   X  X   X                

In SY25-26, schools to refer 5–13-
year-old students to OAG upon 
accrual of 25 unexcused absences 
in a school year (lines 230-232). 

   X  X                   

In SY24-25, schools to refer 14–17-
year-olds to DHS if student accrues 
15 unexcused absences in a school 
year (lines 233-237). 

                        

In SY24-25, schools to refer 14–17-
year-olds to OAG if student accrues 
25 unexcused absences in a school 
year (lines 237-240). 

   X  X                   
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Limits actions that OAG may take 
upon receiving truancy referral 
(lines 241-253). 

             X           

Amends mandatory report statute 
to conform with new referrals 
timelines (lines 254-257) 

                        

Amends definition of “weapon” in 
DC Code § 38-234(a) and grants 
Mayor authority to expand 
definition under this section 
through regs (lines 258-273). 

                        

OAG to annually report on number 
of truancy notifications sent to 
families (lines 274-282). 

                        

Adds OSSE to list of government 
agencies who may inspect law 
enforcement records concerning a 
child (lines 283-287) 

                        

Allows Family Court, DYRS, & MPD 
to disclose juvenile information to 
OSSE (lines 288-294). 
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